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			Above all else, guard your heart.

			Everything you do flows from it.
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			This one is for Helena, 
who came into my life for such a time as this.
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				Dependence
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			Dressing is a ritual.

			The ash-colored, itchy fabric slips over my head and falls past my knobby knees. There are no buttons or fine threads or shape. The robes we wear in the districts feel like a sack for potatoes sewn into something we could put our arms into.

			A horn blows outside. A warning.

			I hurry, stuffing my feet in the issued shoes and bunching up my toes to get my heel inside. The cold earth chills the pads of my feet through the worn soles. I remove my silver chain with razor-thin barbs from its box, the second layer of my lowborn attire, and clamp it at the corners of my mouth. My eyes water at the pain. I blink once and the hurt fades into me, not away, but simmering beneath my skin like an ember of a fire that’s always there.

			My drab, dusty-brown hair—the same color as my dress, the floors of our hovel, the shoddy walls of this entire district—is tied into a low bun at the nape of my neck.

			A thin blade is hidden inside it.

			Last are my gloves. My protection. They slide with ease up my storm-washed pale skin—salt-bleached and wind stung. The soft, dark lining is cool against my arms. For a moment it’s gentle. Then, my fingertips tingle and a chill spreads over my hands beneath the fabric, dulling my touch, steeling something fragile inside me.

			Touch is a gateway to love.

			Expressions of love are forbidden here.

			I grab my pouch of gold. It’s full of every gleaming circle I’ve earned smuggling since last solstice, when I got the idea to give up making a life on this wretched island and run.

			I’ll march to the docks where trade ships rush into port each morning as consistent as the sun, find one of the northern captains with colorful clothes and a warm smile who smells like salt and sea, like freedom, and buy passage out of here. If I can convince them to help me escape, I can go north. I don’t know what’s beyond the Citadel’s ships that patrol our waters. No one does. No one leaves the island. But I’ll take my chances. Anywhere but here.

			The others in my orphanage left for the census earlier this morning. With the crowds piled into the square, waiting in long lines for every family called forward, I should have just enough time to sneak to the docks. I open the food tin but find only a ripped piece of stale bread. Tonight, I’ll have some good news to share with Serafina even if the ration truck doesn’t come again today.

			I step outside of the orphanage, pocket weighed down, hoping all I’ve saved is enough. I don’t know how much it takes to bribe a ship captain. I don’t know how much it costs to convince people to do a good thing. But I’m betting six months of savings has to buy me something.

			The shoremen, dockers, warehouse workers, and merchants who usually wander the early-morning sandy streets of the Saltblood district are nowhere to be found. Even Sleepy Stu, who is always passed out at the bottom of our building’s stairs, is gone. His piss-stained blanket is still there. The only sounds are waves gnawing at the shore in the distance and the groaning of wood against the wind as if it’s on the verge of collapse here too.

			The faint creak of rusted metal stairs bites the air as a bound stack of the week’s pamphlets are tossed at my feet—the words Census Day are written in big, bold letters across its front.

			“Hurry, we’re late!” Dorian flails his arm in greeting from the street with a hollow grin. He’s always doing odd jobs outside of our couriering duties, and not always for extra coin. He’s a model lowborn citizen, a dutiful Saltblood. Nothing like me. I do only what I must to survive.

			The last time I saw Dorian Marsh, he asked me to marry him. The only time the gloves and chains are allowed to come off—the only time lowborns are allowed to touch skin to skin—is to make children. An unceremonious event, organized and overseen by an audience of Mercyenforcers. His chestnut-brown hair was windblown that day, stringy around his eyes. He smelled like smoke and oil from helping out at the driftwood fires. I never forget a smell or the look in someone’s eyes.

			Dorian was serious. He wanted me to agree to be his bedmate—make children with him by law, which means marry—abandon the orphanage, move into a mothers’ tenement, have children. I hardly know him! And besides, I’m not the marrying kind.

			Dorian and his mother’s tenement is a few doors down from my orphanage. His father lives in a fathers’ tenement upstream. Dorian says our fathers knew each other before mine died. That their rooms were across the breezeway from one another, as if that would make me like his proposal more. It didn’t.

			When Dorian is out of sight, I kick the pamphlets aside and pad down the stairs and head downhill, away from the square. My heart races my feet through Dockers Row. Past the cluster of narrow wooden shacks on shaky stilts, stuffed between and on top of one another. Past the bread stand and tax collector’s office. Past the hull of homes, abandoned shops, and alleyways that lead to illegal touch parlors.

			When I can taste the salt in the air, I know I’m close. The narrow road opens up, emptying into the harbor. Docks jut out like sharp teeth from the shore, ships bobbing in the distance. There is one with a large mast, a coiled snake across its flag in bright green, the color of the lush trees of the Grainfolk district. Another two are smaller but look formidable, their dark hulls low and fast, built for speed more than cargo. A bulky freighter tilts slightly in the tide. Its deck is cluttered with painted crates and coiled rope.

			The little I know about ships, my father taught me. The gold in my pocket suddenly feels lighter. Meager. Would bribery for a spot on a smaller ship cost less?

			“Saltblood, you’re required in the square.”

			I freeze, my heart thundering.

			The Mercyenforcer circles me in a patchwork of metal plates and leather, trimmed in Citadel silver and purple. He stops, gripping the rail, blocking my way, scanning me for compliance—my dress, my chain, my gloves.

			Then, he moves closer to me.

			And it feels like being choked.

			I step backward, studying the splintered wooden planks beneath his boots and the lines painted there, keeping my eyes down like I’m supposed to in the presence of a highborn. I tuck my toes at the edge of the white stripe painted on the ground. Grid lines for our protection. No accidental skin grazes. Distance is safety.

			Three feet apart.

			Arm’s length.

			Always.

			The Mercyenforcer crosses the boundary, his hand moving to the stinger at his waist. He smells like cold iron and a field of flowers. Like danger. When he grips the collar of my dress, my hand is at the sharp point hidden in my hair in an instant.

			“Where do you think you’re going, saltrat?” he asks gruffly.

			I don’t want to die today. On the day I turned eighteen. There is nothing special about my birthday. But I like counting the number each year, watching it increase. It feels like I’m winning a contest I didn’t ask to be in, defeating odds that should bury me. Eighteen. Three years older than the grave-digger Saltbloods who work along our territory boundary. Ten years older than the body that was found in the square last week. The same age my mother was when she married my father. Besides, if I die, what will happen to Serafina, Miss Omon, the others in the orphanage?

			I have to find a different time to get to the docks, another way.

			“To the census,” I tell the ground, releasing my bun and clasping my hands. “I think I’ve gotten turned around.”

			The Mercyenforcer grabs my chin roughly, forcing me to meet his eyes, shattering our rules by reminding me, again, that he has none. His eyes are angry and green like a forest set on fire, beneath thick blond brows. The flowery scent on his fingers curls into my throat like barbed wire. My skin prickles where his skin touches mine. Every nerve in my body screams. But, I hold still. I pretend like a good Saltblood.

			“I just got lost. Forgive me,” I say, angling my pocket of gold away from him just slightly.

			His stare burns into me as if he can see my thoughts. When his grip loosens, I pull my chin away, gaze glued to the ground, not willing to break any rule right in front of him. He could kill me for less.

			“Identification.”

			“Axira Merreri.”

			I show him my identification card. He orders me to follow him. I steal a look at the horizon, the sea waiting for me, my shot at freedom—lost—before he marches me uphill, past Dockers Row and across the river, which cuts through the island like claws reaching for the ocean.
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			The Dredge is packed with courier boats—empty, ready for tomorrow’s deliveries. The route winds through all the districts, from the Saltblood shore, across the Grainfolk’s plains and Stonebound’s mountains, all the way to the pinnacle of the island—Skyhaven. Ours is the largest of the districts, right at the sea’s edge, wrapping around the volcanic island like a skirt.

			Books say that centuries ago, outsiders invaded our island for its rich resources. They split the island into districts, taking the highest land for themselves—calling themselves Skyborn. They said Ethyrians would be rich, an envy of the Sapphire Seas. But Miss Omon says the only thing that’s changed since she was a girl is the reach of the Citadel’s shadows.

			A dense crowd waits up ahead as the square appears. Census Day. People sprawl in winding lines through the heart of the Saltblood district—the lowest of lowborn districts—where Dewy will clean out your teeth with vinegar and pull any bad ones for a silver, where Maiden Harriet can fix a broken mouth chain the same day, where Abigail Chandler and all eight of her children will hound you about their latest wax creation. Today none of the usuals are here peddling. Every Saltblood in Ethyria drifts around a towering stone figure at the center of the square, waiting their turn to be counted.

			The Benevolent statue looms with one hand outstretched in mercy, the other clutching a heart in his fist. Some are gathered around leaving gifts. Cobblestone ripples out from the statue’s base like a sunburst—except for one brick, near the back, slightly raised. My heart ticks faster. The dirt around it is unsettled the way it is when someone’s left a message for me.

			A request for my smuggled goods.

			I can feel my pocket getting heavier, my chances to book passage rising. I’ll have to check it when the square is clear, after the census is finished.

			Children are lined up along the bordered barricades, marking our district’s boundary, kicking stones and daring each other to touch the fence. Just above them, bodies hang from the iron gates—some limp, some bound in twisted poses meant to shame. One still wears a ribbon in her hair and a tie covers her mouth, marking that she was condemned for kissing in public. Another hangs by her wrists, bare hands blistered and blackened for touching without clearance. None of the children look up. They’ve seen it all before.

			A pair of twins stick their hands through the metal gates, trying to grab the burgundy flowers growing in the pits outside our territory, until a Mercyenforcer makes them stop. Miss Omon says that’s where they buried the Redwake rebels over a decade ago. There are rumors more have risen up in the last few years because the fields of flowers have quietly grown.

			“Get checked first, then get in the census line,” the Mercyenforcer orders.

			I force down a dry breath and obey. I join the checkpoint line where Saltbloods shuffle silently in rows like prisoners on their way to execution. But with smiles. Wide-eyed, eager, anticipating smiles.

			“She lives,” Ferdin—the fisherman who lives beneath our orphanage—salutes me, stopping as he passes me in line. That’s his usual greeting when I return from smuggling with heavier pockets. Saltbloods who are too frail to work as couriers, making the delivery route up the Dredge to the other districts, have to rely on trade. His counter is the choice fish market in Dockers Row. Probably in all the district. He’s often awake in the wee hours of morning on his way to catch food for the day when I’m just slipping back into the district, evading curfew.

			“Just finished.” His thumb jabs his chest, which glows faintly from a Heartfiller.

			Finished being checked. Finished being drugged.

			“You look like you need more sleep, Axira. Maybe try a sedative filler the next few days.” Ferdin isn’t a tall man. He’s lean with a beard that never quite fills in. His boots are always damp, and he smells faintly of fish and salt. He smells like home, like comfort. But he stares blankly at me, with glassy eyes and a serene smile, as if he’s not really registering that I’m here. His brows are pulled too high, like he’s always surprised. Always happy. Whether he wants to be or not. I have to force myself not to glare at the dim light emanating from him.

			It’s been fourteen days since my last Heartfiller. I don’t miss it.

			“It’s good to see you, Ferdy.” That’s what Serafina calls him. It stuck.

			The line shuffles forward quickly, and my heart knots in my chest as Heartfillers are dosed to each person up ahead. I’ve evaded having to take them for two weeks, but I’m not sure how I’m going to get through today without being forced to partake.

			When the Benevolent took power in Ethyria, he brought peace to the island, guiding us into harmony by issuing these substances to fill us with good feelings.

			Heartfillers.

			Everyone working age—twelve years old—is required to use one each morning. For our good, they say. Your happiness is the Benevolent’s promise.

			But the last dozen days have been fine. I am fine without it.

			“Spread out these rows!” Another Mercyenforcer marches by. I consider the space between myself and the person in front of me before scanning the ground for white space lines. Then, I search for a head of thin gray hair or someone corralling a troupe of kids. If Miss Omon is near the front of the line, maybe we can get back to the docks before the Saltblood streets are full of witnesses. But there’s no sign of Miss Omon, Serafina, or the others in the checkpoint line.

			“You stay out of trouble, Axira,” Ferdy says.

			“Don’t I always.” I smile. And it’s real. “Have you seen Miss Omon?” I ask him before he hurries off.

			“She’s over there, somewhere.” Ferdin points toward the census line where there is a group of Mercyenforcers evaluating people one by one. “Serafina was having a problem or something, so they let her skip ahead.”

			“What kind of problem?” She has a bad cough that won’t go away.

			Ferdy shrugs before being absorbed by the crowd. My mind races, but it’s my turn. I step forward. The Mercyenforcer’s face is angular and wind-burnt, jaw square and unshaven beneath a steel half mask hooked over his mouth. What little skin shows is sun-leathered like old bark. He smells like the person who brought me here. All law enforcement smell the same, like acrid bile buried in roses. I think I recognize him. But all of them dress in the same black-plate regalia over weather-beaten leather. He shines a light into my eyes before noting something on a paper.

			“Axira Merreri,” he says.

			I nod. Someone somewhere shrieks, then grunts before hitting the ground with a thud. The crowd chatters on, not missing a beat. The Mercyenforcer grips the handle of his light in his bare hand to look into my other eye. Once he’s done, he studies the gloves covering my arms and the chain hooked on my mouth.

			“Open.”

			I part my lips, and he inspects the metal attached to their corners, strung between my teeth.

			“Purse.”

			I inhale through my nostrils before pushing my lips out in a kissing motion. The bite of pain at the corners of the chain makes my eyes water. But I’m ready for it.

			“She’s compliant.” He motions at me to the guard behind him, who is fishing a narrow, coral-faceted crystal from a bucket. It’s the length of his hand and sparkles in the sunlight. The bucket is full of every type of Heartfiller. Pale blue ones for sleep, more coral ones for hallucination—letting you relive past memories, bright yellow ones for euphoria. I stiffen. I hate the strange way they make me feel. Like all my feelings are muffled music playing underwater, not erased, but quieter, harder to reach. Like an itch I can’t scratch. Like trying to cry in a dream. My real feelings don’t leave; they’re just drowned by a rush of other Heartfiller-induced good feelings.

			And the better people feel, the less they complain. The less they complain, the fewer whispers there are of rebellion. Years ago, the Grainfolk district tried overthrowing the Benevolent by poisoning the crops they sent into the palace each day. But the only thing that came of it was a dozen dead palace Mercyenforcers and the district’s children being force-fed the poisoned food while their parents watched.

			The Mercyenforcer holds the Heartfiller in his fist, motioning me closer. I cross my arms over my chest, signaling illness, hoping the lie works on Census Day the way it has for the last two weeks. I like having my wits about me for smuggling.

			“How many days have you been sick?”

			“Three.” I cough. I never visit the same checkpoint place twice in one week. It’s become my survival rule the last several days. The guards rotate weekly. Visiting different checkpoints meant my sickness excuse worked on each of them.

			His eyes narrow on me. He and another Mercyenforcer share a gaze. My heart slams into my ribs. Having the cold crystal shoved into my chest is the worst feeling. I sometimes wonder if death would be gentler. It feels like a thousand shards of ice clawing their way into my ribs then slowly dissolving into my body, racing through me in a rush of icy heat. The coral memory one is the worst. It causes hallucinations. They are a favorite here. But the last time I had to take one, I kept seeing myself getting dressed the day my parents died, over and over again.

			“No skipping your Heartfiller tomorrow.” The guard stamps my name before shoving a copy of the week’s pamphlet in my hand. “Am I understood?”

			I nod, eyes glued to his boots.

			He excuses me and I exhale, pretending to skim the back of the pamphlet, before stuffing the Benevolent’s regular reminders into my clothes and dashing to the census line. I hold tight to the gold in my pocket so it doesn’t clink.

			The Heartfillers the Benevolent made to bury in our chests are the same ones I steal and smuggle to the highborn: an illegal sport of pleasure the rich pay well for. Maybe that makes me a hypocrite. Perhaps I should feel bad. Perhaps I should feel a lot of things.

			But before the guilt sets, I spot a familiar head of dark curly hair in the fist of a Mercyenforcer. The newest and youngest face at our orphanage, Serafina, writhes in his grip with an apple in her tiny hands. An apple we didn’t have at the orphanage. An apple she must have stolen.

			Miss Omon stands beside her, watching, silent and numb.
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			Imaneuver my way through the lines, rushing over. I know what comes next. I know the punishment for stealing. The risk I’ve taken every day to save up a way for us to leave this place.

			It’s death.

			By hanging in the square, specifically.

			“I can pay!” I hold out a gold coin to the Mercyenforcer with my head tilted to the ground. Serafina looks up at me with tear-filled eyes. I shake my head subtly and straighten, hoping she gets my drift. She cannot cry. That would only make matters worse.

			“She’s hungry, that’s all,” I tell him. “The ration truck had a bad wheel yesterday and never came. Please.”

			The Mercyenforcer is silent. The crowds have quieted too. On my periphery, Miss Omon shuffles. I look up, just so, and catch her hollow stare crack—her eyes widening. She’s worried, for me. She’s showing what could seem like affection, and it could get her killed too.

			“She sorts the linen each evening,” I lie to the Mercyenforcer, motioning to Serafina. “She needs her strength.” The truth. How else will she ever get well? “Again, I can pay.”

			I watch his hand, hoping it doesn’t move toward his heart. That would be a sign that punishment is coming.

			He snatches the gold from my hand, turning it in his, weighing whether it’s enough. They don’t need gold. Mercyenforcers work for the Benevolent; they’re Skyborn. They live in big houses in Skyhaven. I see them glistening from the mountaintops while I’m smuggling. I sell my illicit goods at some of their doorsteps.

			“Did you steal this?” the Mercyenforcer asks, now turning a small black box—a stinger—in his hands. The box’s edge is razored with biting shards of light that can make every muscle in the body go still for a time.

			He waits for my answer. Some say Skyborn can tell when you’re lying just by looking in your eyes. I don’t know if that’s true. But I don’t steal the gold. I steal the Heartfillers. The gold, I earn. I swallow a dry breath, trying to still the drum beating harder in my chest.

			“No, no, of course, not. I’m a courier in Dockers Row. I get one piece of gold every thirty days, fair and square, like everyone else.”

			If he checks my pockets, he’ll know that I’m not even old enough to have the amount of gold weighing my dress down. I don’t move. I can’t. Maybe it was fortuitous that I didn’t pay for a ship this morning. If I had, Serafina would be hanged by sunset.

			For being hungry.

			We may not be allowed to show love, but aren’t we still human?

			The Mercyenforcer releases Serafina. She stands stiffly, chest heaving. He snatches the apple from her hand and takes a bite. Then he tosses it at her feet. When he walks away, I can breathe again as I join Miss Omon and the others in line. Nichol stands nearly as tall as me with red cheeks and wet pants. He peed himself. He does that when he’s scared.

			“It’s alright. We’ll be out of here soon,” I tell him. “Move forward in the line. Go on.”

			I pick up the bitten apple, dust it off, and hand it to Serafina. Her usual scent is warm and nutty, as if the days Miss Omon makes porridge live in her sun-kissed brown curls forever. But today she’s all salt, sweat, and fear, still frozen with clenched fists. Several of her schoolmates are in the census line pacing ahead of us, watching, like well-trained Saltblood children too young for Heartfillers. Their palms lie flat against their chests, unmoved, allegiant—a Mercyenforcer gesture they must mimic to remind themselves that emotion is dangerous. Order is mercy. Curiosity hides behind their cold stares. I stand in Serafina’s line of sight, blocking her view of them. Her tiny fists are still balled, and her cheeks are pink with embarrassment.

			“Control, Fina,” I tell her under my breath. Soon we will be out of here. Soon we will have a ship. I want to turn her back on them and urge her forward. When we’ve moved a few steps, I say, “Stealing, Fina, really? You can’t take chances—”

			“It’s what you do, isn’t it?” she whispers, but it feels like a shout. “When you come home very late?”

			“Who told you that?”

			“Nobody had to tell me.” She hacks up a nasty cough. One that’s lingered since she came to live with us. “My mother was Stonebound. Our tenement was in the hardest-to-reach mountains in that district. We’re good at watching things.”

			I found Serafina on the shore months ago, so frail and sick I assumed she was younger than she is. She clung to her mother’s corpse. The woman’s body was at least a day old. Her swollen mouth, the scratches on her chest, and her ripped blouse, exposing the scar over her heart, made it look like a Heartfiller overdose. But it was murder. By a Skyborn, I bet. Serafina would have been beaten if anyone else found her like that, weeping over a person, showing love. No one knew who the dead woman was, so I brought Serafina to Miss Omon.

			For safety.

			Now she’s taking risks.

			This is my fault. I’m the oldest in the orphanage. They look to me. I have to be more discreet.

			“Close your mouth, right now, both of you,” Miss Omon mutters, passing me to join us properly in line. Her expression is still dazed, and I can feel her frustration with me.

			I start to respond, but my dead mother’s words haunt me: Swim with the current or drown.

			We’re sent to the end of the line for causing commotion. I shuffle that way, silently, wishing the square was clear so I could get to the smuggling request that’s been left under the loose stone at the statue.

			The sooner I get a ship, the sooner this is over for all of us.
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			Every second of Census Day is so painfully slow, I am relieved when it is over. Near the end with only a few in line in front of us, the crowd has thinned and the square is now only littered with discarded pamphlets. I pass the time flipping through one of them. It’s the usual: the Benevolent’s portrait, a historical recollection of the last fifteen years since the Redwake rebellion, “The Echo of the Allegiant” lyrics, and an entire section about the importance of Census Day.

			Stats are in big letters along the top: Heartfillers reduced crime by 42 percent from last solstice; 95 percent of lowborns report improved sleep satisfaction; citizens with no memory of loss or longing: 61 percent and rising; 72 percent of Stonebounds describe improved focus and lower emotional interference; overall Ethyrian productivity up by 40 percent.

			I flip it over. On the back is an announcement.
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				Tournament of Hearts

				Mercy guards the masses, 
but love tests the few.

				A once-in-a-decennium chance to become 
a Skyborn citizen and experience true love.

				The Benevolent makes his final call for entrants to all lowborn districts, graciously extending the deadline. Join in celebrating the love-matching competition that’s brought us fifty years of peace and satisfaction across the districts.
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			I toss it and spend every second waiting for the census to end, staring at the loose stone at the foot of the statue, wondering how much my next smuggling run will bring me.

			By the time the Mercyenforcers are loading up to leave, the sun is blazing hot in the center of the sky and Serafina’s raspy cough has gotten worse.

			The chaos of morning morphs into a typical day, the square livening with its usual chorus. With half the day gone, it’s too late to start deliveries. Several people wander in a fogged daze, chests glowing. They dart in and out of the square’s stalls for bread, jars of honey, and sanitation rags. I hear a pair who pass mention they’re on their way to Ferdy’s.

			Others—who like to double up on Heartfiller doses to get the fleeting intense feeling—loiter. Several of them stand still, uninterested in moving, staring at nothing, gleeful, living a thousand fake moments over and over in their heads. Some bounce down the road, giddy. Some stumble toward their homes, heavy with fatigue.

			Miss Omon gathers Nichol and Sam as I fish out another gold. “Get some bread on the way,” I tell her.

			She pauses, eyes flicking to the coin, then to the street.

			“Go on,” I say. “Take it.”

			She glances over her shoulder before grabbing it. She and the others keep walking with the square at their back. I drift from the group toward the stone statue. Serafina sticks to my heels.

			“Where are you going?” Miss Omon asks, eyeing me warily, her hard gray eyes more gloom than steel. I’ve lived with her since my parents died. She lied to get me out of the mothers’ tenement, saying that she was my aunt. In truth, she knew my parents, and she was upset by what happened to them. She took me to her shack, where there were two other children, both younger than me. Saltbloods survive by relying on one another. I hate relying on anyone.

			She had two rules: Never call her Mother, and never lie to her. In exchange, she’d keep me safe, well, and fed. When she’d gotten me healthy and strong enough to yoke a pair of buckets across my shoulders, she took me to the icy stream that runs under our hovel and had me try to catch fish by hand. My arms were purple all winter. I fished in every one of the streams that runs through the district, climbing anything, finding the hardest-to-reach spots to anchor myself stealthily to take a fish by surprise. I became quicker than anyone and quieter than anything, determined that the Skyborn would never hurt me. When I was old enough to work the docks, she put me to work selling clamshells. She kept her word, and I followed her rules.

			Until Nichol and Sam got violently sick.

			We were out of medicine, and she told me they would die by morning. She told me to prepare the funeral sacks. Instead, I snuck out that night and robbed a young family of their medicine rations. Scared she’d make me return it, I lied and secretly gave it to Nichol and Sam. When they made it through the night, Miss Omon knew what I’d done. She never mentioned it. And she’s never asked me once since the last solstice how I bring home so much gold.

			But she knows. If Serafina knows, Miss Omon knows. And she doesn’t approve.

			“I’ll be there soon, I promise,” I tell her.

			“Serafina, with me,” Miss Omon says.

			Serafina’s big brown eyes plead with me. They’re red rimmed and low; her skin is a sickly pallor. More pale than she was this morning.

			“Go home. I won’t be long. Besides, you need another dose of medicine.”

			She hacks into her sleeve and does as I ask, begrudgingly.

			When Miss Omon and the others are completely out of sight, I start making my way to the statue. A woman stumbles into me; she tips sideways but catches herself without a glance my way.

			“Careful,” I say. But she hardly blinks, transfixed by the Heartfillers pumping through her body. She teeters away, and I take another look around. There’s a single Mercyenforcer on duty by a lamppost, but he’s far enough away that I’m going to take my chances.

			I walk over the stone, pausing a moment to rock back on my heel to wiggle it more. It shifts beneath my feet. I turn and walk over it again, as if I’m pacing. Then, I drop to one knee and fiddle with my boot laces, untying them with one hand and running my other hand along the seam of the cobbled stone.

			The Mercyenforcer is gone from the lamppost.

			He’s crossing the narrow road.

			He’s marching toward me.

			My heart pounds as I slide my fingers between the bricks, wiggling the trick one loose, while hiding my hand with my skirt. The gap is too narrow. I push harder, teeth clenched against the pain. Finally, the stone lifts. I pry it free, snatch the paper from the hollow, and shove it deep into my boot. Laces tied, I rise.

			The Mercyenforcer is almost on top of me when he’s intercepted by a Saltblood who thrashes into his path. The man’s eyes are wild, his limbs jerking. Foam rims at his mouth, and his head snaps side to side. He’s hallucinating violently. The enforcer gets distracted trying to settle him.

			I run.

			Out of the square, I follow the cobbled path until I hit dirt. The winding road slopes downhill to where the ocean is on the horizon and the Saltblood shacks come into view. When I’m sure I’m not being followed, I stop to catch my breath and pull out the request.

			11 Citadel Hill

			As many as you can get.

			On the back—the royal seal is stamped in dark ink, just above the words:

			10,000 gold

		

	
		
			3

			
				[image: ]
			

			Idon’t remember my mother’s face.

			But I do remember my father’s, covered in tears, kissing her goodbye before her body was rolled off the cliff into the sea. Mercyenforcers hanged him for that.

			Any act interpreted as love is punishable by death for the lowborn. I watched, clinging to his leg, small and malnourished, no taller than his waist, as they arrested him.

			I haven’t cried since.

			But watching Serafina writhe in our blankets, moaning in pain and burning with fever, makes me come close. She’s only gotten worse since the census, vomiting twice and sweating through her bed linens. Food rations came last evening, after the census, but there was no medicine.

			I pad around the half dozen others curled up on their mattresses on the floor as silently as I can, pulling open cupboards, checking the sill beneath our tiny window still open from the night before. When a violent gust of wind rips inside, shaking the walls of the orphanage, I ease the window closed, catching the latch before it bangs the siding and disturbs everyone. Sleep is the one thing we can have plenty of.

			I keep looking, but every tincture jar I find is empty. There’s never enough of anything. Food is sparse, and Skyborns blame the Grainfolk. Medicine is hard to come by, and they accuse the Saltblood of robbing the trade ships. But Skyborns don’t ever seem hungry or sick.

			I find the note requesting my entire supply of contraband, turning it in my hands. Still struggling to believe it’s real. I glare at the seal again. Then the address.

			11 Citadel Hill

			The Citadel in Skyhaven is where the Benevolent and the rest of the ruling family live. I’d never have to risk my neck again. We’d never need to steal anything. Serafina coughs a raspy, hacking one that sounds like her lungs ripping in two. Medicine. I squeeze the note, reading it again, expecting the words to change.

			With this much money we could definitely get a ship.

			It all sounds too good to be true. But it’s doubtful the royal seal could be forged. Who else would have that much gold? They could arrest me. Or worse.

			I tuck the note away and grab the pamphlet from the table. A picture printed with the mention of the Benevolent’s Tournament of Hearts catches my eye. Two bare hands are outstretched but not quite meeting, separated by light. Love is dangerous. But noble, rare, and sacred when earned, it reads. Beneath that:

			
				One flame will rise.

				One pairing will burn bright.

				The winning couple will receive: 
Lifetime Skyborn citizenship, 
accommodations in the Citadel, 
and a place at Court.
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			I blink once, twice. But the words don’t change.

			“What’s it say?” Serafina says, bringing herself up onto her elbows on the bed that we share. Her eyes are cloudy and her chest glows with a faint light I only just noticed.

			I rush over to her. “What did Miss Omon give you?”

			“Something to help me sleep, she said.”

			The hair on my skin bristles. So we are out of medicine. The Heartfiller sedative is too strong for her little body. I feel her temperature again. Her skin burns hotter through my gloves.

			“The pamphlet.” She tries to sit up taller, but collapses woozily. “What does it say about the tournament? I heard if you win, your heart glows forever and you can kiss without pain.”

			I blink at her. “Who—”

			“And Billy who lives in Brine End says your whole district gets extra bread for a year if you win.”

			“That’s—”

			“And you never age again after you win. Makoa in Netters Hollow told me that. She said that your heart keeps you full on true love forever.” She coughs, convulsing with each one.

			The Tournament of Hearts is a chance for lowborn to earn Skyborn citizenship by proving they can handle true love. They must pass a series of trials and find their truest-love match among the contestants. Many enter, but only a select number are chosen. That’s all anyone knows.

			Skyborn are allowed to watch the trials, and we might get updates in the districts through the daily pamphlets, but no one will really know anything until people start coming home, whispering about what it was like. The last time the tournament was held, I was eight. Miss Omon’s helper back then entered. She lost pretty early into the competition, and people say that when she returned home she was a shell of who she’d been. She never returned to the orphanage. Eventually she overdosed by using a dozen Heartfillers at once.

			Serafina stares at me, blinking with a spark of something unfair in her eyes. Hope.

			“Fina, that’s ridiculous,” I say. “You can’t believe everything you hear.”

			“Does it say it in the pamphlet? That means it’s true.”

			I crumple up the pamphlet and drop it in the wastebasket. “None of that is true. It can’t be. It’s…It doesn’t matter.”

			“Why doesn’t it matter? Bread for a year.”

			I stuff my hands in my pockets, fingers curling the edge of the smuggling request. I sit on the bed beside her, careful not to touch her more than I need to. When she coughs again, she curls over the edge of the mattress, retching phlegm. A weight heavier than a Heartfiller feels like it’s wedged itself into my chest. She’s getting worse.

			I have to try to get this money, and I have to do it now. I’ll need to be smart in case this smuggling request is a trap. But I have to try.

			“Axira?” Serafina blinks slowly. Too slowly. “Why doesn’t bread for a year matter?”

			“Because—” If this works, she will dance on the deck of a ship in the sun. “It’s probably Skyborn bread. Yuck! Everyone knows our Miss Briss makes the best bread in Ethyria.”

			She grins, a real curl of the lips, drawing creases around her eyes, and it rattles my pulse. I stand abruptly and cross the room to wet a towel before laying it across her forehead. “Calm down, and”—I fluff her pillow, helping her lie down—“get some more sleep.”

			I can’t put this off. Requests are filled within a day or they’re assumed to be denied. But the minute I grab my clothes from the line outside, I spot a vase my mother made me from clay. She molded it carefully, starting over several times, for weeks, to get it just right. Then she painted it with rippling blue strokes that remind me of the ocean. Swim with the current or drown, she’d said when she gave it to me. I can guess how she’d feel about my secret profession if she were alive.

			But treading water forever is no better than drowning.

			I have to risk it, one more time. For Serafina, Miss Omon, Nichol, and the others.

			I hook the thin silver chain on either side of my mouth. Today will be different. Today I make my own fate. With a few gold coins stuffed into each of my shoes, the usual thin blade in my bun, and a backup one in my boot, I sling the rest of my savings across me.

			When I turn to head to the door, a small hand grabs my boot.

			“Wait, where”—Fina tries to clear her raspy throat—“are you going so early?”

			“Couriering. Very important delivery today. Now, sleep.” I smile to soften the stress that’s crept into my tone. It’s not her fault she has to be drugged instead of healed.

			“I can come this time. I really do feel alright. We can stop by the stream on the way home. You said you would teach me to fish, remember?” Her brows furrow somewhere between mistrust and hope. “I won’t get in the way. I’m not a little kid. I’m eight years old.”

			I imagine I looked at my mother the way she looks at me now. Each night my mother would tell me the same bedtime story about the power of hope. That nothing was impossible. Her optimism didn’t save her from an early grave, and I’m not naive—the only power I have is the power I make. There were many things my mother used to say that I don’t agree with, but the body heals best with lots of rest isn’t one of them.

			“Not today.” I pull the blanket to Serafina’s chin and leave her there. She will be okay. I will make sure of it.

			When I slip out of the door, eyes watch me descend the stairs. But I avoid looking at Miss Omon. When I reach the last step, her stare still burns my skin. I turn back. She’s already dressed for the day, her gray hair tied back, muck boots peeking out from her skirt tied between her legs. Her chest glows faintly with dregs of a sedative wearing off. She’s never been a good sleeper. The shame over giving Serafina a Heartfiller is written all over her face. But her thin mouth stays shut. As if saying a word might break her. As if despite all this time that we’ve been fighting to survive here, some things seem to never change. My mother would think of something encouraging to say, but I turn and leave.

			If today’s smuggling goes as planned, Miss Omon won’t be forced to make impossible choices again.

			My hands are slick. I tear the paper beneath the address and smudge the charcoal numbers on the back before shoving the rest in my pocket and rehearsing my plan to settle my nerves. Clear the morning’s checkpoint. Get tagged to enter Skyhaven. Gather my goods and contraband. Meet the customer. Buy some medicine from someone, whatever it costs, on the way home. Get to the docks by sunset. We could be on a ship by nightfall.

			Mandatory checkpoint lines already wind through Dockers Row. I find a line with Mercyenforcers who look different from the ones I saw yesterday. When it’s my turn, I’m waved forward. They don’t question my crossed arms. When a Mercyenforcer returns the Heartfiller she was about to shove into my chest back in the barrel, I say, “I need to be tagged. I’m making deliveries to the Citadel today.”

			She opens her hand for my courier schedule. My throat goes dry.

			“I don’t have it. But look at the address on Citadel Hill. It’s a big order for the tournament.” I hand her the rip of paper with the address. She turns it on both sides, scrunching her brow at where I smudged off everything except the address.

			“What happened here?” she asks.

			I smooth my hands on my lowborn dress. “Sweaty hands. It had a name. It must have gotten rubbed off by mistake.”

			She turns it once more. Every delivery loaded up for Skyhaven the last several days has been double stocked. The tournament brings all the Skyborns from across the island to the Citadel arenas to watch.

			“Tournament or not, you should have a schedule signed by your docker with the delivery locations and inventory list of goods.”

			My heart knocks into my ribs. This royal seal and address…I hoped it would be enough. If I don’t show up to meet the customer, and it’s legitimate, the opportunity could be gone. “You have to tag me. I have to—”

			One of them grabs me by the jaw firmly, and my chain pinches the corners of my mouth. “We don’t have to do anything.” I force down the lump in my throat and fish out a gold coin from my purse. They hold their hands open. When my purse is half empty, they let me go.

			“Good, saltrat.” They tie a pale-blue rag on my arm, tagging me as a lowborn. I resist the urge to spit in their faces. That would get me tossed into the sea, for sure.

			Once I’m free of the morning’s checkpoint, I hurry back to the orphanage without going inside. Beneath our building, under a stone on the bank of the stream, is a hole. I collect my sack of stowed Heartfillers before hustling to the Dredge to grab my crates for the day’s deliveries: fish and clamshells. And now, hidden among them, my entire stash of Heartfillers—enough to buy my way off this island.
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			The Dredge’s sleek channel winds like a spine up the island, all the way to Skyhaven. I slip into my courier boat, heart pounding, crates of disguised contraband packed tight beneath the tarp, just as the embedded crystals along the riverbank begin to pulse—soft at first, then in steady, synchronized waves. The hull shudders. The current catches, boat lurching forward, drawn uphill like a tide pulled toward the moon. The water glistens the whole way. Fifteen days ago, on Heartfillers, it was mesmerizing. Now, traveling there, I feel ill.

			If this is a trap…

			If I am caught…

			I can’t think like that. I can’t pretend like I have options. Serafina needs medicine. Soon. This offer for so much gold—if it’s not a hoax—won’t come again. This will work. It has to.

			The sea is a blur in the distance when I reach Skyhaven. The air is thin, and it takes a moment to get used to. The highborn city’s stone walls rise above me, cold and unyielding, and it feels less like protection and more like a threat. The Citadel, which houses the palace, is in west Skyhaven, where many of my Mercyenforcer customers live, breaking rules by engaging in smuggling with me. Rules I’d be hanged for.

			Once my boat is moored along the wharf, I heave my bags over my shoulder. I slip between a cleft in the stone beneath the walls of the city and lower myself underground into the sewers, the fastest way to get across Skyhaven. My sack catches on the jagged stone, but a rough tug gets it through. Pungent muck races beneath the city like a river rushing to the ocean. I follow the drainage tunnels past the rotting sewage with practiced, precise steps along the curbed perimeter, in the opposite direction of the rats.

			The scent of flowers hits me, cloying, like spoiled meat wrapped in silk. It turns my stomach but tells me I’m close. In the Citadel there are no ration trucks, no labor stipends, and no homes held together by rotting wood and rusted nails. Skyhaven is mortared together to be impenetrable, stone upon stone, as if the walls around the highborn city surround people worth protecting. Evergild Gardens lies just beyond the Citadel gates, a sprawling display of privilege and perfume. It always reeks.

			I won’t miss seeing this place.

			When the tunnel veers sharply north, I search for a specific boulder jutting from the wall—solidly climbable. I spot it, wedge my boots in the pockets in the rock. Once I’ve hauled myself over it, I drop into a small hollow beneath a storm drain and immediately hear the city bustle just above me. Shoving my body through the narrow gutter crushes my ribs, but it’s the growing stench that makes me want to retch.

			Once my feet hit the cobbled street, I dig out the fish and shells from my bag, carefully separating them from the Heartfillers, brushing away any bits of brine. I tuck the wrapped fillers into the storm drain, slipping them between the grates where they won’t be seen. Then, I head for the alley where a wagon waits. I fill it with the clams and fish, spreading them out like that’s all I have. Then, I drag a tarp over the rest. With a glance over my shoulder, I shove the wagon toward the edge of the city grounds.

			The route leads me to the outskirts of Evergild Gardens, where a wreath of retail shops, eateries, and city residences glisten in stonework and glass. At Evergild’s center is a manicured sprawl of shimmering fountains and flowers so pristine it hardly feels real—a feast for the eyes. I tear my gaze away from the sunlight, but the shiny and serpentine path winds through a nest of bloomed florals like it knows I’ll follow, luring me like a secret. As if every detail of this place was designed to make me want what they have. I usually turn off here for the village where most of my highborn customers are. My deliveries don’t take me near the palace often. I’ve been this close to the Citadel maybe twice before, but seeing all this without a Heartfiller burning in my chest is like seeing it for the first time.

			Lowborn service workers move like shadows through the slick city streets, making and sorting deliveries, admiring the majesty of everything as they work. I cut through statues of lovers posing at every turn, keeping my head down and resisting glaring at Skyborn’s flaunted freedom. A freedom I don’t need or want. Little glass plaques are staked throughout the Gardens, glinting like dew in the grass. Each one bears a scripted blessing for “permitted affection,” etched in looping gold script: To Feel Is to Be Chosen. Love, When Permitted, Is Sacred.

			I skirt benches shaped like crescent moons that are placed precisely to frame the Citadel spires in the distance. Harp music drifts from nowhere. Vines coil around crystal trellises. Big flowers bloom in every bush. It’s hard to not reach for them and try to smell.

			Children of the elite dash in my path chasing butterflies, while doves flit in and out of the soft, pink leaves of white birch trees, an experience Serafina will never have.

			But she will have better ones…we will make better ones.

			I detour to the outer path around the Gardens. But it is no better, crowded with pairs of lovers strolling. I maneuver in and around and past them, orienting myself well to my surroundings. It’s good to know how to get out of a place quickly.

			Every shop has been draped in signs announcing the tournament, offering keepsakes and festive wear. It starts in three days. These are big, decorated signs, not to be missed—painted with gold letters, some are glass, others are carved metal, a few twinkle with flickering lights using a magic I don’t understand. They’re all wreathed in bunches of flowers of every size and color.

			Except red.

			There is no red in Skyhaven.

			No fabric, no threads, no buttons, no florals or jewels.

			There is no red allowed on the island.

			Red is the color of love. Even for Skyborns, the Benevolent ruled the color goes too far. Warm pinks and purples get close. But wearing bold red, the color of blood, is punishable, highborn or not.

			The rebels wore red. That’s the real reason, I bet.

			When I reach the center of the park, the Citadel looms, not far in the distance. On either side of it are defense towers and two smaller buildings: an arsenal and a shrine. A series of smaller palatial buildings disappear beyond them. I feel the edge of the note in my pocket. I’ve never visited Citadel Hill specifically before, but it has to be near the Citadel, given the street name.

			Swim with the current or drown. My pulse ticks faster. This is a risk. But the greater one is not taking this chance at all, ending up too sick for anyone to care, wrapped in a dusty old rug and thrown into the sea, not worthy of anything, even dead.

			I pass another banner, this one inside the park, slung between lampposts, announcing the Tournament of Hearts in silver letters. Beside it stands an oversized, gleaming Heartfiller on a raised pedestal, catching the light like cut glass. The crystal seems to shimmer more as I near, humming softly, waiting to be touched. A gold plaque beneath it reads Entries. At the base of the pedestal is a handwritten sign, leaning against the pillar.

			Deadline for entries extended.

			Seven days extra rations provided for each entrant’s family.

			Touch to enter.

			More rations. I swallow a dry breath. Our hunger is a weapon the Benevolent brandishes against us. Someone slams into the back of me, knocking me forward.

			“Out of the street.” The Skyborn pinches his nose before digging his elbow into the ribs of the girl he’s with. She laughs. They disappear inside the park, connected by their bare hands. As if one of them is part of the other. As if there is something special about their touch. When his mouth closes in on hers, I look away.

			A fellow lowborn girl—Grainfolk by the looks of her clothes: apron wrapped around her trousers, burlap gloves—tagged with a blue tie on her arm as well, approaches the pedestal, eyeing the rations sign. She lingers, pulling at her clothes, and we meet eyes. With Mercyenforcers standing sentry at the Citadel gate, I shake my head imperceptibly. The Benevolent’s stupid games are not worth our self-respect.

			The girl’s gaze shifts from me to the ground as she straightens the tie on her tattered tunic, waiting for me to pass by. It feels like a dagger through the heart. It shouldn’t. She has to eat. I can’t judge her choices. But when I pass her, I realize I’m white-knuckling my wagon.

			A vanguard of iron spikes to the receiving line of the Citadel is only paces away once I clear the Gardens. Mercyenforcers oversee an unloading dock. There is another tourney banner encouraging people to get their tickets to the opening ceremony hanging behind them. When it is my turn, I approach the tallest of the guards and show him the address on the slip of paper. His stare darts from the rag tied on my arm to the seal on the paper, where it lingers.

			“Identification.”

			“Axira Merreri. Saltblood.”

			“Another dozen blocks, that way.” He points to a narrow road running along the Citadel gate. I hurry in that direction.

			“Get your tourney seats right here!” a merchant shouts, and several answer his call. I avoid their eyes, shrinking into the crowd, which buzzes with people in and out of pleasure parlors and sensory shops. There are Skyborns everywhere, milling about, constantly touching one another, as if expressing love keeps gold in their pockets. An odd cinch bites between my ribs.

			Petite tables outside of a bakery are full; two women sip from the same cup at the same time, talking, laughing—not one of their expressions is hollow. Not one of them looks like a shell of a human. I try to picture Serafina’s face when she’s not on a Heartfiller or trying to shake some leeching sickness. I try to picture her dancing under a cloudless sky, laughing when she wants to, crying when she needs to, but the image doesn’t come together. I don’t know what that kind of freedom looks like.

			But maybe freedom isn’t a dream of a certain place—maybe it’s just any life without chains.

			Out from underneath the Benevolent’s watchful eyes is an entirely new life. I keep walking, looking for number eleven, when the stately residence appears like the answer to a prayer at the end of the road. I hand the address to its guard.

			“Unload there.” He indicates a stack of crates against a loading dock.

			“Uh, I’m supposed to meet with someone directly,” I tell him. “They said it was urgent. Sent this request in the dead of night, delivering it by hand.”

			He takes the note, studying it again. “Wait here.”

			The man who marches out of the residence several minutes later is definitely highborn. His shoes alone are finer than everything I own. Reddish-brown hair tumbles over his shoulders. He runs a hand through it as he approaches. The stitching of his coat shines like real gold, and a gleaming gem glitters from his left hand. He’s not just anyone at Court. Signet rings are worn only by the Benevolent’s family.

			“My prince?” Eyes to the ground. I refuse to bow. I’ve never bowed to anyone, and I won’t start now.

			“Look at me.”

			“Lowborn don’t look at highborn in the eyes…my prince.”

			“I’m not talking to the top of your head. Look at me. I command it.”

			I meet his eyes. There is kindness in them. Not what I thought I’d see. “Yes, my prince.”

			The curve of his mouth tells me I’ve made a mistake. “The prince is my cousin. I’m Lucent. And you are?” His fingers work at the fine detail of his family coat. The Skyborn crest is embroidered on his chest: a fist holding a heart.

			“I think you know who I am,” I say, swallowing, hoping I haven’t been too bold. Hoping this isn’t a trap.

			His brows bounce before he glances over his shoulder. “You received my request.”

			“I did.”

			“Show me.”

			I unfold the note from my pocket. He glances at it, smoothing his hands on his pants one too many times. His long hair finally moves out of his face and there’s an odd look in his eye. But his stringy bangs sweep back over them before I can get a better glance. I stand straighter, watching our surroundings.

			“Over here.” He guides me farther from his Mercyenforcers, farther from the exit. Once we are alone, he stands very close. I scour the ground for lines, for rules about where to stand. Three feet. Always. But there are none. I take a giant step back to put some distance between us, my heart thudding.

			“I see crates of fish,” he says, eyeing my cart. “Where is what I asked for?”

			“You must think I’m stupid.” I bite my tongue too late. Talking to him this way is going to get me killed. I lower my eyes, hoping it helps.

			“Look at me. The request was clear.” He looks around, and a warning chill races up my skin. “You were supposed to bring it here.”

			“Yes, well, I’d like to make it out of here alive.”

			He fidgets with the ring on his left fourth finger, now avoiding my eyes. Like he’s lying. Like this actually is a setup.

			“I don’t see what I want on you,” I say.

			“I have it all prepared, but—” He glances over his shoulder again, and I swallow a dry breath. I don’t like this.

			All caution leaves my body, reckless audacity buzzing through me. “I get what I came for. Then, I’ll take you to what you want. No guards. Just us. But we do it now.”

			“Where?”

			“Nice try.”

			He scratches his eyelid, and the curtain in the window above flutters.

			“Or I leave,” I say. “I haven’t broken any rules.”

			“No. Please. I need this to work.” He whistles for his Mercyenforcers and then dismisses them. A metal transport glides to us. In the back are several steel drums. He pulls one open and gold gleams inside. I climb in beside him, my heart beating harder than it ever has. Loud enough I’m sure he can hear it. But his last words ring sharpest in my ears.

			“Why do you need this to work?” I ask.

			The ride juts into motion. He smirks.

			And I realize I’m not the only person scheming.
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			Lucent doesn’t speak as the transport follows Citadel Hill back toward the main palace. His smile is still imprinted on his face as if this is some kind of a game. My stomach turns at the tournament signs fluttering in the wind. We are disposable to them. The only reason Lucent is dealing with me with any kind of decency is because I have something he wants. Skyborns are all the same.

			“You’re not into conversation?” He clears his throat, moving his hair off his now slick forehead.

			“I’m not in the business of entertaining.”

			His mouth parts before his playful smile deepens. I consider smacking it off his face but turn to look out of the window instead. I rest back in my seat with a hand beneath my head, touching the tip of the blade hiding in my bun. I am too close to be outsmarted. Stale wind whips inside the transport, and I inhale, imagining it is briny sea air.

			“Are we close?” he asks.

			“Pass Evergild Gardens.”

			He guides us down the length of the park. “Now where?”

			“Keep going that way. Toward the gates.”

			“Axira, where exactly are we going?”

			My heart stops. None of my clients know my name. Not even my regulars. They only know that to make an order, they deposit a note beneath the loose stone at the foot of the Benevolent statue in my district square. “How do you know my name?” I ask.

			“I’m not in the business of answering questions from lowborns.” The ride stops. “Where are we going?”

			“You’ll know when we get there.”

			The mirth in his expression hardens. “If you’re tricking me—” He spits before raking a hand through his hair. I start to slip the blade out of my bun but freeze when he glares at me with pinpoint eyes and a thousand-yard stare. Closer now, the dried crust at the corners of his mouth is unmistakable. The blotchy redness of his skin, his unnatural sweating on a fairly cool day, his unfocused stare and erratic shifts in mood.

			He’s on a Heartfiller. A euphoria Heartfiller.

			A strong one.

			Skyborn don’t need Heartfillers, so when they get a dose, it hits them harder. Guess that’s what happens when you’re not used to being numb. His mouth quivers.

			Maybe he’s on more than one.

			A Skyborn using a Heartfiller is as much a crime as me selling them. But he’s a royal. He’s the prince’s cousin and the Benevolent’s nephew. If we’re caught, this will be pinned on me. I shove the door open and get out. When my boots hit the street, I march toward the Citadel gate. He already has a supplier. This could actually be a trap, even if he is good at pretending to be kind.

			“Axira.”

			I walk faster. New customers must know old customers. That’s my rule; I should never have broken it.

			“Axira!”

			Mercyenforcers look in my direction, and I ease my pace. My hands are sweaty in my gloves. My heart won’t stop racing. Swim with the current or drown. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe courage is a death wish. Maybe eighteen is as many years as I get. A hand grabs me and spins me around roughly. The heel of my gloved hand connects with Lucent’s face before he can blink. He groans. I whip my blade from my hair, prepared for him to try to order I be arrested.

			“Was it something I said?” His voice is muffled between cupped hands over his nose.

			I cross my arms, unsure what to make of him. Blood drips down his face. “I don’t make deals with people…in your condition.”

			He eyes the blade but steps closer to me as a Mercyenforcer approaches. “Is there a problem here?” they ask.

			I tuck the weapon up my sleeve.

			“There’s no problem,” Lucent says.

			“You’re bleeding.” The Mercyenforcer looks between us. “Should I get help?”

			“I can manage a little nosebleed. Leave us.”

			The Mercyenforcer marches off, and Lucent closes the distance between us. His nearness is suffocating. Serafina doesn’t even sleep this close to me. “Get back in the ride and take me to where the supply is. All that gold is yours. You can do whatever you want with it. No one will know.”

			The hair on my neck stands. He’s too desperate. “Why do you need so many Heartfillers? You can’t use them all yourself.”

			His mouth tightens.

			He’s definitely used more than one. And recently.

			“Answer or no deal,” I push.

			He sighs sharply. “I promised them to someone. It’s important I keep my word.” He wipes the blood on his nose with his sleeve, which only smears it across his face. There is honesty in his eyes. And something else. Something wounded.

			“I can’t understand why you would want to use Heartfillers,” I say.

			“No, I guess you wouldn’t, would you? Do we still have a deal?”

			“If you answer one last question,” I say. “How did you know my name?”

			His jaw juts out, and his gaze moves past me. He appears more lucid than he has since I met him. When his stare returns to mine, he narrows his eyes as if answering this question could cost him. “The best fish in Ethyria bite off the east shore, miles out from the harbor, in—”

			“Dockers Row.” He knows where I live.

			“My cousin likes deep-sea fishing. While we were there last, he heard of you. You are legendary to the Saltblood.”

			I try to swallow but can’t. “The prince? The prince knows I smuggle Heartfillers?”

			“I’ve answered your question,” he says. “Now if you will take me to my things.”

			“I don’t understand,” I say. “The Benevolent’s son knows I’m a criminal? And yet—”

			“He hasn’t given you up to his father. What use is power if you can’t pull any strings?” He rubs his chest near his heart. My gut says there’s nothing lighthearted about whatever Lucent and the prince are up to. I want no part in treason. Endless questions race through my mind as I glare at the crest on his tunic. A symbol that gives him a life no amount of gold could buy. But my curiosity won’t put medicine in Serafina’s hands. It won’t put us on a ship.

			“Let’s get this over with,” I say.

			We pass the alley where my supply is hidden before stopping and stepping out.

			“Unload the gold there,” I tell him.

			“You’ll never make it through the sewers with this much gold.” He pulls a map with directions out of his coat pocket. “These are the checkpoints that are short-staffed today. Take my transport. Go to each of them, and tell them you’re disposing of contaminated fish oil at the dump. No one will stop you.”

			I blink.

			“If you’re caught, I’m caught. I’ve made every preparation to ensure you can get out of here safely. But you have to get to your district by dusk. Mercyenforcers will be back at all their posts by then.”

			I take the paper, at a loss for words as I race down the alley to retrieve my sack of fillers from the storm drain. When I return, I join Lucent inside the car for privacy and open the sack, revealing the gleaming glassy rods. He rummages through the bag I brought him, holding a euphoria Heartfiller. Clearly his favorite. Sunlight catches on its faceted surface, reflecting pale yellow light all over the inside of the ride. “These were made recently?” he asks.

			“Issued this month. They’re potent. You have my word.”

			He shows me the controls for the ride. Forward is back. Back is forward. Turning knobs moves the ride in the opposite direction you’d think. But I get the gist quickly enough.

			“Any other questions?” he asks.

			“No.”

			“Well, that’s it, then. Thanks.”

			“Right. Thanks.” I’m overcome with a strange sensation. A lightness I’ve never felt, an urge to run, fast and far. He studies the yellow Heartfiller that is still in his hand before tying up the bag and opening the transport’s door. He is halfway out when his mischievous smirk returns. He pulls the collar of his shirt down to expose his chest.

			“What are you doing?” I say quickly.

			He shrugs. “You said it’s good. I just want to be sure.”

			“Lucent, how many have you already—”

			But his hands are too quick. A gleam of madness glints in his eyes as he presses the yellow glass into his chest. It melts against his flesh, and his torso flickers with a strong glow. He moans groggily with pleasure, and I feel sick. This is bad. This is very bad.

			His smile swells as large as his eyes. I watch him, desperately hoping he’s steady on his feet. Standing outside the transport, he grabs the bag of fillers to heave over his shoulder. But suddenly his mouth sags. He sputters words as his throat purples. Frothing foam pours from his lips.

			Then, he drops dead.

			The next thing I hear are guards shouting for my arrest.
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			There are Mercyenforcers armed with stingers in every direction.

			They’re going to take me.

			I have seconds to figure out an escape plan.

			I tuck my blade back into my bun, concealing it carefully before grabbing as much gold as I can, slipping more into my shoes and as many as I can fit inside my socks beside the skinny backup blade I keep there. As I step out of the transport, my stomach knots at the army of gold I’m leaving behind.

			Lucent’s body is obviously lifeless on the ground. Beside him is the sack of Heartfillers—as good as a weapon. My heart thuds in my chest as I kneel, pretending to feel his body for a pulse. As my arms fall back to my sides, I ease a hand inside the bag, grab a fistful of fillers, and shove them down my shirt. I will get back to the orphanage. Whatever it takes.

			When I stand, there’s a stinger against the back of my head. Its sharp pinchers scrape at my skin, threatening their deadly shock.

			“Identification.”

			“Axira Merreri. Saltblood.”

			“Axira Merreri of the Saltblood district, you are arrested for the murder of a member of the royal family.”

			That isn’t what happened. But I was guilty the minute I was born.

			He snatches the blue tag off my arm. “Ethyria law allows you to make a plea to the Benevolent for mercy. If you resist arrest, you forfeit that right and accept guilt. Do you understand?”

			“I do.”

			He snatches my head back by the hair, forcing me to look at him as he glares into my eyes.

			“Heartfiller-negative,” he says as the blade hidden in my bun comes out between his fingers. He admires the driftwood handle. I can still remember the lines etched into my father’s forehead as he worked over it, carving its shape. My father made sure I knew how to hold a knife before I was school aged. To prepare fish, he said.

			“Clever, aren’t you?” The guard tucks my father’s blade into his pocket.

			“I will get that back,” I say without thinking.

			“For a good price.” The guard licks his stained teeth and puckers his lips, grabbing me by the jaw, his disgusting bare hands on my skin. “Love is just another currency.”

			I imagine pulling out the blade at my ankle and shoving it between his eyes. I’d be dead before I hit the ground from a dozen stingers shocking me at once.

			“Orderly, enough.” The Mercyenforcer examining Lucent’s body steps between us, checking me again. His matte-black uniform is like the others; veins of deep violet run through its seams, but his collar is raised. The others look at him. He must be a leader among them. If I’m talking my way out of this, he’s the one I’ll need to convince. The other guard lets me go.

			“Sir—” I start.

			“Speak only when spoken to.” He tugs at my wrists sharply, and I urge my mind far away, trying to picture my mother, but it won’t materialize. Then I recall Serafina’s tiny face. Miss Omon. The others. I want to scream. I can get more gold. I can steal more Heartfillers. I can start again.

			I just have to get myself out of this mess.

			When a guard pulls a slender yellow glass out of his pocket, I brace for the pinch of a Heartfiller at my chest.

			“Bring her in clean,” their leader says.

			Something hard strikes the back of my knees, and I hit the ground. I shove down the groan as pain stabs my legs. Then, I’m grabbed by the collar by two large men and dragged to the palace.

			Like the trash they think I am.
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			When we reach the Citadel’s palace, I am covered in scrapes. A castle looms from jagged cliffs at the pinnacle of the island like the dregs of a bad dream. The Benevolent’s home is a palace of steel, gleaming coldly beneath a bright sky. Dark towering spires touch the clouds, sharp and angular, at dizzying heights. A river of fire surrounds the castle, fed by molten lava, pooling over the slick walls, green mist lurking on its surface. A bridge crossing the glowing moat extends before us, and my feet are lead. As if deep in my bones my body knows if I enter this place, I won’t come out.

			Today was supposed to be a new beginning.

			Mercyenforcers make me stand, and I roll my ankle, savoring the cold, sharp hope still securely hidden in my boot. When more arrive carrying Lucent’s body, palace servants—dressed in fabrics as fine as Lucent’s—race across the bridge toward us. One of them eyes me, then my clothes. She watches Lucent being carried behind us. Then she glares at me. Realizing I am gaping, I jerk my gaze to the ground, hoping I haven’t made it worse on myself.

			“Why would you hurt Lucent?” the servant girl says, standing inches in front of me in fine silk shoes. “Lucent would never hurt anyone.”

			“I didn’t hurt him.” The scorn in her tone doesn’t suggest she will believe me, but I give her the truth anyway, hoping foolishly that she sees something kindred in us. Her thick, curly hair may be tied up more elegantly than mine and the smell of her reminds me of the sickening scent in the park. But here, she’s a servant. She’s no better than I am. “He overdosed. I couldn’t stop him.”

			There is silence for a moment.

			“So he’s okay?” she asks, breathless. I look up, stealing a glimpse of her face, recklessly, wondering what it looks like to care. How it shows on the face freely. The glow of the fire below us gleams on the hardening angles of her smooth brown skin. I want good things for Serafina, Miss Omon, the others. Is that the same feeling she has for Lucent?

			“You don’t even hide your defiance, looking at me right in the eye. You hurt him.” She looks me over. The color in her golden eyes darkens, but her expression shifts to confusion.

			“Forgive me.” My gaze hits the ground. “And I didn’t hurt Lucent. I swear.”

			“Then who did?”

			When his body is carried past us, stretched out as still as death, inhuman sounds come from her like an animal dying a slow death. Suggesting she cares about Lucent in a way I don’t understand. A way that causes her pain. Like I care for Serafina, but different. Being in love, they call it. I slide a slight step back, putting more distance between us. There is a band of betrothal on her hand. She’s his fiancée. Engaged to a servant? A highborn servant, but still. How unusual.

			“Wait, h-he’s—” Tears pour down her face, and I shift uncomfortably. She doesn’t wipe them away, and I find something else to look at. “They said he’d been hurt. They didn’t say he—” She struggles to stand. When she touches him, it breaks her. She weeps on her knees, shaking incessantly.

			If this is what being in love with someone does to people, why would anyone choose it?

			But watching her in such obvious pain makes me shift on my feet. Lucent wanted to help me or at least secure his end of the bargain. He was decent. For a Skyborn. And now he’s dead.

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” I tell her.

			“You heartless witch,” another servant spits at me as she helps the grieving girl up. “Inside, Rhianne. Come on.”

			The Mercyenforcers tug me along, led by their leader, who I’ve heard someone call Dreth, trailing the procession into the castle. We stop at the grand doors, where a pair of women with copper hair, sharp noses, skin like bronze sand, and eyes the color of moss after rain are waiting. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the younger one looking over the body before pulling her embroidered robe tightly around herself as she holds a tissue to her nose.

			“She has the audacity to look at us,” the older one says as I pass, glaring at me with strained eyes, leaking with tears. I should look away, but I don’t. I stare at the tear dripping from her cheek, wondering what makes her more worthy of that feeling than me.

			“What will happen to me?” I ask the Mercyenforcer holding my right arm once we’re inside.

			But it’s Dreth that answers. “When the Benevolent is ready to hear from you, he will.”

			The time to escape is slipping between my fingers.

			The palace is unlike any building I’ve ever seen. In Skyhaven, everything is stone masonry, built of volcanic rock, with crevices that can be chipped at and worn down. Endless places to sneak in. But the Citadel and its palace are a fortress, built of slick steel.

			Inside, time feels frozen. The air is too still. The windows in the Great Hall are high up, casting claws of shadows across sprawling, empty corridors. The placement of the views outside gives only a glimpse of cloudy sky. Not the bustling city outside. Not the people. Inside these walls, the rich ruler and his court are all that exist. In here, my district, my orphanage don’t exist. I don’t exist.

			The craggy ceiling is held up by steel beams, towering higher than the largest stack of shacks in my district. Everything that isn’t dark is draped in deep-purple fabrics stitched with silver. The Skyborn crest is painted over archways, sewn into flags lining the corridors, and etched into the polished floor. The whole place feels rigid and impenetrable.

			Framed on the wall is a portrait, taller than the palace doors, of the Benevolent, hard-mouthed and stoic.

			“Straight to the cells.” Dreth takes one of the two guards holding on to me with him, leaving me with one escort who tugs at my wrists. I don’t move, moored in place. I’ve seen sketches of the Benevolent in the pamphlets. In them he always looks younger, posed in some way that shows strength. But in this painting, he is draped in purple, with medals and ribbons dangling from his chest like a meticulously decorated tree, like someone who should be cherished and celebrated instead of feared. His bald head accentuates the harshness of his full face and sloped jawline. He wears a tight smile and stares with hollow, depthless eyes the color of an angry sea. Flowers have been woven around the frame, and piles of them lie in heaps on the floor beneath it, mixed with jewels, trinkets, and handwritten prayers.

			We cross the Great Hall, and I feel the portrait’s stare on my skin. When the guard pulls me along this time, I stick to his heels.

			Right, right, pass two, left.

			Right, right, pass two.

			Left again, three this time.

			Each turn reveals another framed portrait of the Benevolent and more guards and servants. The palace is a maze, but no trickier than some of the places I’ve had to slip out of smuggling. The hardest part will be getting past all these people unnoticed and finding an exit.

			We descend two floors and pass a swath of servants in shiny lavender dresses cleaning up some kind of mess. I wiggle my ankle in my boot, loosening the spot where the blade is. Smaller portraits of the Benevolent are down here with more offerings of gifts beneath them. The deeper we go into the castle, the fewer turns there are, the fewer places to get lost out of sight. I grow less sure I can get out of here without help.

			“I didn’t do this,” I say.

			The Mercyenforcer’s stride quickens.

			“I tried to stop him from using another—”

			“Smuggling is enough to bury you at the bottom of the sea.” He jerks on my bound hands, and despite my gloves, it hurts. My heart thuds harder, remembering Lucent’s words.

			The prince.

			He knows I’m a smuggler. He hasn’t turned me in. Would he believe I didn’t kill Lucent? Maybe he would help me.

			I stumble forward, tripping over nothing. The Mercyenforcer’s grip on my ties slips, and I use the moment of distraction to reach my boot, fishing out the blade and hiding it between my hands. He grabs me again, pulling me along faster to the cell. I work the blade around so the pointy end is between my wrists. When we stop in a deathly silent corridor, I glare at the ground, keeping my head down. In my periphery, he fumbles for keys at his waist. I rotate my wrists out of view, rubbing the sharp metal on the rope.

			“Where did your friend go?” I ask, hoping to slow him down. Hoping to buy myself more time.

			His brows furrow.

			“He took my blade. I want it back.”

			He sniggers before picking through the keys, and I rub the rope faster, holding as still as I can.

			“Tell me his name at least.” The rope gives a little. “This means nothing to you. I saw you eyeing the stuff they confiscated.”

			He freezes. A guess. But half of my customers are Mercyenforcers.

			I take a chance and meet his eyes.

			The knot at his throat bobs.

			I whisper. “I could tell you where there are more Heartfillers. Completely untraceable.”

			He finally selects the right key and swallows, hard. I work the blade against the ties aggressively until the rope frays more and the snug hold on my wrists loosens.

			“What are you—” He jabs his stinger toward me too late. I barrel against him, shoving him into the wall, pinning him with my blade at his throat. He shoves me off him, stronger than I imagined, but I manage to snatch the stinging contraption from him in the scuffle and slam it into his ribs. He convulses, then stills with his mouth frozen, mid-shout. The stinger’s bite only lasts so long. I shove two sedative Heartfillers into his chest for good measure, and in seconds his body sags to the floor.

			Once I have him inside the cell he was going to put me in, I put my boot blade into my bun, toss the stinger aside, strip off his jacket, and dash down the corridor. The disguise gets me through the busy underground halls of the palace, but once I make it to the ground level, the world is silent. I trace my steps back, searching for some sign of servant quarters, kitchens, anywhere there would be another way out of this place. I skirt a servant bent over a bucket, soaking a rag before rubbing it back and forth across the floor.

			“Careful,” he says as I hurry over the wet floor. But the end of the corridor is more of the same, dark walls, no clear direction. I grit my teeth and march back to the boy cleaning the floor. The grieving servant girl seemed to believe me. Maybe he will too? I blow out a sharp breath, fish a few gold pieces from my sock, and let them tumble to the ground beside his bucket.

			“You dropped—” He looks up at me with eyes the color of winter at sea. And I’m not ready for it. I forget how to breathe, words escaping me. I hesitate, stepping back instinctually, putting more than three feet between us. But I can’t look away. His eyes are cold but not empty. Like stormwater caught in stillness with flecks of soft blue like tiny sunbursts. The world narrows. Sound dulls. My pulse flutters. His eyes track my tiniest movements. I shouldn’t be looking at him like this. I shouldn’t be looking at him at all. He’s a servant, but he is still highborn. But he stares right back at me as if he doesn’t care about the rule.

			He blinks, and it brings me to my senses.

			“I, uhm.” My throat is dry. “Where’s the nearest exit?”

			He stands, towering over me, unnaturally tall, toned, and strong. He dries his hands on his pants. White hair cascades down his broad shoulders, shimmering like spun silver down his back. His tunic is made well but ripped at the shoulder, torn like his fitted pants. His shoes are fine leather boots with gold laces tied in an odd pattern. But it is his stare, glinting with scrutiny, that holds my attention.

			“And why should I help you?” He messes with the hem of his tunic, staring at me intensely.

			“I will pay you.”

			He eyes my gloved hands, then my mouth, before crossing his arms. “How much do you have?”

			“Those two coins and two dozen more.” Almost all I have. “But you have to escort me to an exit.”

			“Show me.”

			I remove the gold from my socks and the bottoms of my shoes until my cupped hands are full of all I salvaged from being arrested.

			There’s a drawn-out silence before he says, “That’s a lot of gold for Saltblood.”

			“How’d you know?”

			“I smell it on you.”

			“I take that as a compliment.”

			Amusement curves his pink lips. “I hoped you would.”

			“Do we have a deal?”

			He braids a small section of his very long hair, reclined against the wall. He eyes the gold before his gaze falls to the silver ornament at one end of the chastity chain across my mouth. A soft divot forms between his brows. “Does that hurt?”

			“No.” As if I would tell him if it did.

			He stares at it a beat longer before pinning his crystal eyes on me. This time, I notice flecks of green in them, catching the warm light.

			“This way.” He leads me down the corridor and slows our pace when he hears voices. I follow at arm’s reach distance. He reroutes us up several flights of stairs, down a long hall, and through a collection of small, empty rooms with tidy beds. Servant quarters, I’d guess, with everyone working now. We descend on the far end of the hall, down the palace’s sunset side. When we reach the ground floor, we enter a large room with a raised dais and stop.

			“You didn’t tell me your name,” he says.

			“And I won’t.”

			His eyes narrow. He strokes his cheek before inhaling sharply through his nostrils. “Well, we should hurry, stranger.”

			A throng of people enters the throne room, and he urges me to follow him out into the shaded corner of the corridor. He reaches across the distance I’m determined to keep between us as he takes my gloved hand and wraps it around the handle on his bucket. I stiffen at his touch—even through my gloves it’s startling.

			“Look occupied.”

			I drag the rag down the walls, pretending to wash it, dunking it back in the bucket once and wringing it out, reminding myself that this will work. I will get out of this place. My nerves are frayed as the crowd’s voices grow louder. One look at me directly, one question face-to-face, and I am ruined. Someone in the palace knows the girl being dragged to the cells got away. And if they don’t know yet, they will know soon. To my relief, the crowd passes, their voices growing quieter in the distance. We step out of the shaded corner, and I can breathe again.

			“What kind of trouble are you in?”

			“Who said I was in trouble?”

			He laughs, creases wrinkling around his eyes.

			I create more distance between us. But I can’t help but look at him. And he doesn’t seem to mind.

			“I can’t say. But the prince knows what I’m up to, and he’s fine with it.”

			That commandeers his attention, his brow quirked. “The prince?”

			“Yes.”

			“He knows you?”

			Of me. “Yes.”

			He knows I smuggle, Lucent said. My tongue pokes my cheek. And yet he never turned me in…

			The servant’s chin rises in challenge.

			“What about you?” I ask. “You’re the happiest floor scrubber I’ve ever met. And I know plenty who scrub floors.”

			“Things are very monotonous here. Your audacity is entertaining.” A smile plays at the corner of his lips. The natural curve of them is interesting. Almost satisfying to look at. They are bow-shaped, round, full, and blushed. The bottom lip is perfectly symmetrical with the top one, with no metal between them. The back of my neck heats suddenly, and he says something I miss.

			“What was that?”

			“I asked what brought you to Skyhaven today.”

			“The less you know the better.”

			“Right.” His mouth purses. He doesn’t wince in pain, and I have to stop myself from staring.

			“This way.” He leads me past the throne room, where windows of smoked glass line the chamber, darkening the view of the world outside. Dark floors stretch out beneath granite pillars and a few decaying stone statues around the room. An ornamented chair sits on a raised dais shrouded in jagged shards of crystals. Above the seat is another portrait of the Benevolent framed in intricately carved wood. We hurry across the room to a narrow hall that dead-ends into a servant dining area, where a maid sits alone, finishing a cup of tea. We stick to the shadows and out of earshot, waiting for her to finish. Every few moments, he gazes around the corner at the woman drinking.

			“What kind of work pays a Saltblood so well?” he whispers.

			“Trade.”

			“Mmm. If you’ve met the prince, you’ve met the Benevolent as well, then?”

			“I never said I met the prince,” I say quietly. “I’ve met the prince’s cousin, Lucent.” It feels wrong saying his name, knowing what’s happened to him.

			When the dining area is empty, we pad through it into the kitchens, which are thankfully empty. The servants must be between shifts.

			“Just through there”—he points across the kitchen to a pair of double doors—“is the servants’ delivery entrance.” He opens his hand. I gather all the gold I have, trying to slow the thud of my heart. Everything I’ve saved. All I’ve worked for. Serafina’s medicine. The ship. All my plans. Gone. I glare at the double wooden doors, sunlight shining between its seams. All to save my life. And then there’s Lucent.

			“I didn’t do what they think I did. I-I’m sorry about what happened to Lucent.”

			He steps in front of me, cutting off my path to the exit. “What’s happened to him?” His mirth is gone.

			My gut lurches. “Thank you for helping.” I offer him the gold. I shouldn’t have said anything.

			“No. You will answer.” He glares, and it unsettles me with familiarity. He won’t take the gold, so I set it on a table before starting toward the doors, but he sidesteps, blocking my way. A silver signet ring I hadn’t noticed before, too distracted by the storm in his eyes, shines on his fourth left finger. A ring only the royal family wears.

			His resemblance is uncannily familiar to the Benevolent…

			“I should have given you my name. I’m Caelus Altair.”

			The prince.
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			Iglare at the tall fellow in servant’s clothes standing over me, demanding an answer to his question.

			The Benevolent’s son. The prince. Scrubbing the floors?

			His clothes wouldn’t make sense either if I hadn’t seen the other servants. He is in a simple shirt and fitted pants, without fraying hems. His appear meticulously sewn by hand. His shoes are supple leather, and the ring on his finger gleams like real silver.

			I stagger backward, putting distance between the prince and myself. Caelus Altair, the Son of Tragedy. They say his grandfather died mysteriously before he was born. Several years later his mother, the Beloved, died too. The books are full of stories about it. The Benevolent’s only son, who will take his father’s place, keeping the lowborn starving while the Skyborn sit in their steel fortress, well fed.

			My fingers find the pointy metal in the back of my hair.

			“What happened to Lucent?” His stare pins me in place. He’s dropped the act he had when I stumbled upon him. He steps forward, I step back, feeling for purchase on the tiny blade. I rip the knife from my hair, fisting it, pointing it straight at him.

			“Let me out of here.”

			He doesn’t move, eyeing my weapon.

			“Where is my cousin?”

			I am not dying for a crime I didn’t commit. I jab the sharp metal in his direction, and he dodges, jumping backward. I dart away from him, circling a giant wooden table in the kitchen. He watches me with growing irritation. When he comes toward me, I dash toward the servants’ exit. But as I’m inches from shoving it open, escaping this prison, Caelus’s grip tightens around my wrist.

			His touch is a weight of iron through my gloves.

			“Let me go!”

			He twists my arm backward, firm but gentle, ripping the blade from my hand and throwing it on the ground.

			“Axira Merreri,” he whispers in my ear, and my blood goes cold. “Orphanage Nine in Dockers Row. Above Ferdin’s fish counter.”

			He’s known who I am this entire time. I try to pull myself free.

			“My cousin. Where is he?”

			I can’t move. The angle of my arm folded behind me makes it impossible. “He overdosed on fillers. He’s—” I can’t say it. I squeeze my eyes shut. He tried to help me get away.

			But Caelus releases me, blinking with a parted mouth somewhere between sadness and shock. He swallows, smoothing his hand on his pants. Then he picks up my blade and hands it to me.

			“You believe me.”

			He stares at nothing, speechless, his shoulders sagging. “I know my cousin.” A storm brews in his tortured gaze. There are tears there. Real tears that he doesn’t hide. Serafina would be hanged for these kinds of tears. My father was. I swallow and look away, unsure what to do. It feels nice to be believed. I glare at the door. Once I’m outside, would I run to the Citadel walls and try to climb them? Is there a way to the sewers that way? Caelus is still rocked with emotion, steadying himself on a wall, and I’m suddenly haunted by the memory of my parents.

			“How does it feel?” I ask.

			“What?”

			“How does it feel to hurt for him?” And not hide it.

			His gaze dips to my chest, where a Heartfiller would disappear. I’m not allowed to show the feelings he’s having. I’m expected to live as if I can’t feel them. The Heartfillers made it easy. Now…after weeks without one…I’m not sure anything’s easy anymore.

			He shakes his head, scraping for words, like he doesn’t know how to answer that.

			“They arrested me for murdering Lucent,” I admit.

			Caelus shakes off the grief in an instant, like he’s shut it in a vault. “They’ll want you at the bottom of the sea for this.” He pulls himself off the wall.

			“I was told I’d get to ask your father for mercy.”

			“A formality. He never honors those requests.” Footsteps echo down the hall. “Do you have more Heartfillers?” He glances in the direction of the noise, speaking hurriedly.

			“That was my entire supply,” I say.

			The footsteps get louder.

			“Can you get more?”

			“I’d need time.”

			Someone joins us in the hall.

			Caelus grabs me around the waist and pulls us into a nearby closet, barricading the door shut with his body. The room is so dark I can’t see my hand in front of my face. But I can feel his hold on me. My skin crawls, but the commotion outside the broom closet makes me too nervous to move.

			“Be still,” he whispers, and his breath warms my ear, sending a shudder deep into my bones. The longer we stay here, the harder my heart pounds.

			“It’s clear,” he says when the voices outside the door are quiet.

			I pull away from him, shoving his arms, his body, his scent, all of him away. It’s suffocating. I grope for the handle of the door and ease it open. When we spill out into the corridor, I can breathe again. He stares at me insistently, repeating his question.

			“I don’t want any more trouble than I’m already in,” I say.

			“Lucent told me to trust him to handle the logistics. I did. I see it was a mistake.” His jaw hardens.

			So they were planning something together. “Logistics for what, exactly?” I ask.

			“Where do you steal the Heartfillers from?”

			I fold my arms. The Heartfillers are my only leverage to get out of here. Without that, I am useless to him.

			“You have no idea how much danger you’re in,” Caelus continues. “You should want to cooperate. Outside those servant doors is the second-most secured gate to the Citadel. You would have walked into a dozen Mercyenforcers who are probably looking for you right now.”

			“You were about to let me.”

			“You can’t be sure what I was about to do, Axira Merreri.”

			I move farther away from him.

			“You don’t know anything about me,” he says. “All you know is what you see from outside these walls. Pretending like you can handle yourself on your own in the Citadel will get you killed.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			“It’s advice.”

			He isn’t what I expected.

			I glare at him, but he doesn’t flinch, looking at me as if he’s drinking in my gaze like I’m drinking in his. As if this novelty of shared glances between a prince and a Saltblood is making his heart pound harder too.

			“I need to look into what you’ve said about my cousin,” he finally says. “Then I’ll decide what I’m going to do with you. For now, you’re coming with me.”

			“You’re going to take me to a safe exit like we agreed!” I say.

			“No, I never was. But now I’m considering it.”

			There is no hint of question in his eyes. He is not asking. I boil with frustration and spot a short blade on his hip. I dash for it, quicker than he can blink, snatching it off his waist and laying it at his throat.

			He might be stronger, but I’m faster.

			He doesn’t flinch. I glance at the servants’ doors, considering running for it. But he is the only real help I have inside this fortress. He may be my best chance to see Serafina and Miss Omon again and make this mess right.

			I press the blade firmer to his neck. “I’ll go with you. But don’t ever think I am your prisoner.” I drop his blade.

			He catches it, mirth glinting in his eyes. It threatens to drown me.
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			Walking beside the prince through the Citadel a little while later, now disguised as a highborn servant, I feel like a piece in some great game I didn’t ask to play. I changed in the broom closet into a simple highborn dress tied by purple ribbon, which Caelus provided, before grabbing some cleaning supplies. Then Caelus made me follow him, saying only that, for a time, I’ll need to be “locked away.” My mouth chain is firmly in my hand so I can put it back on the second I get to my cell. My tongue keeps roving along the inside of my mouth where the chain is missing.

			I keep three feet away from him even though he doesn’t insist on it. I have more regard for his father’s rules than he does. I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse.

			When he starts up the stairs instead of down, I freeze. “But the cells are underground,” I say.

			“Mercyenforcers would execute you before sunrise. I need to hide you.”

			My pulse picks up. “So where are you taking me?”

			“No more talking. Not out here.”

			I rope the bucket he gave me more securely onto my arm and keep my head down.

			“Highborn don’t keep their eyes down, even the servants,” he whispers after a servant stops to show her respect. I force myself to look up at her. We reach double doors, and I realize he has taken me to his bedroom. I widen the distance between us. But he pushes the door open, stepping aside to allow me in first. A nutty smell hits me.

			I hesitate, tipping forward on my toes to peek first. There is a small bed in the corner and very few furnishings. The single window, however, has a breathtaking view of the sea. It makes my heart ache thinking of home. Serafina is probably so worried. I need to get word to them that I’m okay.

			“Go on.” Caelus watches both directions in the corridor.

			I step inside, padding lightly, terrified this could be another prison. Or that trusting him could be a prison of another kind. When I spin to face Caelus to demand to know when he’ll be back, the door shuts in my face. Then, it locks.

			I set the bucket down, trying to slow my thudding pulse. I’m dressed like a servant. Mercyenforcers are hunting for me. I should be in a cell; I should be shoved off a cliff. I touch the scratchy bedsheet on Caelus’s bed, searching for meaning with my bare fingers. I’ve slept on softer linen. When I imagined life in the Citadel, this isn’t what I pictured.
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			The sky outside has dimmed, only a faint glow of daylight left. And Caelus still hasn’t returned. Curiosity bites at me, wondering what he was plotting with Lucent. I search every corner of the room, pull open each of the few pieces of furniture, look under every surface, including flipping the mattress. I even shake out the single blanket folded on a chair. There isn’t one personal effect in this room. There aren’t any clothes or shoes. No regalia.

			This can’t be where he actually lives.

			There is a mirror on the wall. It’s slightly crooked. Suspiciously crooked. I push the mirror slightly, carefully. It shifts. I push again, harder. It drags along the wall, sliding aside, making too much noise. There is something behind it.

			But the lock on the door clicks, and I restraighten the mirror quickly as Caelus strides in, glancing behind him warily.

			“Why do you live like this?” I ask.

			But Caelus crosses the room without looking at me, his posture sagging. He is deflated, a shell of what he was like earlier. He must have seen Lucent’s body.

			“It is unfortunate what happened to your cousin,” I say.

			“I don’t need sympathy.” He notices the crooked mirror and straightens it, chin sliding over his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to be short. I…I just meant, we don’t need to talk about that. He’s gone.” He can grieve. He doesn’t want to. But he is right. The only thing he needs from me are Heartfillers. And the only thing I need from him is a way out of this place. Still, I burn with a need to understand. He is risking a lot.

			“What are you after?” I ask.

			“We don’t have much time. My father knows about the Mercyenforcer you hurt.”

			“Why are you helping me?” I lower my voice. “Why are you betraying your father?”

			“He is the ruler of Ethyria,” he says, adjusting the ring on his finger. “Only someone careless would think of betraying the Benevolent.”

			“Or someone who thinks the benefit outweighs the risk.”

			“Axira, what I am doing is none of your concern.”

			“So you are doing something?” I ask, and he drifts across the room to the mirror instead of answering right away. Then, he says, “Look, I think I can get you out of here if you can deliver a barrel of Heartfillers to me in three days.”

			“What happens in three days?” I ask, then I realize. “The tournament.”

			“We had a plan.” He looks beyond me.

			“To disrupt the tournament?”

			“To prevent it from happening at all.”

			“Why do you care about the tournament?” I find the entire thing disgusting. It’s downright embarrassing that people beg to prove they’re worthy of citizenship just so they can experience true love at the feet of the man who could feed our entire district and heal all our sick with the snap of his fingers. But that’s just me. How does taking the tournament away hurt anyone other than the lowborn who could have won?

			“Now that it’s happening whether we like it or not, I just need a way to get…” His eyes narrow. “You are persistent. My cousin was right. No more about the tournament. I also need to know how the Heartfillers affect Skyborn.”

			Skyborn…

			Using Heartfillers…

			He touches his chest. “My cousin wouldn’t let me see him when he was using.” He is pacing his room now. “Axira?”

			“Get what? What in the world are you planning?”

			He sighs, exasperated. “Can you get a hundred or so Heartfillers in three days or not? I need an answer now.”

			“Then you need to tell me everything. This is my life. You’re the Prince of Ethyria; the risks for us are not the same.” I’ve slipped the Mercyenforcers once; my luck won’t last forever. If I’m going to get medicine back home for Serafina and eventually put us on a ship to get off this island, I can’t tempt fate.

			There is more desperation in his eyes than frustration, but I don’t have the privilege to care. He staggers his stance, folding his arms across his broad chest. He wants something from the tournament. It’s something his father either possesses or doesn’t want him to have. And he wants it badly enough to hide me here and defy his father.

			“I can’t tell you any more,” he says. “I’ve already said too much. Will you do it? Yes or no?” There is an iciness to him that wasn’t there before he locked me in this room.

			I can feel my hold on this chance slipping. I’d have to steal from several storehouses guarded with Mercyenforcers in my district. Three days is not a lot of time. “I need more of a guarantee. You have to get me medicine before I leave to collect them. And you must promise to get me out of Skyhaven and onto a ship safely after I’ve delivered them.”

			“Medicine? Are you ill?”

			“It’s not for me.”

			“I can’t guarantee you anything but gold.”

			“Then take your gold and shove it up your ass.” I’ll find my way out of this prison and off this forsaken island myself. I storm past him and push the door open—to where Dreth, the head Mercyenforcer, is standing.

			“There she is,” he says.

			My heart stops.

			“I found her in here, searching my room,” Caelus says.

			Liar! I reach for my blade too late. Dreth grabs me, binding my wrists. The last thing I see is Caelus subtly shaking his head at me.
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			It’s dark when Dreth leads me to a courtyard where a servant waits.

			“You’re filthy,” he says as I’m stripped bare—starting with my gloves. Dreth yanks at the ties of my dress roughly until they give. The stiff fabric clings to my body, so he slips his bare hands inside, fingers cold on my shoulder, and wrenches me free of it. The dress collapses around my ankles. The Heartfillers I stowed in my bust fall to the ground and are kicked away. It feels like a blow. Dreth doesn’t stop. He peels away my underdress next, dragging me out of it, limb by naked limb. Each layer feels like being flayed, as if pieces inside me are being ripped away. Every touch feels like a scrub brush being dragged across my skin. Like he’s determined to scrape off the armor that’s held me together for eighteen years. Like he’s not undressing me, but unmaking me, preparing me for something worse than punishment.

			I shiver beneath the gazes, tempted to cover every part of me their eyes drink in. I refuse them any satisfaction and stand taller. The last thing he takes is the chain in my fist, ripping it from my fingers.

			The rest of his guards watch as the maid hoses me down, right there, in front of everyone.

			I spit on him.

			One of Dreth’s orderlies steps forward. The back of his hand cracks across my cheek, fast. My head snaps sideways. For a second, everything goes quiet inside me. Then, it stings like fire licking across my face and busted lip.

			This is what happens when you fight back.

			“Finish getting her ready,” Dreth says as one of his men hangs a number around my neck. Eight.

			“Ready,” I say between swelling lips. “Ready for what?”

			They ignore me. The washmaiden scrubs me with a rough brush until my skin is red. She pulls down my long hair and takes scissors to it, slashing it just below my shoulders. “Gets caught in the rope,” she says.

			“What rope?”

			She rinses me with sudsy water once more, and it feels like my skin is on fire. Then, she dresses me in linen before handing me back to Dreth, who takes me from the courtyard to an open-air cell that is not underground, but outside. A hard, thin mattress is on the cold ground. Mercyenforcers are stationed all around.

			“When do I get to plead to the Benevolent for mercy?” I ask.

			“You’ve been prepared for sentencing.” Dreth’s finger bounces off the number tag slung around my neck. “Eighth in line.” Then he turns to go.

			“Come back!” I shout. “Please.”

			He leaves, taking every dreg of hope I have with him. I pace in the small prison. Serafina’s medicine, Miss Omon, the ship. We were supposed to be sailing away by nightfall. They are worried sick, I know. Serafina probably can’t sleep. Nichol will be scared. He is brave, but he needs reminders. He forgets. Then there’s Miss Omon, whose worst fear is about to come true—they’re going to execute me. They’re going to end me. No more questions. No more wondering. Eighteen is all the years this Saltblood gets.

			A tear drips onto my bare hand. I rub the moisture between my fingers, feeling the strangeness of it. It makes me think of my mother. What would she say to me now? My mother who warned me, endlessly, of going against the tide.

			I sit, hugging my knees, trying to imagine a way this ends differently. But there is no way out of here. Caelus turned me over to them, acting like I’d snuck into his room. But I don’t believe he is tricking me. He has been too honest. His grief over Lucent is too real. And he has no other way to get Heartfillers. He needs me alive. If he doesn’t come for me, I’ll need all my strength.

			I force myself to lie down. Maybe I can still outsmart them. Eyes closed, I beg sleep to come. But the groaning cries from prisoners one through seven keep me up until sunrise.
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			Caelus is the first face I see in the morning, and my shoulders slump, the tightness trying to leave my body. He is escorted by two Mercyenforcers, neither of them Dreth. His hair is pulled behind him in a braid; wavy, wispy tendrils frame his face.

			“She’s not in proper court attire, sir,” one guard says. “Are you sure—”

			“Bring her, now,” he says. “Straight to the Benevolent.”

			“Caelus.” My voice is scratchy.

			He shakes his head, subtly again, like he did yesterday. His eyes are a different shade of blue today, darker. The creases around them make him look very tired. He shakes his head again, this time more noticeably, and I realize it is a message.

			Comply.

			Go along with whatever this plan is.

			“Hands?” The Mercyenforcers wait for my wrists to bind them. One of their weapons is in my reach. I could try to steal it and run. Get as far as I can and hide until I can figure out a way out of this maze. Or I can trust the prince.

			I stretch my bare arms out to the guard, feeling so exposed. “My gloves, I need my gloves. And my chain.”

			Caelus’s eyes don’t leave me, specifically my swollen lip. He gestures at someone. A maiden hands me a fresh pair of touching gloves. I slip them on, and the knot in my chest unravels some.

			The walk through the Citadel is meandering and feels too short. When we arrive in the grand room with its granite pillars and stone statues, my heart knocks into my ribs. I feel small. Insignificant. The throne encrusted in crystals is empty. The Benevolent is not here. There is a smaller golden seat with lush cushions beside the throne that wasn’t there before.

			“I’ll take her,” Caelus tells the Mercyenforcers, grabbing the restraints tied to my wrists. The guards disperse themselves around the room.

			“I’ve gotten your chance to ask my father for mercy to be reinstated,” he says. “Follow my lead.”

			A million questions race through my mind. But the only one that comes out is “Why?”

			“My cousin convinced me that a smuggler on Dockers Row was more ruthless and determined than anyone. He died for that belief. I’m not willing to throw you away just yet.”

			Caelus leads me to the center of the throne room where a small audience has formed. Mercyenforcers keep their stingers in hand instead of at their waist. There are guards on either side of the room by the side exits and several at the rear exit. There are no Mercyenforcers on the dais—where the two thrones are still empty. But there is a door behind the largest one.

			About forty steps away.

			Thirty, if I run…

			Caelus unties me. “Gaze down for your Benevolent,” he says, loud enough for everyone to hear.

			I cross my hands meekly and glare at the floor until the doors open. The Benevolent enters, and everyone rises. His heels clack on the polished stone. I keep my head down.

			“Axira Merreri of the Saltblood district.” His voice is oddly warm and soothing. “You may look at me, Axira.”

			He is much smaller than his portrait suggests. His uniform is decorated with medals and very tidy. But his eyes are just as hollow as they are in the painting above him. The strangest thing about him is his slight smile. His lips bow up just enough to make his mouth look permanently fixed in a slight grin, his cheeks pulled back. It doesn’t dim or brighten. It stays just like that, on the edge of a mocking smirk.

			“Who damaged her face?” the Benevolent asks.

			No one moves.

			“Should I ask again?”

			“I—I did, sir.” A Mercyenforcer steps forward. “She, uh, spit on Commander Dreth.”

			The Benevolent studies me. “And if you were locked in a cage away from everything that mattered to you, about to be led to your death, wouldn’t you want to spit on someone too?”

			He shuffles on his feet. “I suppose so, sir.”

			“She was only responding as she naturally could: with anger and desperation.” The ambitious gleam in the Benevolent’s eyes sends a shiver up my spine. “Caelus.”

			The prince gestures at a Mercyenforcer in the back of the room, who then marches forward to stand beside the man who hurt me.

			The Mercyenforcer lays his palm on his chest, across his heart, rigidly still.

			A beat passes.

			The room is silent.

			I tense at what’s coming.

			Then, the random guard pummels the man who hurt me across the face.

			He falls to his knees, lips bloody. The pounding doesn’t stop. I watch him fold into a beaten pulp on the ground, unable to look away. Dreth watches, unmoved.

			“Does it feel good to see that?” the Benevolent asks me.

			“I don’t feel much of anything,” I say.

			His smile flickers. “You were off to sentencing, but my son says you can be of use to the Citadel. Before we get into that, I know you did not kill my nephew. His weakness did. Lucent was always a tortured boy, scared of what he could be under my guidance. You have to surrender to fate, Axira. Not fight it. I’ve issued an edict. No charges will be held against you. At least not for that.”

			My heart stops. “Then why am I being sentenced?”

			“The Mercyenforcer who you left to rot in your cell nearly died of the Heartfiller double dose. Murder of a Citadel servant is a serious offense, Axira Merreri. And as I have just demonstrated, I am a just ruler.”

			There is nothing just about letting people in the districts die when you could save them.

			“What was that?”

			Did I say that out loud? “Nothing. I said nothing.”

			“You are a bad liar,” he says. “That is a good quality in a candidate for mercy. Son?”

			“She can work off her sentence as a servant, here,” Caelus says, avoiding looking in my direction at all. “That would hone any talents she does have into something we can use. She’s skilled. Killing her is a waste.” He was icy earlier. Now he is unrecognizable, pure steel.

			“She’s a thief,” the Benevolent says. “She’s stolen thousands of Heartfillers if my reports are correct.”

			Caelus doesn’t flinch. “Yes, but an honest one. Her pride won’t let her lie.”

			“Her pride. Ah, yes, pride is useful. There is no greater patriot than a prideful one. It’s the gift that keeps on giving.” The Benevolent leans forward, eyeing me like I’m something he could devour in a single bite, but he prefers to play with his food instead. “So you want to be a servant here?” The question is addressed to me. Caelus watches me closely, and I can feel him willing me to agree.

			“I don’t,” I say, unwilling to lie. I can’t be trapped here. If that’s Caelus’s plan to get me out of this, no thanks. I will find another way. “Like Caelus said, I’m prideful.”

			The room explodes into chatter. Caelus pales.

			Agreeing to a sentence of servitude won’t get me off this island, but twisting the leverage I have over the prince will. He wants something from the tournament. He made that clear. I can get inside the tournament and smuggle out whatever it is that Caelus wants. Then, he will have to give me a ship.

			“I want to enter the Tournament of Hearts,” I call over the din. “Let me prove I’m worthy of being here freely. If I don’t win, then sentence me for my crime. You have nothing to lose.”

			“Ha!” The Benevolent beams, slapping the arms of his chair. “A true patriot. It is done.” He signals for the horns to blow. Revelry rings out from the halls, trumpets sounding in celebration. “Ready her for the early festivities that kick off tomorrow. And fix her face.”

			I’ve just signed my life away. Now, I just have to convince Caelus to take my deal.
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			“What are you thinking, Axira?” The throne room is far behind us as we march through the halls of the palace.

			“Hear me out.”

			“No. I won’t support you entering the tournament. You’re ruining everything. As a servant here, we could work on getting the Heartfillers before the tournament.” Each of his steps is twice the length of mine. He told the Mercyenforcers he’d escort me to contestant quarters and send for my things. But we are headed back to his room.

			“I cannot be stuck here as a servant. I have to get back home.”

			He doesn’t respond. I have to make him see that my plan gets him what he wants and helps me. When we are in the privacy of his room, he strides to the window and gazes out. I stand in the doorway. The idea of being alone with him feels different than it did a day ago when I was still hoping to escape. My skin prickles at the weight of our silence. Whatever’s between us has shifted—or is about to.

			“I know you want something from that tournament. You said you had to get it. Were you planning to drug the tournament guards so you can sneak into the tournament and steal what you want?” I’m guessing, trying to put together what little he’s given me. I watch him for some indication that I’m right, but Caelus only pulls the fabric over his window. “If that’s your plan, it would never work. It’s always easier to steal from the inside.”

			Still he says nothing, his back to me. If he won’t agree to pull me out of that tournament the minute I steal what he wants and put me on a ship, I’ve just ruined any chance I have at a different life for me, Serafina, or any of us at the orphanage. I don’t know much about the tournament other than that there are trials that whittle the contestants down until there is a clear winning true-love match.

			There are rumors about what the trials are like, but it’s hard to know what’s true. I can’t end up like Miss Omon’s old helper. I’m not a help to Serafina or anyone dead.

			“Once I steal what you want, find a reason to disqualify me, I can become violently ill, you can sneak me out, something.” He’s the Prince of Ethyria. His father listens to him. I’ve seen it. “Then, put me on a ship with a bit of gold.”

			Caelus faces me finally with folded arms. “This won’t work.”

			“I am the best smuggler on this damned island. Get me a ship and you will have whatever you want to steal from your father.”

			“You don’t understand what you’re up against. You’re not—”

			“I’m not what?”

			“The tournament requires you to love someone, Axira.” He scowls with a disgust I understand in my bones. “You’re clever and fast. But that can only do so much. It’s a competition to find your truest-love match. You can’t even be within arm’s reach of me or anyone without being uncomfortable.”

			“I—” My throat is dry. I hadn’t considered how much the love part would play. I just thought about the trials.

			“To get what I need, you’d have to survive until the Ascension Ceremony, when the winners are cloaked in Skyborn robes and granted citizenship. You’d have to finish in the top two to be sure you’ll make it to the end. You have the savage instinct, but you don’t have…”

			“The heart.”

			Our eyes meet in understanding. To survive to the end, I’d need to be in love with someone. I’m not exactly sure what that is like, but if Lucent’s lover being helplessly distraught over him when she saw his body was any indication, I’m not interested. I cross the room and sit down on a chair next to his desk. “How would they know if I’m in love?”

			“What do you know about the tournament, Axira?”

			“Not much is known.”

			“You have to pass three character trials: courage, loyalty, and strength to prove you can be trusted with Skyborn citizenship.” His expression darkens. “The trials are brutal. My father designed them himself, in secret, laboring over every detail for the last decade to make sure they weed out those who cannot be trusted. Allegiance is his goal. Between the trials you’ll have the task of finding your best love connection among the contestants. Bonding. Growing close to each other.”

			A tightness creeps into my shoulders, and my arms fold across my chest before I even think to move them.

			“See, you’re already uneasy,” he says.

			“I can pass the trials. I know I can.”

			“The trials prove you’re brave enough, loyal enough, and strong enough to handle the pressures that come with love,” he says.

			“Pressures?” I ask.

			“Love is power, Axira.”

			“I don’t understand.” I say.

			“If you’re hanging off the side of a mountain and your foot slips, it will become very clear very quickly who you care about. You can’t fake this. The tests are designed to show where your heart really is.”

			Mine speeds up. “Is there some other way? I’m efficient. If you can tell me where it is, I bet you I can find it before the competition gets stiff.”

			“There’s no other way. The people who win are desperate to experience love,” he says with such force, I flinch. “To be wrapped up in it, consumed by it. That’s what it takes.”

			“I can pretend!”

			“No, you can’t.”

			I sit stunned by the weight of his words.

			If it takes true love, proven true love, to win the competition, he’s right—I cannot win this. But I don’t want to win. Becoming a Skyborn, living in this place under the Benevolent’s watchful eye, doesn’t sound much better than being in the districts. Winning doesn’t get Serafina medicine, it doesn’t make sure Miss Omon, the others, are treated like humans. Winning fixes nothing.

			Ethyria is a cage.

			I’m breaking out of it.

			I notice he is wearing the same clothes he had on yesterday. His eyes are red, his usually neat braid unkempt.

			“You won’t make it to the end,” he says. “And I don’t mean that as an insult. Neither would I.”

			He’s wrong. He doesn’t realize how badly I want this. How much Serafina is depending on me. “Try me.”

			“I have one chance to get this right, or I have to wait another ten years.”

			An idea strikes me that makes my gut swim. “I’ll pair up with someone and pretend to like them or love them or whatever. Is the item you want something small enough to fit in my pocket?”

			“You should have taken the servitude sentence and done this the way I wanted.”

			“Easy for you to say. You weren’t the one being expected to sign your entire life away. Caelus—” My breath hitches at hearing his name come out of my mouth. Like I know him. Like we know each other. “I’m in the tournament; it’s done. So you can try trusting me with this and help me succeed, or give up on your plans.”

			I’ve put everything on the line. This is the only way I have a shot of getting off this island.

			“I can do this,” I say. “I can fool them all, and I’ve never found a place I couldn’t slip my way out of.”

			“Until coming here.”

			I close the distance between us, trying to prove something to both of us. He’s so close I’ve stopped breathing. Heat rushes through me. “Lucent bet on me. I am your only chance.”

			At the mention of his cousin, the mood in the room shifts, like a change in the wind. After a long silence, he crosses the space pensively. “You want a ship?”

			“And gold. I’ll also need new identification for me and a few others.”

			He considers me. “I’d need their names in advance.”

			“I can do that.”

			He is silent, and my heart tries to jump out of my chest.

			“People die in this tournament, Axira.”

			I go cold all over, blinking too quickly. “I won’t die,” I say. “I have too many reasons to live.”

			He doesn’t speak for some time. Finally, when the air inside me feels like it might burst, he says, “Fine.”

			I try to exhale but can’t.

			“You cannot fail,” he continues. “The Ascension Ceremony is after the final trial, when they bring all the tournament survivors to the arena. You have to pick someone among the contestants to pretend to be a true-love match with. When I get you out, if I can get you out unseen, you’ll be a highly sought-after criminal. Your match will be punished severely. They will think he’s guilty too. He will probably be…”

			Killed.

			I swallow.

			“We have to be very careful how we communicate,” he adds. “We shouldn’t even be seen speaking after this.”

			“I’ve already forgotten your name,” I say.

			He almost laughs, and it breathes life into me. Maybe I will see Serafina again; maybe she will dance in the sunshine on the deck of a ship.

			“First thing,” Caelus says, “figure out who you will pair up with. My father expects strong breeding matches out of these pairings. He’s thinking about the patriots you’ll be expected to birth.”

			I feel sick.

			“Everyone will be hesitant at first,” he continues, “but when the Heartfillers wear off and the withdrawal fades, and there are no gloves and chains, everyone will be starved to find a connection. If you wait until everyone’s taken, you might end up with someone who is not easily duped.”

			“Find someone to betray. Got it. Can you tell me more about the trials?”

			“I don’t know much more. They’re physical. You’re Saltblood and a smuggler—you’ll do better than most if you stay focused. Convincing a contestant you’re falling in love with them will be your biggest challenge.”

			I tug my gloves tighter up my arms.

			“Get me the names of everyone who needs new identification,” Caelus says. “The Mercyenforcers I’m sending to get your things are leaving by midday. I’ll send you with them to say your goodbyes and make any last preparations. Be discreet. Do you understand?”

			“I do.”

			“Alright.” He extends his hand. “Steal for me and a ship is yours.”

			I take his hand, slipping my gloves into his to shake. The mold of our fingers cupped around each other feels strange. Like holding something more fragile than flesh. I don’t pull away from him right away, and neither does he. When his thumb explores the back of mine, I snatch it back, my heart squeezing at the thought of seeing the orphanage again.

			“You haven’t told me what I’m smuggling from the ceremony.”

			His jaw flexes. “Magic. You’re stealing magic.”
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			When my feet hit the rain-slick streets of the Saltblood district, I freeze. Miss Omon isn’t going to like this. Serafina will be furious. I have to make them understand this is the only way.

			“On with it,” urges the Mercyenforcer escorting me. “We need to be back by nightfall.”

			Getting the chance to say goodbye isn’t a luxury I expected. Caelus is Skyborn. He is many things, but perhaps he is not the liar I think he is. I slip into a narrow passageway between two shacks nearly shoved together, with my escort on my heels. We follow a string of hollows ripped into the bowels of the Saltblood district, still scorched with the scars of rebellion, still stained with hair and bone and teeth. The tunnels have never been cleaned. The marks of rebellion stay as a warning. A reminder of the cost of rebellion. The darkness thickens the deeper we go. Then a rough tug pulls me to a stop.

			“Where does this lead?” He eyes the corridor warily.

			“It’s the fastest way across the district, I swear.”

			He holds a stinger to my back the rest of the way. When we reach the other side, pink evening sky has rolled in, summoning the drenched streets of the district back to life. Saltbloods emerge from their holes like squirrelfish from a reef. Couriers moor their boats along the wharf on the bank of the Dredge as the long day of delivering goods throughout the districts comes to a close. The streets fill with people wandering with dazed expressions and others eerily happy. Lines snake around the ration caravan, where pouches stuffed with hard bread and dried meat are being passed out.

			I usually pick up supper rations, which are first come, first serve. I veer left.

			“What are you—”

			“The prince said to make sure things are in order back home. That includes getting the day’s rations.” Before the Mercyenforcer can protest, I hop in the shortest line, where a Skyborn tosses sacks of food from the back of the caravan to another Citadel official. He spots me, and the Mercyenforcer with me, and waves us to the front of the line. The woman I step in front of glares between us.

			“How many in your residence?” the Citadel official asks.

			“Five.”

			He hands me a single tied pouch of food.

			“I said, five.”

			“You have to be present to collect. New rule.”

			I clench my fists. Even before their stupid rule, the ration caravan only came twice a day and never stayed long enough. Half the line went home empty-handed, and not because they ran out. The woman behind me pushes me aside before I can argue. I tuck the food away and dash across the river, launching myself from one boat to the next to get to the other side. Chastising shouts from couriers push me faster. My Skyborn escort can hardly keep up.

			I smell home before I spot Ferdy’s faded Fish for Sale sign. Ferdy presses his wire frames to his nose before bringing a knife down hard on a fish head. The hanging rack is empty. He caught very little today. I side-skirt his service counter, which protrudes right into the street. It’s a prime location. If the smell doesn’t grab you as you pass, the sharp edges of his countertop will.

			“Axira? It’s really you. The Benevolent is so good! He found you! He brought you home.” Ferdy smiles in his usual gleaming grin, his chest faintly glowing. When his gaze darts between the Mercyenforcer and me, his glee dims some. Then, he eyes me up and down, his brow furrowing. “What is that thing you’re wearing? Where are your clothes?”

			“I can explain,” I say, realizing I’m still in my sentencing clothes, marked as someone on their way to die. But Ferdy’s too busy yanking the bell that rings the upstairs residences above the shops.

			“Axira is back,” he yells in a flat, measured tone. He is careful to not give the Mercyenforcer the wrong idea. Excitement can be confused with an expression of love. It too must be restrained. But I know when Ferdy’s excited and relieved. It feels good to be back in the briny air with the sound of the waves lapping in the distance. I knot my hands behind me, shifting on my feet. I wish I had better news to share with them.

			The door to the orphanage opens with a creak, and Miss Omon appears at the top of the stairs, staring down at me like I am a ghost.

			“Five minutes,” my escort warns as Nichol races down the stairs.

			“The Benevolent brought you home!” he says.

			“It’s so good to see you, Nichol. Have you been taking care of things while I’ve been away?”

			He digs his toe into the ground, shrugging. Ferdy shuts down shop for the evening as more poke their heads out at the commotion.

			“Axira? Is that really you?” Dorian, back from his route of delivering pamphlets, appears among them, his head bobbing as he weaves through the growing crowd. “You’re alright. Everybody was—”

			“I know. I’m okay.” I didn’t mean to worry everyone.

			Questions are hurled at me from every direction. “Where’d you go? What happened? Is everything alright? Why are you wearing that? Your hair, what have you done with your hair?”

			The world sways. Miss Omon has made it to the bottom of the stairs, but she is still speechless.

			“Three minutes,” my escort says, and it makes my heart jump in my chest. I ignore the chattering crowd and turn back to Miss Omon. “Where is Serafina?”

			Her stare is steel, but I know it’s to avoid the burn of tears in her eyes. Sometimes, at night, I hear her locked in the basin room crying. Miss Omon stands farther than the required distance from me, hovering like a shadow on the stairs, like she’d already shut me out as a buried memory in that dark, quiet place where I put my parents.

			“I didn’t mean to worry you.” I hand her the rations. “That’s all they would give me.”

			She takes them robotically. “You’re really here,” she mutters.

			“I’m here and I’m okay. Everything’s going to be fine.”

			The tournament is several days long. She can barely function without me. How is she going to push through when sometimes the worry for us has her so hooked on Heartfillers, she can’t get out of bed? I need to tell her the plan. That’ll give her hope. She has to be strong and clearheaded. And I’ll need her to have everyone ready to leave without notice.

			She eyes the Mercyenforcer reclined against the building, turning his stinger in his hands. She knows I’m lying.

			“Where is Serafina?” I ask again.

			“She’s resting. The fever won’t let up. It’s very bad, Axira.”

			I start up the stairs but hesitate, glancing at my escort. If Fina is on a Heartfiller and he notices someone below working age using one, this will get ugly fast.

			“I think she’s passed it to Sam,” Miss Omon goes on. “I’m keeping them both inside. Nichol and I are sleeping by the stream in the tents.”

			A sharp chill threads through my chest. They’re outside? Serafina’s gotten worse than I realized. I press a hand on my heart, as if I can stop the rising panic. The plan. I have a plan. It will work.

			“Listen,” I whisper. The crowd is growing restless, impatient for answers of where I was and why a Mercyenforcer is loitering here. “I need you to write down the full names of everyone in the orphanage, including yourself. Put their district and day of birth. Slip it to me with no one seeing.”

			Her eyes narrow.

			“And no more Heartfillers for a while. Say what you have to, but stop. And—” I glance over my shoulder at the Mercyenforcer.

			Dorian barges into my conversation with Miss Omon. His chestnut-brown hair is pulled back in a bun. His warm olive skin is more tanned than usual, like a stone courtyard at dusk. “Miss Omon, hi there.” He turns to me. “It’s good you’re back. We were worried.” He lowers his voice. “Have you, uh, considered my offer?” He still wants to marry me.

			“I have and my answer has not changed.”

			“Axira, hear me out.”

			I swallow a sigh. Dorian helped me out more than once when my supplies got stuck on a river boulder. That’s the extent of the time we’ve spent together.

			“You are smart,” he presses, “and a bit terrifying, if I can be honest. There is no one more Saltblood than you. I admire the way you help us all. You broke the wheels on the food caravan weeks ago!”

			“It actually left empty for once,” I say, remembering.

			He smiles. The dainty silver chain running across his mouth accentuates the shape of his lips. As if there is a secret between them the chain tries to hide. Kissing is a dance of tongues, I’ve heard. My tongue pokes at the metal in my mouth, imagining how strange it would be. Caelus comes to mind. Dorian watches me as if he can hear my thoughts, and heat rushes up my neck.

			“I am almost of age. They’re going to make me pick someone. Aren’t you nineteen soon too? You’ll be forced to pick someone before you know it.”

			“I have an entire year,” I say. By then I’ll be gone.

			Dorian gathers himself up. “Well, if I have to go through that humiliating experience, I want it to be with someone I respect. You. I’ve heard the act of making them isn’t all bad.” His cheeks flush.

			He’s shorter than Caelus and much more weathered. I wonder what it would feel like to slip the gloves off and feel the heat of someone else’s skin against my fingertips. Would it be different than touching my own face? A part of me burns with the urge to try it just to defy the Benevolent. I stare at Dorian but see icy-blue eyes and a tangle of white hair. I blink hard, trying to scrub my brain of thoughts of the prince.

			My own mother never bent the rules, even behind closed doors, to make sure I knew how to survive. However, my father held my bare hand once when he showed me how to hold my first knife. It had a driftwood handle, carved by his own hand. But it was so long ago I can’t remember how his touch felt. If the bodies hanging at the district gates for breaking the rules aren’t enough of a warning, the effects of touching are.

			Touch can breed affection, a gateway to love.

			Touch with a stranger can breed falling into romantic love.

			Which, from the stories I hear and have seen, is being consumed with a person, not because they are family or like family, but because of something else. Something indescribable, something infectious, like a sickness, as if that person becomes a part of you that you can’t live without.

			I’d rather drown.

			“My parents have a little to leave me,” Dorian goes on. “You wouldn’t have to live in the Row. Anchor’s Alley is nice. I could get you into one of the tenements there.”

			“Who knew you were such a romantic?” I say. “You should enter the tournament.”

			“I’m not a romantic. I’m just trying to make a strong choice.”

			I scoff. “I’ve spent no more than an afternoon with you a few times stuck in a riverbed, and you want to make children with me?”

			I shouldn’t mock him. He is nice; he buys extra Heartfillers for his sister, not himself. He’s a bit too sweet, like a sticky bun with too much honey, but he is trustworthy. I’ve already signed away any chance of what he’s offering. Even if I hadn’t, he isn’t special to me. My parents worked well together because they were special to each other. Like a sail and wind.

			“My answer is no.”

			“Why?” he urges.

			“I want something different for myself.”

			“So, your plan is to settle for living and dying alone?”

			“See? You don’t know me at all. I don’t settle. I make my own luck.” I turn to march up the stairs. I can’t leave without at least peeking inside at Fina.

			But she’s already on the stairs. She is wrapped in a scratchy blanket, the faint sliver of her glowing chest showing as she shakily descends.

			“Serafina, back inside,” I say, pulling the blanket tighter across to hide her chest’s faint glow.

			“You’re back. Finally.” Her voice is raspy, and my heart turns in my chest. “The fish bite early, Axira. You said—”

			“Back upstairs,” I say under my breath firmly.

			“Two minutes,” the Mercyenforcer says.

			“Two minutes until what?” she asks.

			“Fina, I have to leave.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“You have to leave?” Miss Omon looks between us, sharp with confusion. I glance toward the stairwell. She catches the signal and nods, retreating upstairs to scribble out the message I asked for.

			Outside, Ferdy lingers beside his shuttered market stall, apron still speckled with fish scales. “Axira? What is going on?”

			People pause mid-step as their conversations fade, eyes finding me. It feels like hands tightening around my throat.

			I force the words out. “I’ve entered the Tournament of Hearts and I’ve been selected to participate.”

			Gasps ripple through the crowd. Miss Omon halts on the stairs, hand on the rail. Ferdy’s hand flies to his mouth. A pair of old men stop loading crates at the stall next door. A young girl clutching her mother’s skirts squints at me like I’ve grown horns.

			But it’s little Serafina’s brows knitting angrily that ruins me. “What does that mean?” she snaps.

			“It means I’m going away for a while.”

			Whispers surge like a tide. The street fills with people I’ve sold to, helped haul sacks from the docks, helped escape from getting caught in touch parlors, repaired roof tiles before a storm with, mapped patrol schedules for. And some I’ve stolen from. They gather with mud-caked boots, sun-wrinkled faces, and tired shoulders, staring at me warily. I don’t know all their names, but I know their lives—the routes they take home, the days they struggle to make it to the ration truck because their work runs too long. They are Saltblood. They are home. And I am leaving them.

			“This will be a good thing,” I tell her.

			“How is you leaving now going to help us?” Her mind’s a blade—sharp enough to get herself into trouble. Serafina shakes her head, pulling at her dress. I can feel her frustration morphing into sadness. Miss Omon moves beside her. Nichol and Sam crowd in along with a couple of others who’ve been with us the last several months. They all wear worrisome expressions, rigid like soldiers, next to each other, not touching one another, hugging themselves instead.

			“Who is going to take care of things?” Nichol asks, stepping forward. His gaze darts to the Mercyenforcer then back to me. Nichol never knew his parents. Miss Omon found him abandoned in a courier boat wrapped in blankets, wailing, when he was still a baby.

			“You will, you’re twelve.”

			Ferdin removes his hat, pressing it to his chest. “If anyone deserves to win that tournament, it’s you. The good Benevolent will see how worthy our Axira is. Don’t you worry. I’ll keep an eye on things.”

			A knot wells in my throat.

			“Thank you, Ferdin. Nichol will make sure any spare coins end up in your pocket. Won’t you, Nichol?”

			“You’re entering the tournament?” Dorian hasn’t left. He hovers on the outskirts of the onlookers, jaw tight, arms crossed. His eyes pin me with something between disbelief and betrayal. He huffs, a sharp, breathy sound, then turns on his heel and storms off. He isn’t the only one watching with scorn—others glare with contempt, and some scowl in jealousy. As if I’m throwing away the family we have and leaving this place for a chance to make it somewhere “better.”

			Miss Omon returns, edging closer to me with a tight fist.

			“I should go,” I say.

			“Why is everyone acting like you aren’t coming back?” Serafina pulls at my clothes, the angry etch between her brows deepening as she fights down a cough. “You’re coming back. You said!” She wheezes, trying to catch her breath. “You have to teach me how to fish and—”

			“Come on upstairs, Fina,” Nichol says. “You need rest and it’s time for supper.”

			Miss Omon hands him the small sack of rations I brought.

			“It’s time to go,” the Mercyenforcer says, and I’m not sure I could hate him more.

			I take the note from Miss Omon, our gloves grazing discreetly. “I will come for you all,” I whisper, hoping she’s close enough to hear.

			“We’re leaving, now.” The Mercyenforcer elbows his way through the crowd. Their gazes fall to the ground.

			I kneel to meet Serafina at eye level. It’s not a touch or hold like I’ve seen highborn do, but it’s my way of showing her the worry racing through her body right now matters to me. I don’t want her to be afraid. I want her to know that I would do anything to keep her and the others safe. That’s why I’m entering this tournament.

			I didn’t have the choice to lose my parents. I won’t lose her. Or any of the others.

			My fingers keep drifting to where the crystal used to sit in my chest, as if checking whether it might still be there—still dulling all of this before it sinks too deep. I’m not sure if the feeling I have for this place, these people, is love or if it’s called something else. But whatever it is has only grown stronger in the last two weeks since going without my Heartfillers. Serafina’s wide brown eyes lock onto mine, full of questions I can’t answer. Her face is puffy with sickness, eyes rimmed in red. I can feel the heat from her fever without even touching her.

			“Do you remember what I made you rehearse over and over about handling a fishing spear before I’d take you out with me?” I ask her.

			“Always choose what keeps me safe,” she recites.

			“And?”

			“What’s safe to me is not safe to them.”

			“That’s right,” I whisper. “That’s not just for the fish.”

			She blinks rapidly, drying the glaze in her eyes. But she nods again, holding still as if she might break. Trust me, I mouth, and I wink. I hurry upstairs and grab the few things I have, my hairbrush, the vase my mother painted for me, and a whale bone necklace my father made me.

			When I turn my back on her, the orphanage, and everyone, for the first time since my mother died, I struggle to fight back a rush of tears.
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			The Citadel looms like a prison. The Mercyenforcer guides me inside, but when I turn toward the cells, he directs me to follow him in a different direction.

			“Contestants are arriving through the night and in the morning,” he says. “Tomorrow are the pre-tournament festivities.”

			My fate is connected to convincing one of them I’m in love with them. My heart thunders as I climb the stairs. He leads me to a long hall full of people: Grainfolk in thin, breathy robes and dark tans from working out in the sun all day, Stonebound shepherds and miners in thick, dusty-brown wool tunics, and several Saltblood. Dozens upon dozens have been chosen for the tournament, it looks like. They clog the hall, with tentative smiles and excited whispers, gluing their gazes to the ground when a Mercyenforcer passes. The hall stretches longer than Dockers Row with what must be nearly a hundred doors. My escort beckons me to follow.

			The districts seem to stick together, Grainfolk with Grainfolk, smelling faintly of wheat and sun-warmed soil, their faded gray smocks streaked with stains and sweat-bleached from years in the fields. Stonebound are with Stonebound, moving in crowded lines like quarry caravans—walls of muscle, some long and lean, others thick and broad, draped in the coarse gray lowborn dress with raw wool for warmth.

			Saltbloods are all gathered together like tidewater in a gutter, silently watchful. I don’t recognize any of them, but I can tell by their salt-drenched skin, their gloves, and their hard stares that we are from the same district.

			One of them watches me as I move through the crowd. He’s ghost pale and tall Saltblood, with raven-black hair falling in a cascade of strands. On one side of his head, his hair is shaved into a clean undercut, and dark inked art curls from his temple to his scalp, depicting a creature with a long tail. A striking earring dangles from one ear, its gemstone gleaming. A jeweled earring? Stolen, it has to be. I watch him curiously, wondering what his trade could be. Heartfillers like me? Or something else? Did love bring him here? His gaze meets mine from across the room as if he can feel me watching him, and they flash with something like recognition. I scan his features, searching for a memory to go with them. But nothing comes. I think I’d remember him if I’d seen him before.

			Mercyenforcers wade through the crowd with baskets full of gleaming yellow-faceted crystals. I break gazes with the Saltblood stranger.

			“Last guaranteed chance to feel good!” they shout. “Get your final euphoria Heartfiller here! When the tournament begins you won’t have access to them!”

			Commotion stirs near them, a demanding line forming around them. One shoves another. Someone shrieks.

			“Order. We will have order!”

			The chatter rises, and it feels like chaos. I walk faster.

			“One Heartfiller per contestant!”

			I give the ruckus a wide berth, sticking to my escort’s heels. “Get in line if you like,” he says to me. “I can wait.”

			“I’ll go straight to my room,” I say. “I’m fine.”

			He scratches his brow but continues to lead the way. Why am I being escorted? No one else is.

			“Be ready to break your fast by sunrise.” He stops at a door, and I realize he is holding a pale-blue Heartfiller and a pair of keys, waiting for me to go inside.

			“You’re locking me in?” I ask.

			“You’ve committed a crime. Orders are to treat you as a criminal.”

			I swallow my retort and open the door to my room but freeze immediately at broad windows with a view looking down on Skyhaven, more picturesque than anything I’ve ever seen. The guard clears his throat. He gestures at my chest with the sedative Heartfiller. “This one’s not a choice,” he says.

			“I—” I can’t fake being sick. Not this time. I close my eyes and hold my collar aside as the cold glass touches my chest. An icy shudder shoves through me as the drug settles before spreading throughout my body.

			The door lock clicks behind me, but I stand rigidly in place, taking in all of the room despite my chest tingling.

			A long bench is beneath the window. Privacy curtains hang on either side of it, thick enough to shut out the world outside. Enough to imagine that here, no one from our lives before exists. Across from the view is a giant bed buried in blankets, ornamented and intricate like a shrine. The entire room is lavish, with rich fabrics in pinks, gold, and deep violet. The ceiling is painted with clouds and scenes of people embracing one another, touching, and kissing. I force a foot forward and remove my gloves to run my hand along the bed linens. There is a pair of silky sleeping clothes folded up on the bed. They are the softest thing I’ve ever touched. My gut cinches with guilt. Nichol and Miss Omon are spending tonight in a tent.

			My head feels light, the sedative gnawing at my skull as it works its way through me.

			On a small table there’s a glass tray with all kinds of liquids that have strong smells.

			
				Authorized Scent No. 9—Curiosity

				Authorized Scent No. 7—Electric Anticipation

				Authorized Scent No. 18—Gentleness

				Authorized Scent No. 2—Lingering Desire

				Authorized Scent No. 16—Soft Ache

				Authorized Scent No. 20—Emotional Yield

				Authorized Scent No. 6—Allure

				Authorized Scent No. 4—Tempered Affection

				Authorized Scent No. 10—Mutual Regard

			

			I smell Curiosity, and it turns my stomach, reminding me of the smell of the Evergild Gardens. I slide the jars off the desk into a waste bin.

			Along the walls are a series of frames, some with papers: government-stamped love declarations, emotion permits, and grief waivers. Privileges of the Skyborn. I’ve heard stories about how Skyborn live, but seeing it laid out like an exhibit—proof that feelings can be owned, granted, revoked, manipulated—makes it feel less like a lifestyle and more like a sentence. There is even a vintage lowborn marriage certificate—when mothers and fathers could cohabitate with supervision—before it was reduced to signatures on state-approved procreation forms.

			Other frames have photographs: the carnage of the Redwake rebels being captured, the Benevolent holding a flag, piles of bodies, and several sketches of lovers.

			I have to squint to read the fine print in the frames. My head begins to throb, my vision blurring. Rebels snuck into Skyhaven and burned down the buildings where grief waivers are printed. If lowborn couldn’t grieve, neither would they. That was when the war turned, Miss Omon said.

			It happened when I was young. I don’t remember much. Miss Omon was living with her sister and helping in a mothers’ tenement. Rations stopped, the water along the shore darkened, mixed with something that made everyone sick. And eventually, the Benevolent sent Mercyenforcers into the districts in the middle of the night to arrest anyone affiliated with the rebels, anyone ever seen having a private conversation with them, of any age. They were dragged from their beds, parents separated from children, made to watch as they were executed.

			A large photograph in a fancy frame shows a line of stoic children, standing in front of freshly dug graves with shovels in one hand and their other hand lying flat over their heart. Staring at death. I’ve smelled more dead bodies in my life than I can count. I usually let my eyes blur them out. But now for some reason, looking at a mere photograph punches straight through me. My throat goes dry, like the dirt they are standing in. I glance away. A knot in my chest moves into my stomach and twists. But I force myself to look back at the photograph of the dead and the children they left behind. They deserve to be seen.

			I step closer, until the glass fogs with my breath. My hands tremble. Something weak and helpless curls in my gut. Then, it burns, sharp and hot, climbing my spine.

			The Benevolent doesn’t want us to feel this…

			He doesn’t want us to ache for them.

			He just wants us to remember what happened—to fear that their fate could be ours.

			But I let myself feel all the discomfort. And everything that comes with it—confusion, anger, and fear as I stare at the children. So many are Serafina’s size, holding pain like they were born to carry it. The strange emotions are heavy on my chest, and yet I’m not sure I’ve ever felt more alive, like every raw, shaking piece of me is wide awake.

			I have to make the people who did this believe I want to be one of them more than anything.

			When I sit on the edge of the bed, a cloud of pink mist sprays overhead, another Scent. My nose tickles as a strange feeling unsettles my senses. I hold in a breath and dash away from the bed to the desk instead, trying not to breathe it in. But every movement is more difficult than the one before it; my limbs are growing heavier. I yawn.

			There is a stack of papers printed by the Bureau of Bonded Union on a low table beside a long cushioned seat. It’s a calendar of dates with a few circled in hearts: The Binding Eve, the Purge of Passion, the Hour of Holding, Fleeting Hearts Festival, Comrade Recognition Day, Maternal Reverence Day. We don’t celebrate any of these. The holidays we have in the Saltblood district are our seasonal days of thanks, when the entire district goes to our gates and places offerings of gratitude for the Benevolent.

			Written in fine print is Duty Blues or Chastity Whites Are Approved for Ceremonies.

			Expressions of love are not a right here either.

			It’s another form of the Benevolent’s control. It’s a reminder of his power. I’m suddenly cold, hugging myself, craving some warm milk and one of those oat breads Miss Briss sometimes makes when there’s enough extra.

			I pace, then pause at the mirror, realizing I don’t look anything like myself. My hair is shortened, loose and unkempt, barely hanging over my shoulders. There are red scabs at the corners of my lips. It’s been an entire day without my chain, and I feel naked. I want it back. I need it back.

			There is a knock at the door.

			“Yes?” I say, opening it.

			Standing there is a woman with a thin face, high cheekbones, and a prominent chin. Her hands are folded at the waist of her uniform—a rigidly tailored skirt in Skyborn purple. Her corset is structured like steel armor, stitched tight and high. Tiny crystal hearts are embroidered into her collar, catching the light like tears, frozen midfall. More drip from her ears, her wrists, her throat. They’re small, unnecessary, cruel things.

			“Contestant Fifty-Four?”

			I blink.

			“Axira Merreri?”

			“Yes?”

			“You’re very clean for a Saltblood.” She smiles tightly. “I’m Syra. Your assigned maid until your elimination—or your unlikely victory. Either way, I suggest you take this seriously. The Skyborn do not reward sentiment. We reward discipline with the gift of sentiment.”

			I swallow. “I didn’t ask for—”

			“I’m here to help you find your way at the Citadel. If you make it through the tournament, I’ll serve you as a citizen.”

			“That’s really not necessary.” I wave a hand.

			“It’s not a choice, Contestant Fifty-Four.” She steps inside and paces around me. “Hands at your sides when addressed. You are not in the gutter now.” She tugs on her corset, smoothing it. “You need help, whether you realize it or not. Love is a hunger the lowborn never learn to curb. That’s why you riot.”

			I’ve never rioted a day in my life. And I have endless reasons to.

			“That’s why your ancestors rutted like animals.”

			I don’t even know what that means.

			“That’s why you steal and lie. And sometimes”—she whispers—“grow foolish enough to challenge our great laws. That’s why you suffer.”

			I flinch. Is she trying to convince me or herself?

			“Emotion is not proof of sincerity,” she continues. “It’s proof of weakness. Control yourself. Or you have no hope in surviving this tournament when the gloves are off.”

			I don’t move. She watches me as if she’s cataloging my flaws. My hesitation. The worn, ragged threads of my sentencing robes. It’s like she’s checking off the list of expectations she had about me before coming here.

			“A fast learner. Perhaps you will prove to be the exception. Do you have any questions?”

			So many, but the one that comes out is, “Do you always dress like that?”

			Her chin lifts slightly. “Adornment reflects discipline. Beauty without sentiment is the mark of a civilized people. That’s what separates us from…” She trails off, but I hear the word anyway. You. She lets the silence hang. I refuse to fill it. Finally, she flicks an invisible speck of dust off her sleeve. “Feelings make the lowborn reckless. The tournament isn’t just about love, it’s about being brave and loyal, like—”

			“A patriot,” I interject.

			“Precisely.”

			“Because the heart’s just a liability, right?”

			“For you lowborn, yes.”

			“At least on some things we agree,” I mutter.

			Her smile is almost sympathetic. Almost. “But that’s why I’m here. To prepare you.” She hands me a package wrapped in paper. “A gift from the Benevolent. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“I’m going to make it to the end of this tournament,” I say. I’m going to have my ship.

			She pauses in the doorway, not looking back at me. Then, she leaves.

			I exhale. If I never see her again, I wouldn’t complain. I feel the shape of the package before tentatively peeling open the brown wrapping. Inside is a framed certificate of death for Geof Merreri—my father. Cause of death: identified rebel. Guilty on all accounts. On a small card with the frame it says, Sleep well. It’s signed by the Benevolent.

			The frame slips from my hands and shatters on the floor.

			My father, a rebel?

			It’s absurd. They think they can slap that label onto anyone as an excuse to get rid of them. My father might have pushed a rule or two in private, but he performed his courier duties like a model Saltblood. He never had trouble with Mercyenforcers. He watched the rebellion peak and die in his lifetime.

			After he died, everyone who knew him would tell me how he was a good fisherman. He spent his time outside of courier hours fishing and giving all he caught to orphanages and mothers’ tenements in the district. When he married my mother, he made sure she was well taken care of in her tenement, giving her his rations if she left work too late or was too tired to get hers. There wasn’t a day I did not see my father. He was always showing up to walk me to school or take me to fish. I saw him more than I saw my mother.

			Most of the kids in my tenement rarely saw their fathers, and the mothers were so overworked we spent most of the day before and after lessons without anyone, closed in our rooms, so we couldn’t wander off and drown in the ocean. The youngest ones all stayed together in one room. I recall how you could always tell when a new baby joined the tenement because there was crying all day and all night for someone to come get them. Then, eventually it went quiet. The babies stopped crying. Because no one ever came.

			I kick aside the glass, stepping away from it. The Citadel will dispose of anyone who steps out of line.

			How do I sleep here, around all this, when Fina and the others have nothing back home? I put the silky sleeping clothes in the waste bin as well. I don’t want any of his gifts.

			I’m here for Fina and the others. If I can get through this tournament, things will be better for all of us. I glare at the soft, oversized bed before climbing into it and lying on top of the covers. But even that is so soft. I hate the way every muscle in my body relaxes when I sink into it. I lie down, my head throbbing harder, sleep tugging at me.

			Tomorrow, it begins.

			I will find someone to betray. Whatever it takes. I try to replay my conversation with Caelus, recalling all he told me about the tournament, but the Heartfiller is too strong. I close my eyes and let the sedative take me. It feels like defeat.
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			The morning comes too soon.

			Syra and a Mercyenforcer are outside my door as the sun comes up, explaining it’s time to break my fast. Syra enters without being asked to, her arms full. “You slept alright,” she says.

			“I slept fine.”

			“It wasn’t a question. You look like you slept fine. The sedative did what it was supposed to.” Another tight smile that reminds me of old leather boots. She hands me a polished mouth chain, a fresh dress—another thin linen like I was put in for sentencing—and gloves into my hands.

			“More clothes?” I ask. “These are still clean.”

			“Don’t be disgusting.” She grimaces. “Put on the clothes I gave you. And you’ll need to stay in your lowborn attire until the start of the first trial. Don’t get punished for something stupid. If we understand each other, it seems like you’d like to win this?”

			Not win.

			But make it to the end.

			I nod.

			“Two minutes.” The guard bangs on the door, waiting to escort me like the criminal I am. I change, carefully, putting on the pieces of my wardrobe with precision, the way I do each day. Making sure everything is right. With my gloves on and my chain in place, the pace of my pulse slows. I can do this.

			“This morning is the opening address from the Benevolent,” Syra goes on. “Which kicks off the first elimination.”

			“Elimination?” I freeze with one leg into my clean dress. “I didn’t know there would be eliminations.” I thought I’d be judged on my ability to convince someone I am in love with them and survive the trials. Caelus didn’t mention anything about an elimination. My hummingbird pulse is back.

			“You’ll find out when you get there,” she says.

			“You said first elimination. Are there more than one? What re—”

			“Time,” the guard says.

			Syra crosses the distance between us as the guard forces the door back open. She tugs up on my gloves, smoothing them in place before pressing the chain at the corner of my mouth to make sure it’s in place. I brace for the sting of rough touch, but she’s surprisingly careful. Almost gentle.

			“Your chain and gloves may be removed at the start of the first trial,” she says. “Remain in your proper wardrobe until then.”

			My heart pounds as we leave my room. Syra goes a separate way. The Mercyenforcer has me follow him, and I realize I’m being escorted to the chance at freedom the Benevolent’s offered me in death-sentence rags. But when I arrive at the hall filled with endless tables covered in piles of food, everyone is dressed the same way, and it feels like some kind of sick joke.

			The crowd is segmented again by district. Mercyenforcers line the room, staying hands off as people fill plates and seats, stuffing their faces. I tug up on my gloves, blow out a sharp breath, and wade through the throng of hungry lowborn. Many loiter, keeping to themselves as they impatiently wait for their turn. Others, most Saltblood, carry multiple plates, breads and fruit piled in their arms, food already wedged in their mouths, on their way to seats. Grainfolk, who harvest food for the entire island, are noticeably less impatient, used to being around piles of food they can’t have. Stonebound, who herd animals for their skin and meat, watch like tethered dogs. They’re used to meat, but not without killing it first.

			With Mercyenforcers on the perimeter, the mood in the hall is a mix. Half of the contestants are giddy, full of anticipation, euphoric smiles, and chatter about how nice their rooms are, how good they slept, how generous the Benevolent is, and which of the Scents they tried. The other half wander, pulling at their chests, pleading with Citadel officials for one more dose. I wish I could tell them to give it a couple weeks; it’s painful, but the urge for them wears off. But they’ll see soon enough. There are no Heartfillers used in the tournament. Two of us will never use Heartfillers again.

			Caelus and the Benevolent are not here.

			“I want to be in love,” I mutter, grabbing a plate. I need my strength. I should eat, hungry or not. “I want to be a Skyborn citizen.” I approach the table where there are breads spilling out of a basket over one another. Cheeses are piled high with fruit in, around, and between them. There are cookies and small cakes, fizzing drinks, and thinly sliced meats. I grab a single muffin and smell it, and it smells fine.

			“The blueberry ones are tasty,” the girl beside me says. Curly tendrils of hair streaked with violet frame her honey-skinned face. “It’s my second time through.”

			I scoot down the line, about to pass a dozen tall-stemmed drinks when the girl next to me grabs a yellow one.

			“We press these fruit wines in Grainfolk.” She offers me a glass and I take it. “Always wanted to taste one.”

			If I lived in Grainfolk, I’d steal a taste of everything they had. I’d steal enough so that the orphanage would never go without enough food again. And I wouldn’t feel bad for it. This girl is nicer than me.

			“Uh, thanks,” I say. There’s a mountain of more food options, but I take my plate and try to find a seat. The room is full of curious eyes and conversations. The air buzzes with nerves. I scope the crowd. It feels wrong to pick someone to betray at random.

			“I’m Mae.” The girl follows me. “What’s your name?”

			“Axira. Saltblood.”

			“I heard about you. You’re the girl the Benevolent gave mercy to.”

			“Heard where?”

			“Last night, Grainfolk got together after curfew to talk about everything.” Her cheeks push up under her gold hazel eyes. Three long tables run the length of the room, and the districts have each claimed one. Mae and I stand awkwardly between the Saltblood and the Grainfolk tables. I sit down at the end of the Saltblood one, and Mae plops down right beside me. I scoot my plate down, scoping out others from my district at the opposite end of the table. I’m not sure how to choose. It feels wrong to betray someone in my own district. Mae scoots her plate down too, staying two steps from me.

			“I’ve always wanted to meet a Saltblood,” she says. “I mean don’t get me wrong, I see your couriers all the time during harvest pickup, but I’ve never got to talk to any of you. You know?”

			Something tells me she loves to talk. I gaze over her head at the Saltblood once more. I can’t betray one of my own, I decide. That narrows it down at least. But I don’t know the first thing about the other districts besides what I see when couriering.

			“I have so many questions,” Mae goes on.

			“Like?”

			“Do you really eat only fish? I heard that a vegetable has never touched a Saltblood’s tongue.” She leans in, squinting, and it’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen. She’s serious. “And you eat them raw. Straight from the sea, bones and all!”

			I guffaw.

			The room goes silent. I slap a hand over my mouth and glue my gaze to the floor, head bowed, heart thundering, waiting. I’ve gone too far. I’ve shown too much excitement. The entire room seems to wait for my punishment.

			But no one comes.

			No one steps in to tell me I’ve lost control. To tell me I shouldn’t indulge in feelings of excitement attached to someone. Slowly, chatter rises in the room again, this time sprinkled with laughter, as if my outburst broke some invisible ceiling.

			When a Mercyenforcer rings a bell to grab everyone’s attention, I can’t breathe, certain he is about to announce I’m being arrested and flogged for such a flagrant display of emotion before the opening address has even started the tournament. But he announces that there is one hour to eat and begin getting to know each other.

			“Use every minute you have to start making connections,” he says. “By the end of the day if you haven’t met fifteen people who you would like to explore a possible connection with, you will be disqualified.”

			The crowd is quiet. Stares rove the room as journals are passed out with spaces for us to press the fingerprints of each contestants we meet. Suddenly, I’m not hungry anymore. Mae’s eyes are wide as a doe’s. Suddenly she winces mid-breath and curls slightly inward as if something’s hurting her.

			When she finally speaks, she says, “Did you know about the eliminations?”

			I shake my head. “My maid told me this morning.”

			“Mine told me how it’s going to work.” She takes a bite of the fruit on her plate, and I lean in. “There are three trials”—that I knew—“and there is one elimination before each trial.”

			Caelus didn’t mention that.

			“The Benevolent didn’t do it like that years before,” she continues. “The idea is to narrow down the group fast to the contestants who really want to be here.”

			A chill slips down my spine. He’s already watching me. I have to be above reproach. The perfect candidate. I have to get fingerprints. I scan the hall again, and spot the girl who entered the tournament in the Gardens for extra rations. “Sounds like you know plenty of the Grainfolk here?” I ask Mae.

			“Many hands means fewer blisters.” She stretches her gloved fingers. “It doesn’t take much for us to get together.”

			“Like who?”

			She points at a strong-looking fellow who is sitting alone, hunched over his plate, mechanically shoveling food inside his mouth. Cropped blond hair falls around his light eyes. His face is sharp and worn, carved with lines that can’t be explained by just age. Art is drawn all over his fair skin. Among the markings is a face with the Ethyrian flag painted over it.

			“That’s Kade,” Mae says. “You know how Mercyenforcers were not always Skyborn?”

			“Yes.”

			“He was one of them.”

			Years ago, Miss Omon helped me fall asleep with stories of Saltbloods joining the old military drafts. Back then, Mercyenforcers were recruited from all the districts. Anyone fifteen years or older. But Saltblood men and women were the fiercest, she would say, weathered by the grit and iron will that it takes to survive the seaside storms and harsh conditions of the district. Skyborn Mercyenforcers were scared of them. I don’t know how true that is. But after the Redwake rebellion, the Benevolent closed the draft to everyone but Skyborn.

			“I heard that Kade turned over a bunch of suspected rebels,” Mae whispers, watching the weathered blond contestant. “When they purged their ranks of lowborn guards, he expected to be brought here to Skyhaven. He’d packed up his things and was waiting for a transport to arrive. He was convinced he’d be given Skyborn citizenship for being so loyal. He stood outside, waiting, for four days. No one came. People say he hasn’t spoken much or been seen much since. Grainfolk hated him for turning over rebel families like that. We still do.”

			Kade finishes his plate but doesn’t get up for more food. He would die for a chance to find a true-love match? I don’t believe it for a second. His chin slides over his shoulder like he can hear my thoughts. I look away.

			Mae slips a berry into her mouth, and I realize my stomach is angry with me. I bite into the muffin and my mouth waters at all its flavor. I take another bite faster, and another, nipping my finger by accident. When my plate is empty, I press my finger into the crumbs and eat every single one.

			“There’s more.” Mae nods to the food table.

			“I’m fine.”

			She presses a shaking hand to her sternum again, like something hurts deep inside. The Heartfillers, I realize. Her body is craving them.

			“It’s all so exciting. What are you looking for in a love match?” She crosses her legs. The food I inhaled threatens to come back up.

			“Uhm.” My heart knocks against my ribs.

			“I knew I was entering the tournament when I made eleven years,” Mae says dreamily.

			“How could you possibly know that?”

			“How could I not? They say a kiss can be so special between two people in love with each other that it can take away desires for Heartfillers forever. Can you imagine? My mother overdosed on Heartfillers when I was a babe. So I grew up in a tenement with my aunt. I don’t think that woman ever wanted to be a wife or mother. She ignored me my entire life. I think it’s because she never found someone that made her happy.

			“My father works the same fields as me, so once I was working age, we spent every day together. And that made every day so much better. He always says if you have a chance to make something better for yourself with someone to take it. If I could have a person brighten my days like that—for the rest of my life—why wouldn’t I want that? And if I can have that, I don’t want a taste of it. I want to experience all of it. I want to watch the stars together with our skin touching. I want all the fuzzy feelings people whisper about.”

			I remember Serafina going on and on about all the rumors about the tournament she’d heard from her schoolmates. But if they need waivers and licenses, they’re not free here either, really. But I keep my brooding to myself.

			“I spent the years getting efficient at seed sowing and weeding, so that I could spend my extra time learning all I could about how love works. The books say it’s better than the strongest Heartfiller.” She bats her lashes. “I hope my truest-love match is tall. Or maybe if not tall, just really funny, you know?” She whispers, “I want to laugh, a lot.” She’s not looking at me anymore; she is playing with her hair, daydreaming. Her chest doesn’t glow. She didn’t take the extra Heartfiller. This is pure hope, and part of me envies it. I hope she gets all she’s looking for.

			I scope out the others, wondering how I’m going to get fifteen fingerprints by the end of today. They have to be breeding options, the instructions say, so that rules out Mae and I swapping prints, even if to just help each other out. Breakfast is half over. My stomach argues with me.

			“I think I am going to get more.” I leave her there and cross the room to the food table, where a short line has re-formed. Curious eyes follow me. I should look at them, talk to them, ask for their fingerprints. But I’ve only just worked up the courage to eat more Skyborn food. One step at a time.

			When I get to the line, I stand behind two men in a heated conversation, eavesdropping to see if either of them could be an option for me. One is a broad-shouldered man with dark brown skin, bronzed and sun-kissed. His long locks of hair are tied back in a ponytail ornamented with gold rings. He speaks with quiet intensity, choosing his words precisely.

			“Ronan, that doesn’t make sense,” he says to a clean-shaven guy with short dark hair and golden tanned skin.

			Ronan responds too low for me to hear. But I catch that the other guy’s name is Finn. Ronan and Finn. They argue like brothers but don’t look anything alike. Both Grainfolk by the looks of their clothes. The line shuffles forward, and I catch the dregs of their disagreement over planting a shadeleaf next to a sunthistle.

			Mae appears behind me as they walk off, plates loaded with cured meats. “That’s Ronan—”

			“And Finn, I overheard.”

			“They’re both really strong,” she says. “They’ll do well in the trials, I bet. Their conversation skills, not so much.” She gestures at Ronan, the clean-shaven fellow with short hair. “He has a baby brother who he takes care of. Their parents are dead. If he wins, the baby would get to come to Skyhaven too, since he’s the caretaker. Ronan is doing all this for him.”

			So many dead parents. So many deaths from the Redwake. I’m lucky the stain of that tragedy didn’t touch my family. They stayed out of it. And even though they died earlier than feels fair—my mother from sickness, my father for kissing her goodbye—my father died on his own terms. His life wasn’t taken from him. He gave it. I don’t know if that’s the same as love, but whatever it is, I admire it.

			I wish I’d told him that.

			My mother comes to mind, and my insides sink, low like a stone in a river.

			“Finn doesn’t want to be here,” she goes on. “His parents made him come. They both live in my village.”

			Finn turns toward us, his locks pulling over his shoulders. He meets my eyes, and his chest is glowing. Their conversation stops as Ronan smirks, looking between Mae and me. Finn’s jaw slackens, his mouth falling open. He’s looking at me as if I’m an upside-down map.

			“Hi,” he says. This is my chance.

			“Uh, fingerprints?” I shove my journal at them. “Want to give me yours? I’ll give you mine.”

			They share a glance. Ronan elbows Finn with a quirked brow. “You were just saying that you thought she was—”

			“Shut your grain-hole, Ronan. Shut it this damn minute.”

			Finn smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I blink at the awkwardness. Was he admiring me? I think that’s what Ronan was getting at. When Finn offers me his thumb, I don’t hesitate, pressing it onto the square on the paper. I return the favor. The conversation ends stiffly, with Finn walking away unable to look me in the eye.

			“Sorry, sometimes he won’t crack a smile if the sun begged him to,” Ronan says before sauntering along after him.

			“Look at you! You already have interest. Are they your type? You never said.” Mae nudges me as I fill another plate, not shy this time with stacks of fruit and meats plus crunchy bread things that melt in my fingers. I don’t respond to her, sitting down at the table with my cheeks burning in shame at the portions on my plate. But my father would say I need my energy to win.

			As I chew, Mae and I scan for more possibilities. There are a few others sitting together, joking like they know each other well. A brunet with unkempt hair and jewelry all over his face rises from the table to refill his plate. I’m not sure what to say to Mae’s question. Do I say I’m looking for someone short, tall, funny? Do I pretend those things matter to me? Maybe a little truth makes pretending easier. If I were honestly trying to win this—what would matter to me?

			Caelus comes to mind, and goose bumps race up my arms.

			“Uh, I don’t have a type. Do you know anything about anyone else?” I ask her, hoping it’s a shortcut to fingerprints and someone I can partner with. I shouldn’t overthink. I just need to pick someone.

			Just as I ask, a Stonebound passes in front of us. Despite being scrubbed down like the rest of us, his sun-warmed olive skin somehow still looks covered in dirt. Could I pick him? He sits right beside Mae. Very close. Too close for comfort. She scoots toward me. I scoot to give her more room. He doesn’t seem to notice. How does the saying go? Never trust a Stonebound unless you can see inside all their clefts. But he doesn’t look secretive or scheming. He doesn’t fidget or blink too much; he just watches like the hall is background noise, not even looking our way, oblivious, with a detachment from all this that I envy. Then I notice he’s taking things off his plate and slipping them into his pocket.

			“Should we ask him for a fingerprint?” I whisper. I don’t care how strange he is. If I had extra food in the district, I’d stuff it in my pocket too. That said, I can’t imagine him scaling the side of any mountain or hunting anything. He definitely doesn’t seem physically strong enough to pass the trials if they are as difficult as Caelus implied.

			“Stick Boy?” Mae asks. “Dunno his name. But I overheard that he entered as a dare. He looks like he sleeps in the woods and rolled out of bed and showed up here.”

			I can’t believe I have to pretend to fall in love with one of these people.

			My head hurts.

			An image of Stick Boy, the Stonebound, trying to kiss me comes to mind, and the muffin in my stomach tries to come up. “We won’t actually have to kiss someone, will we?” I ask.

			“Gosh, I hope so!”

			Mae points out a few others, a tremor shivering through her fingers, telling me what she knows about them from her district or what she overheard last night.

			“You’re very observant,” I say when she’s finished.

			She shrugs. “No one really pays attention to me because I talk so much. They think I’m in my own world and not really listening. They’re wrong.”

			A milk-pale girl with freckles and white blond hair cascading over boney shoulders passes in front of us now, looking for a seat. A nasty bruise blooms on her cheek. Her big gray eyes are so pale they look silver. She settles at a table with a plate of food but leaves it untouched, staring across the room at nothing. Mae leans over to me, crossing the sea of distance between us. Her nearness startles me, and I stiffen.

			“That’s Talia,” Mae says quietly. “I assumed she was Saltblood, but I heard her talking about Frostledge in the Stonebound district. See that bruise? Her mother told her she couldn’t come. They fought about it. But she came anyway.”

			Talia’s shoulders are squared, and her eyes are a fire full of anger and something else. My stomach tightens. “She intends to win,” I say.

			“Don’t we all?” Mae’s brows kiss, then she grins, craters forming in her cheeks. She’s right. Everyone here is my competition. All of them could be in the way of me saving Serafina. Including Mae. Unless…

			“Maybe we can stick together,” I say. “You know, not compete against each other.”

			“Maybe.” She winks, then laughs. “Just kidding! But you have to tell me who you want first.”

			“Move,” someone shouts as a ruckus breaks out between Talia and another contestant, who looks familiar to me. The rise of the girl’s cheeks, her thick hair twisted down her back, her rich brown skin worn like someone raised by the sea. She tries to squeeze past Talia’s seat, which is protruding in the middle of the walkway, and accidentally grazes her shoulder.

			Talia recoils like she’s been burned. Her whole body stiffens as she pushes back from the girl, eyes wide. Her hand goes straight to her shoulder, gripping it hard—rubbing the spot like she could scrub the touch away.

			“You touched me,” she snaps, now on her feet.

			“You’re in the way.”

			“I think that girl that bumped Talia is from my district,” I tell Mae.

			Talia’s hand slides down to her thigh, fingers drumming fast against the fabric of her dress. She rocks slightly, like she’s trying to ground herself. Like she needs a Heartfiller. “Don’t touch me,” she says.

			“Get out of my way, then.”

			Talia suddenly shoves her chair farther in the aisle, blocking the girl’s path completely. “Find another way around, Saltblood.”

			I’m right. She is from my district. The Saltblood kicks Talia’s chair out of the way. “Stonebound think their elevation makes them better than everybody. Lira, don’t let her bother you,” someone mutters.

			Lira, the Saltblood, tries to pass Talia again, and I can’t look away.

			Talia grabs her breakfast knife in her fist.

			The room quiets. Lira sneers. I wait for the Mercyenforcers to rush in, but they don’t move from their posts around the room. As if this is part of it. As if another kind of elimination starts now. I remember Caelus’s words about people dying in the tournament. Is this what he meant?

			“Are you going to slit my throat or use that for butter?”

			Quiet laughter comes from a contestant curled up in her chair like a wraith, with skin the color of earth after a rain. A curtain of coiled long dark hair shields her face, but her dark eyes shine eerily. She has the salt-worn hands of a Saltblood, but there’s a bold frailness about her that reminds me of Serafina. We meet eyes. She stares a moment, then looks away, hiding behind her hair, still snickering.

			“Who is that?” I ask Mae about Wraith Girl.

			“Some Saltblood. Don’t know. She talks less than you.”

			Talia still holds the knife, their audience growing.

			“A coward. You won’t make it past the first trial.” Lira kicks Talia’s chair over and finds a spot to sit beside cynical veteran Kade. He doesn’t look up from his plate. The hall erupts in chatter, moving back to their conversations, and I realize my heart is racing. I thought she was going to kill her. And I’m not sure anyone was going to do anything about it…The walls feel like they’re closer or the room is smaller or something.

			“Have you heard that some people don’t make it home?” I ask Mae.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Some people die in this tournament.”

			Mae doesn’t respond for a moment, scratching at her forearms as if she could peel something invisible off her skin. “Why would you say that?”

			“I can’t tell you, but it’s true.”

			She blinks in disbelief. “Well, it is a contest to earn citizenship in Skyhaven and all the pressures that come with love. I’m sure it has some risks, but the Benevolent is good, Axira. He gave us Heartfillers. What are you suggesting?” She smiles that same infectious grin, and I have to remind myself that her chest is not glowing. This tournament is everything she’s hoped for. I’m not sure if I should pity or envy her. There is a kind of bliss in ignorance.

			“I don’t know what I’m saying,” I say.” “Never mind.”

			Away from all the commotion, across the room, the Saltblood with the jeweled earring, the same contestant I saw staring at me in the hallway yesterday, is being roughed up by a Mercyenforcer near the exit. His gaze cuts across the room at me, sharper than obsidian. The Mercyenforcer pats him down, digging into his pockets, checking the inside of his mouth before shoving him away, back toward the tables of contestants. All the while, he doesn’t stop watching me. I shiver.

			“Who’s that?” Mae asks.

			“He has been staring at me since yesterday.”

			“Maybe he likes you.”

			I am about to respond when the doors to the hall open. Heads turn in that direction, expecting another announcement that time is nearly up.

			But Dorian enters, grabbing a plate.
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			Dorian’s gaze finds me immediately as he approaches the food table.

			“No,” I say, revolted all over again by how he tried to convince me to marry him.

			“What?” Mae asks.

			“I know him.”

			“That guy?” She points at Dorian, who is fixing his gloves at the food table. His hair is tied back, as it was yesterday when he conveniently didn’t mention that he’d entered the tournament.

			“Yes,” I say. “He’s Saltblood. An oddly sentimental variant.”

			“Really?” She slides to the edge of her seat.

			“He asked me to marry him.”

			She deflates.

			“I said no,” I clarify. “He’s yours if you want him.” I hope he is not here to try to change my mind.

			I leave her there and corner Dorian as he is piling another slice of meat onto his plate. “You lying snake,” I whisper.

			The dopey smile he came in with is gone. He leaves the line.

			I follow him. “You wanted to marry me yesterday and you knew your name was in the tournament?” I say. “You knew you’d been picked by the time I saw you!”

			His jaw works. “If you said yes, I was going to drop out.”

			“So you’re here now to do what, force my hand?”

			Him being here screws everything up. I’m supposed to be pretending to fall in love with someone. What if he can tell I’m faking it? We’re not exactly strangers. He could ruin everything.

			“Actually, no,” he says. “You made yourself clear. I’ve moved on.”

			I don’t believe my ears. He wanted to make children with me yesterday. “You’ve just changed your mind, suddenly, and your heart is wide open?” I say. “Ready to find the love of your life here?”

			“Is that so wrong, Axira? For me to hedge my bets to try to find something that makes me happy? I wanted it to be you, yes. But I don’t anymore. This gets me out of the forced choice when I make nineteen years in a few days. This gives me more time, a different group to choose from.”

			“You’re still being forced to pick,” I say.

			“It’s not the same. Here everyone wants to find love. They want the same things I want. Don’t I deserve to be with someone who wants to be with me?”

			“That’s what you think you’re going to find here? In some forced-proximity mating competition?”

			He didn’t grow up skipping through flower fields like Mae with a father who preached hope and love. He grew up doors down from me, cleaning out storm drains, flood-trench digging, scraping barnacles off the sea wall. I thought he’d know like I know: Nothing the Skyborn offer is ever as good as it seems.

			He stiffens. “Do you hear yourself?”

			I sigh. “I just meant, you know the Benevolent is not—” I look around. Dorian’s jaw hardens, his gaze darting too. I don’t have to finish; he knows what I’m going to say. There are two types of lowborn: those who snatch up Heartfillers at every chance they get, singing the Benevolent’s praises, grateful for whatever he gives us because they’re hooked on the feel-good. And then there are the others, who are sick of aching tummies and burying our sick.

			Most are the former, but I thought at least Dorian was like me. I hug myself and whisper, “Dorian, people die in this tournament.” Mae doesn’t believe me. But he should be wiser.

			His lashes flutter. The shock brightens his eyes for a heartbeat before they narrow to slits. “Why do you care what happens to me?”

			“I don’t care. It’s—”

			“You sound like you care.”

			I clench my fists. Why does this matter so much to me? My heart twists, and I almost wish I was on a Heartfiller. It would be easier to pretend his words meant nothing to me. But in truth—he said all those nice things about me, and even though I refused, a part of me believed, I guess, that I could be somebody’s, not Dorian’s, but someone’s…“Ugh. Never mind!”

			“You know, you could have just said I’m not what you’re looking for, Axira. I thought you’d give me at least that much respect. I was wrong about you.”

			Eyes around the room are on us, and I feel awful. Talia’s anger from her altercation with the butter knife has simmered. She sits soothing herself, rocking back and forth slightly as she watches me and Dorian. Mae hasn’t moved from the spot where we were sitting. And Wraith Girl lurks like a shadow, curled in her seat, hiding behind her coiled veil of hair, soaking in everything. I sigh.

			“You’re right,” I say. If he believes this tournament can give him a life that he wants, I won’t judge him for it. “You do deserve to find whatever you’re looking for. I’m sorry.”

			He doesn’t say anything for several moments, and then he drops his gaze and says, “Thank you.”

			“I mean it, Dorian. I really hope the experience is everything it promises to be. And you find someone.”

			When he meets my eyes, the brown in his has softened. His mouth tugs sideways, and I can tell he believes me. I’m glad. I do mean it.

			“I hope you find what you’re looking for too,” he says. He rips a piece of bread with his teeth as he wanders off to a seat and I stand frozen. He doesn’t know anything. He meant a love match.

			I watch him go until the Saltblood with the half-shaved head crosses my line of sight. He hasn’t moved from the corner where he lingers in solitude since being searched by the Mercyenforcers. We lock eyes across the room. He doesn’t smile. Doesn’t blink. There is something kindred in his gaze, like he too would prefer to be somewhere else. An unsteady feeling rattles through me, but my head tilts in curiosity. He acts as if he knows me. But I’d remember his face, or at least his smell. He lifts his hand, slow and deliberate, fingers curling toward himself like a man calling a mutt, telling me to come over. It’s not coy. It’s a command that pins my heels to the ground. I turn my back on him and rejoin Mae.

			“That didn’t look like it went well,” she says, but she’s perked up. “Have you ever tried…” she whispers, touching the chain at her mouth.

			Kissing. I whisper, “No.”

			“Me either. I tried with my hand once. It was weird.” She bites a smile away, and rubs the same spot on her chest, the lack of a Heartfiller getting to her. “But he has really nice sized lips.” She’s staring at Dorian again. “His mouth is pretty, don’t you think? Ronan has a pretty mouth too, but he’s so serious. I don’t think I’d find that very fun after the initial thrill wears off, you know? The thrill will wear off I think. I mean, that only makes sense. That’s part of the reason I skipped the Heartfillers last night. I want to feel all the things, you know? Are you listening?”

			“Huh? Yeah, sure,” I say.

			“What’s his name?”

			“Dorian.”

			She repeats it a few times under her breath. Them together isn’t a bad idea. With the meal about finished, contestants are getting restless. People are mixing now, swapping journals, sharing fingerprints, Stonebounds with Grainfolk, Saltbloods more warily. People switch seats, groups huddling together, talking, giggling, getting to know one another.

			Except Wraith Girl. She is still wrapped up in her chair like an eel. Talia is no longer rocking back and forth, and she and Lira, the girl she almost got into a fight with, are laughing as if nothing happened between them at all.

			“We should get over there, size up the competition.” Mae gets up.

			“Go ahead, I’m coming,” I lie, my stomach in a knot at the idea of pretending to gush about what kind of lips I’d like to kiss. I feel feverish. Caelus was right. I have my work cut out for me here.

			Mae bounces over to the group of girls. They pull up a chair, and she’s immediately pointing at Dorian and smiling behind her gloved hands. The guys have gathered as well, but the mysterious, dark-haired contestant from my district still broods alone as if he’s above getting fingerprints. I guess he will be gone by the first trial and I won’t have to wonder why he can’t stop staring at me. Maybe he knows I smuggle. Maybe he’s jealous. Or worse, angry. Maybe I stole from him at some point.

			The Mercyenforcer veteran—Kade is his name, I think—has joined a conversation with the two Grainfolk who argue like brothers: Ronan and Finn.

			I don’t think any of those three are for me. Especially Kade. He looks like he might try to kill me if he found out I was planning to betray him. There are dozens of others attaching themselves to group conversations, sinking into the excitement of the moment.

			I urge myself to move and emulate Mae’s enthusiasm, but I am lead in my seat.

			By the time I drag myself over, a bell rings, signaling the end of breakfast and a reminder that we’re one hour closer to elimination.
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			Mercyenforcers escort us out of the hall for the opening address by the Benevolent. We’re silent again, heads down, snaking through the long halls of the Citadel. Wraith Girl is behind me, dragging her feet. Behind her veil of hair, her dark, jewel-like eyes dart from the floor to me and back to the floor. She isn’t Grainfolk and she’s too small to be Stonebound. She also seems too timid to be Saltblood. But those quick, measuring eyes, always scanning for danger, give her away. And those windburned cheeks, salt-chapped lips, and thin scars laddering her arms—the kind you only earn from barbed hook traps and shucking razor-edged clamshells. Mae was such a help identifying possible people. With the way this girl watches everyone and everything, maybe she could be too.

			“Ready to make a match?” I say under my breath.

			She narrows her eyes at me.

			“Do you have your eye on anyone yet?” I ask. “I don’t.”

			Wraith Girl lets more space stretch between us, and I know I’ve failed. I won’t find out anything about anyone from her. The line stops at a room full of accessories and clothes. Tables are piled with necklaces, earrings, colorful gloves that don’t tingle when I touch them, rings with gems in every size and color, sparkly bags to store things, jewels for the hair, scents without emotion stimulants that only fragrance the skin.

			Syra, my maid, finds me. “You were gone when I arrived,” she says, “and the Scents were in the wastebasket.”

			“I don’t want to use them.” I don’t want to use anything the Benevolent “gives so generously.”

			She grimaces. “They can help you build connections during the trials. With the pressure of everything and no Heartfillers to reach for, these boosts make feelings safe, controlled, measured. And most important, they help with the symptoms of not having your usual fillers daily. I will restock them.”

			I don’t bother arguing. She guides me around the room, pointing out table after table of glittering things to wear and ornament our bodies. Just when I think we’ve seen it all, we turn a corner and find another dozen tables. The options are endless. It’s more clothing than any of us could need, even if we each took an entire table of things. She keeps nudging me forward, but I stop.

			“I’ve seen enough.” I look away and cross my arms. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

			“You’ll need to gather anything here you’d like.”

			The accessories, the shoes, everything sparkles. I tuck my fingers into a fist, hesitant to touch anything. “We get to take them home?”

			“Yes.”

			I shift my weight between my feet. I pick up a piece of jewelry that shines so radiantly I can hardly look away from it. The gems in it are brighter than the crystal Heartfillers and shinier than gold coins.

			“You could win, you know?” Syra says. “Stranger things have happened.”

			I glance at her, unsure how to read her sudden stroke of confidence. But one glance at her makes it clear her assurance is about her, not me.

			“You’re not disciplined. And the way you look so angry all the time—” She shakes her head once, like the disappointment tastes bitter. “But there is a fire in you that’s rare so early in the competition. That could be attractive to another contestant. The sooner you match the better. That way you can fight through the trials together.” She glances at my hands. “Write that down.”

			I scribble her advice in my journal to skip being chastised.

			She sets a jewel in my hand that could buy me passage on a ship, I bet. Then, she ropes a bracelet around my wrist that probably costs enough to feed the orphanage for years. Skyborn have all this, and yet one gold a month is the value of our labor. Scraps of food leftovers, meager supplies of medicine, that’s all we’re worth. I pull away from the jewels, slipping them off, but Syra holds my arm firmly in place.

			“Embrace the process, Axira. Become.”

			I force my arm out of her grip, and to my relief Syra relents with a sigh.

			“You’re nearly hopeless.”

			I look for Mae and see her slipping off her glove to grab a necklace with her bare hand.

			“Mae!” I’m too late. A Mercyenforcer rushes over, shoving a stinger into her ribs.

			“Skin contact is not yet authorized,” the Mercyenforcer says. “Not until the first trial.”

			The excitement in the room settles, people’s palms moving to their chest, watching as Mae sways, shuddering.

			“Mae!” I start toward her, but Syra steps in front of me, blocking my view.

			“That fire,” Syra chides. “You’re using it all wrong.”

			I step around her, but she sidesteps into my path again. “The Grainfolk girl is fine. We have minutes. You need to make your selections. There are two occasions in the tournament that require formal dressing.”

			I relent, rummaging through the accessories and grabbing a few things. Talia and Lira stare each other down over a gold comb with pearls, and I can’t tell if they are back to enemies or becoming better friends. Next, we are ushered into a room with racks upon racks of colorful dresses, finely embroidered with jeweled details. No one moves, as stunned as I am. How could someone dress themselves in something so extravagant? It looks like it should be left untouched, observed, viewed for enjoyment, not wrapped on sweaty skin.

			Talia is first to break from the pack, snatching dresses off the racks and piling them on her arm. Lira is right behind, her thick coiled twist swaying down her back. The others are quick to copy them. I touch the bodice of a bright pink dress. It’s heavy, and I can tell that each bead was carefully handsewn. It reminds me of the needlework Miss Porter does in Dockers Row. She sews and stitches rags for cleaning, clothes, and covers for our courier boats. She trades it for fish, Grainfolk gleanings from their harvest, or the rare customers who have spare gold. If she sold a piece of this dress, it would feed her family for the rest of the solstice.

			I back away from the gown. This isn’t right. None of this is right.

			“Did you pick?” Syra appears behind me, and it startles me.

			“I don’t want any.”

			“You have to take at least one, Contestant Fifty-Four.”

			“No, no, I won’t,” I tell her. I took the accessories. I have to put my foot down about this. Eating their food is one thing. But this I don’t need.

			She scowls, then grabs two dresses off the rack. One is long and flowy in midnight blue, and the other is shorter, also blue, but a lighter shade, like the color of the ocean on a cloudy morning. “This will be yours. I’ll get it to your room. Now, get in line.”

			Mae is weaving between stacks of clothes. Both her arms and her maid’s arms are overflowing with fabrics in pastel colors.

			“We have to narrow this to three, Contestant Seventeen,” her maid says. But Mae staggers circles around her, still dazed from the stinger, pulling more off the racks, holding them up to herself.

			Once everyone’s gathered at the door, Syra wishes me luck with eliminations. I’d be lucky if she left me alone. As we leave I spot Mae, holding her side where the stinger stung her but looking less dazed.

			“Salt water and aloe,” I tell her.

			“Yes, my maid’s gone to get some.”

			We walk.

			“I should have known better,” she says. “I just got excited. We’ll have them off soon enough.”

			A horn blares, echoing through the steel walls.

			The line stops.

			“Gratitude to the Benevolent!” The Citadel official leading our line motions for us to chant. With our eyes to the ground, heads bowed in reverence, in practiced unison, our voices ring out “The Echo of the Allegiant”:

			Gratitude to the Benevolent, Source of Order.

			His strength is steel, his stance is sure.

			He governs the heart, for love can betray;

			Only the worthy may feel that way.

			He grants it slow, and takes it fast—

			For only true loyalty ever lasts.

			Disruption fails; it never wins.

			Revere our words,

			so the rebels can hear,

			the good, good cheer

			of these fearsome patriots!

			Once the line is moving again, the pledge replays in my head. It doesn’t stop until we are outside. And I wonder if that’s the point.

			An arena looms in the distance like a metal coliseum, towering with brushed steel walls that gleam under the high sun. We enter, wedged together in a narrow corridor, struggling to maintain the distance we prefer. Wide eyes dart around in the darkness. We pass several holding rooms and stop at the steel gate to the arena floor, where a Citadel official waits for us. Roars of a crowd can be heard beyond it.

			“One at a time, when you hear your contestant number, walk to the center of the arena and find a seat.” He winds a lever and the gate lifts. “You’re excited for the chance at love, but not too excited. We’re self-controlled!” He ushers us inside, and we crowd against an interior wall, waiting to hear our names.

			When I step through the gate, a chill skitters down my spine.

			The open-air arena is latticed with steel beams crisscrossed over it like ribs, supporting moveable cages hanging in the air. They’re empty. For now. The arena floor is scorched in some spots, grated and rusty in others.

			Cheering, clanging metal, and the screech of steel on steel reverberate violently through the arena. Bumps race across my arms beneath my gloves. It sounds like all of Skyhaven could be here. Garlands and flowers styled into heart shapes ornament every platform and railing, covering the rigid, sharp edges of the arena. Bright, colorful lights trace the contours of the topless dome before spotlighting us one by one as our names are called and we walk toward a podium arced in chairs.

			The first contestant called who I recognize is Talia. She marches forward, spotlighted. She takes a seat in the first row of chairs. A dozen more are called.

			“Courage. Loyalty. Strength.” The chant rolls like thunder across the arena, pounding in my chest and burning my ears.

			Ivy—Wraith Girl—is the second one who is called that I recognize. She’s already moving forward but pauses mid-step and falters in that way Serafina does when she’s actually scared but trying to be brave. Her shoulders are pressed back too tight, like armor that doesn’t quite fit. Her fists are clenched at her sides as her eyes flick to the sea of strangers shouting her contestant number like they know her. Every glance spurs her feet faster. She likes to watch. She doesn’t like to be watched. She hangs her head, keeping her hair around her face as she slinks across the arena floor.

			When Contestant Seventeen is called, I look at Mae. For a second she doesn’t move. She inhales like she’s swallowing nerves, shaking off Heartfiller withdrawal, and exhales something steadier. There is a flush in her cheeks and a shine in her eyes as she bows to the Ethyrian flag before moving. The crowd’s noise surges as she walks forward, shaking her fists in the air, cheering, beaming. She twirls in a full circle, arms thrown wide. She’s been waiting for this moment her entire life. The crowd screams louder, feeding off her energy. She gives it right back.

			Many more go after her. My heart speeds up when the half-shaved contestant who can’t stop staring is called. Apparently Rhythe is his name, and I definitely don’t recognize it. He’s a handful of heads in front of me. Not long after, a hush rolls through the crowd. He doesn’t look at them or engage them. He also doesn’t smile, walking unhurried, as if nothing owns him and nothing ever will. Heat flickers low in my chest at his arrogance.

			Ronan is next.

			“Contestant Fifty-Four.”

			I step forward, and a coppery scent hits me. The whole place reeks of blood and roses. Of death and hope. A little Skyborn who is smaller than Serafina throws petals as I pass. I keep my eyes on the armored statues flanking the podium and walk as fast as I can. When I reach my seat, my pulse is still thundering.

			The crowd hollers as more contestants fill the seats.

			We are all quiet. The excitement has faded, like someone’s drained all dregs of Heartfillers all at once. We watch the Benevolent rise as Kade, the last contestant called, takes his seat. The morning tumbles through my mind with fresh panic at what’s ahead of us. This arena is dressed in flowers, but it feels like another prison. The seat beside the Benevolent’s is empty, and I wonder where the prince is.

			I scan the competition. Kade’s not here for love. Ivy is hard to read. She doesn’t look interested in being here at all. Rhythe is an enigma. Talia took a literal beating to be here. Maybe she just wants to be loved that badly. Mae, Dorian, and Finn—sure, they seem to be here to try to win the competition.

			But of the handful I know a little about, most of them give me the eerie feeling that I’m not the only one here with ulterior motives. I don’t need to just pick a match. I need to outsmart, outsurvive, and outmaneuver all of them. Suddenly, I feel surrounded by new enemies, rather than friends.
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			The Benevolent takes the stage, and the entire arena cheers. The throne he sat in when I last saw him swallowed him, but here he seems bigger somehow. He stops to wave, cupping his hands and cheering right back at them. We, the contestants, are dead silent. Once he settles the audience, he takes his place at the podium, then gestures at a door opposite the arena from the way we came.

			Caelus enters.

			The audience leaps to their feet, stomping, whistling, some screaming the prince’s name. Faces light with excitement as thunderous clapping roars through the arena like a storm. The cheers for the Benevolent were whispers compared to this. I search the Benevolent for some hint of jealousy, but the ruler of Ethyria extends his hand to his son, unflinching.

			“My son, your prince, Caelus Altair,” he says.

			Caelus is dressed finely, finer than I’ve seen him before, with tall leather boots and a deep blue coat sewn with a fist holding a heart. His long white hair is neatly tied back. He waves once at the masses before making his way to the chair beside his father on the dais.

			Two Mercyenforcers stand on either side of him. Caelus’s smile, once steady, flickers—too tight, held too long. The creases do not reach his eyes. He sits back in the chair, then leans forward a bit, his shoulders rising before sinking, as if he can’t get comfortable.

			Something’s wrong.

			He skims the contestants’ faces but purposely avoids mine.

			I shrink in my seat, trying to slow my skittering pulse.

			“Thank you all.” The Benevolent’s voice echoes around the steel walls, and the entire place quiets.

			“Welcome to the capstone of our decennial celebration—the Tournament of Hearts, commemorating fifty years of peace in Ethyria.”

			Fifty? There have been five Tournaments of Hearts, one every ten years for the last half a century. But the Redwake happened five years before the last one. He’s just going to glaze over that part of history and the thousands who died.

			The crowd chants again, “Courage, loyalty, strength.” No one corrects him. It’s his island. He can say what he wants. While people starve, Skyborn are oblivious, misinformed, or maybe they don’t care. I’m not convinced any of those are actually different.

			I watch Caelus for some hint of what’s going on, why he seems so nervous, but he stares down at his lap. I scan for the exits with a reckless urge to bolt out of here. If we are discovered…

			The thought chokes me.

			“Many of you were too young to remember the last tournament,” the Benevolent says. “But it was a glorious exhibition of Ethyrian courage, loyalty, and strength. As it was then, a breeding pair, that is—two of you—will prove yourselves the same way and embrace love freely as a Skyborn.” He turns to his son. “But before we review the rules, some words from your loyal prince.”

			Caelus takes the podium, still refusing to look at me. A sheen of sweat gathers at his hairline under the bright lights.

			“Citizens of Ethyria,” he says. “We have all heard whispers of the old world—of its wild, reckless ‘freedom,’ but you must know real history.” He clears his throat and recites the history I’ve read a thousand times in the books. “The island of Ethyria was a land with rich potential before my forefathers landed on its shores and established order. It was known as a place plagued with despair. A place where people wandered the streets woefully, where suffering was everywhere, as well as violent disorder and unregulated love. Until my forefathers conquered this natural paradise, rescuing it from a decade-long oppression, ushering it into this sublime Golden Age.”

			The arena erupts in applause.

			The stories I was told about when the Benevolent’s ancestors arrived in Ethyria blamed the chaos on the king at the time, who suspected his queen of falling in love with a lowborn. That former king slaughtered the queen’s entire family and the village where they were born. Then, he ruled all expressions of love and affection across the island outlawed. Until one of the Benevolent’s ancestors conquered the country and reinstated love and affection just for Skyborn. But that’s what is whispered in the streets, not written in the books.

			The Benevolent would never want anyone to know a royal was ever in love with a lowborn.

			Regardless—I can’t help but agree that being in love with someone, like the king and queen were, like Lucent and that girl were, could never be worth its high cost. It always ends badly.

			“Now we are the envy of the Sapphire Seas, where everyone has a purpose,” Caelus continues, louder. “Where everyone knows which cog they are in the wheel. A place where love flourishes for the courageous, loyal, and strong. Where the security of knowing your place, the peace of discipline, the pride of service to something greater than yourself gives us true freedom. May Ethyria, now and forever, be a place for all—”

			The crowd joins him, in unison. “To belong, to be happy, to be ruled justly.”

			Caelus meets my eyes with a bone-chilling stare.

			Then, he returns to his seat. I scope the arena, noting the exits again as the Benevolent goes back to the podium. We’ve been found out. I glare at Caelus, willing him to look at me. Willing him to give me a hint or something, but he is back to ignoring my gaze.

			“We are about to test your ability to handle citizenship as a Skyborn,” the Benevolent’s voice booms throughout the arena. I can hear my own heart ramming in my chest.

			No one moves.

			Citizenship is what everyone came for, whether they want it so they can have access to love or a better quality of life. Or both. I’m not breathing. This tournament holds my fate too.

			“The greatest privilege of citizenship is the expression of love, freely,” he says. “We do not take handing citizenship out lightly here in Skyhaven. You will be tested by three trials: the Trial of Courage, the Trial of Loyalty, and the Trial of Strength, the last of which has a mental, emotional, and physical component. You must pass each trial using whatever skills and advantages you have. But be warned: Your physical abilities are not always your most valuable ones. As you know, I care most about the heart. Being in love is taxing on the mind, so expect to wrestle to think clearly, reason well, and outsmart deception. But the biggest thing to remember is that you cannot survive this tournament by yourself.”

			My neck breaks out in a cold sweat.

			“Between the trials,” he continues, “you must form connections with one another to figure out who is your strongest truest-love match among the contestants. Being in love will make you stronger, smarter, and better at everything you do. Find the person who your heart beats strongest for and you will find the trials easier to complete. The winning couple will be married by the Bureau of Bonded Union, receive Skyborn citizenship for the rest of their lives, and have a place at Court, living here in the Citadel.” He raises his voice over the whispers. “Additionally.”

			The arena silences.

			“Every decade gives us the opportunity to improve our tournament to ensure it’s producing the best patriot among you.”

			Mae and I share a glance.

			Improvements? What kind of improvements?

			“The integrity of this competition is paramount. To protect it, we will be judicious in getting rid of anyone who is not here for the right reasons or anyone who tried to enter this tournament with an unfair advantage.” He scans the contestants, and I force myself to loosen my white-knuckled grip on my seat. “This year there will be a surprise elimination before each trial. Think of it as a quality assurance. The first is this evening. Get those fingerprints or be disqualified, which brings me to our second competition enhancement. Those who are disqualified will remain in the Citadel for a time, to help further our Heartfiller anatomy research.” My heart rams harder.

			“And we will be sent home afterward?” someone shouts.

			The Benevolent smiles. An eerie expression that shows the white of his large teeth. “Once our research is done, yes, yes, of course.”

			I am not breathing.

			He’s lying.

			I don’t know how I know. But I do. Call it intuition. If disqualified, there is no guarantee we will get home anytime soon.

			“And finally,” he goes on, “because I am generous, and know you are all probably nervous, find one last gift from me under your seat.”

			We contestants share glances, but no one says anything. Several dig underneath their seats, pulling out a gleaming coral-colored memory Heartfiller.

			“One more announcement!” The Benevolent motions for Caelus, who looks like he might faint as he rises to stand beside his father. “For the first time in the history of the Tournament of Hearts, we have a Skyborn participating, hoping to find his truest-love match: your prince.”
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			Caelus is in the tournament.

			With me.

			My thoughts are frantic as we’re led to the reception, music crooning in the distance.

			“The prince,” Mae says, walking beside me, “can you believe it?”

			“Uh, exciting, yes.”

			Something’s very wrong. This destroys our plan. How is Caelus going to get me out of the tournament once I steal the magic from the Ascension Ceremony if he’s in it with me?

			“Can you dance?” Mae asks as we enter a room elaborately filled with florals and silks decorating the sterile ceiling. The room is unnervingly precise. Dozens of small tables are set for two, each pair of chairs close—much fewer than three feet apart. Close enough to make this all feel very strange. I tug up on my gloves and touch the hook of my mouth chain just to be sure it’s securely in place. The lighting is dim and deliberate. Along the perimeter, curtains billow at the air vents’ exhale, releasing a scent that tangles in the air. At the center of each table is a glass bottle with an Authorized Scent.

			With my journal tucked under my arm, still in need of eleven fingerprints, I’m separated from Mae, herded with a pack of others to be seated. Mae and several others are swept to a dance area, where they stand hesitant to look at each other. I scan for Caelus. I have to talk to him. I need to know how he is going to get me out of here now that he’s on the inside.

			But I’m face-to-face with a Grainfolk contestant who drums his hands on the table, his chest glowing from a Heartfiller. The scent of him hits me first, acrid and metallic. It clings to the back of my tongue before I can say hello.

			“I think we’re supposed to talk,” he says, eyes wide and unblinking, a too-perfect smile stretched across his face, as if the Heartfiller is holding it there for him.

			I clear my throat, reminded I need more than fingerprints. I need to pick someone to betray. “Tell me about yourself,” I say.

			“I wanted to bring my lizard, but they said no.”

			We sit in silence.

			“Do you feel anything for me yet? Some kind of bond. I think I might for you. Or maybe it’s indigestion. Did the breakfast upset you too?” He shrugs and slides me his journal. Surprisingly, lizard-guy has managed a single fingerprint.

			I leave him there and find another table. I don’t know how binding these fingerprints are, but it’s safer to stay in the spirit of the elimination—picking people I might actually not mind having a longer conversation with.

			When I pull back a chair to sit at a different table, a Stonebound smelling of mint and something wet and molded is already there. He smashes one of his hands firmly to the tabletop, straining.

			“My hands won’t stop shaking,” he says. “Because of nerves! Not the fungus.” He flicks something off his hands.

			I keep moving to find someone else.

			“So, I’m technically married,” the third guy begins, and I don’t sit down all the way, moving to another.

			I don’t think I expected so many of them to be so weird. Still no sign of Caelus, but the room is large and overflowing with contestants. I search for a face I know and spot Ronan—the Grainfolk boy who entered the tournament for his baby brother. I rush to sit at the empty seat beside him before someone else does, if only to catch my breath with someone who isn’t going to fling fungus at me. His soft, warm scent drifts toward me. Something like sun-touched wheat and smoke from a hearth.

			“You’re that Saltblood the Benevolent pardoned, right?” He rakes his hands through his cropped dark hair.

			“Guilty. I hear family brought you here.”

			“My brother.” His gaze is somewhere else. “He smiled at me for the first time right before I left. You know they can’t smile when they’re really small? Their eyes have to get better first.”

			I relax into my seat.

			“But when they start recognizing people, it happens more. Teddy has only smiled for me. No one else.” He grins, and it makes me miss Serafina. “I tried to learn all I could from the mothers in my village. We were in an orphanage. Now Teddy is with someone else. A friend…”

			I sit straighter. “An orphanage? Wow.” Me too. “Do you think you can win this?”

			“I have to,” he says.

			I break his suddenly intense gaze, clearing my throat. “I, uh, feel the same way.”

			“You do? Why?”

			I pick at a thread on my robes, unsure how honest to be. “I have people back home counting on me.”

			A silence passes between us, and it doesn’t feel strange at all. I open my journal, considering. But how could I really choose him to betray, to risk putting a target on his back, when he has his own Serafina? Ronan watches my fingers flick the pages of my journal. Then, he offers me his journal first. I pick up the Scent on the table instead: Mutual Regard.

			“You want to try it?” he asks.

			I set it down. “No.” I can’t betray him. It feels wrong. So the last thing I need is him and me getting along well, mutually regarding one another any more than we are now. “I’m not right for you.” Who knew this would be so hard? For all the wrong reasons.

			“How do you know that in just a few minutes?” He grabs the bottle. “I think we should try it.”

			“No. We shouldn’t. Do you have your eyes on anyone?”

			“I mean, I do now, yes.” He turns the bottle in his hand, watching me. We are deeply the same—he doesn’t care who he matches with; this isn’t about finding a truest-love match. He just wants to win, whatever it takes. But I won’t betray him. I can’t.

			“I mean, we could try—”

			“I don’t like you.” My stomach knots. “So I’m glad we got that out of the way early.”

			He sits back in his seat, jaw slack, stunned.

			“Good luck.” I rise from the table.

			“At least give me a thumbprint. You can’t see yourself talking to me again?”

			I hand him my paper begrudgingly and press my thumb to his page as well.

			“Thanks,” he says.

			“Sure. Still don’t like you.”

			“Got it.” He watches me curiously as I wander off.

			Caelus cuts through the dance floor, and I exhale, marching toward him. When he’s close enough to hear me, I mutter, “We need to talk now.”

			“Stairwell,” he says as we keep walking past each other. I detour around the room, giving the festivities a wide berth. Contestants are reaching across tables now, some getting bolder, gloved fingers brushing, while others linger awkwardly in the space between. Those who were frozen on the dance floor now sway gently, some hands settling at waists, others fumbling to connect through layers of fabric.

			Once I’m beneath the stairs, I wait. When Caelus appears, his knuckles are fisted so tight they’re blanched. “My father is trying to kill me,” he says.

			“What happened?”

			“This has to be fast. We can’t ever be seen together.” He peeks out of our stolen meeting spot. “We stick to the plan. You have to make it to the end. I’m still going to get us out of here somehow, at the Ascension Ceremony.” He tries to storm past me, but I grab him by the arm. His coat slips in my soft glove.

			“How are we stealing the magic exactly? You never said. What does it look like? Where will—”

			“I’ll tell you when the time is right.” It isn’t a suggestion.

			“Well, is our cover blown?”

			“Not exactly, but—”

			Footsteps echo above us, heading in our direction. We descend the stairs, halfway down a floor. When the noise is gone, I ask, “What does he know?”

			“He quietly had one of the contestants hanged. I don’t know why. He also somehow figured out that Lucent and I were trying to prevent the tournament from happening. But the only person Lucent told about our plans was Rhianne. She wouldn’t betray him.”

			Hanged! I suck in a breath. “Who is Rhianne?”

			“His fiancée. She’s one of the palace maids. Moving into the royal family after the wedding. But now that’s off, much to my father’s delight. I’m actually surprised she’s not here.”

			“And your father knows the plan involved my Heartfillers?”

			“No, I managed to keep that quiet. You’re safe.” His blue eyes trace me, and every hair on my body stands. “Our plan is safe, I mean. Just more complicated because now I’m in here with you.”

			I nod, though my chest twists.

			“He said he should hang me in the streets,” Caelus says.

			“From the sound of it, Skyborn wouldn’t be very happy about that.”

			“Perhaps. He said he would give me a chance to make my own fate. I obviously don’t need to earn citizenship, but the trials are difficult. He’s betting I’ll die. So he can’t be blamed.”

			“Why do the Skyborn love you so much?” I ask.

			“I don’t know. It’s hard to know what Skyborn think.”

			I look for a shift in his posture or fidgety hands. Either he’s an expert liar or he really has no idea why the Skyborn seem to worship him.

			“Why do you hate your father?” I ask. It couldn’t be more clear. He’s undermining him, stealing from him. “What did he do to you?”

			“The less you know the better.”

			“It feels like you’re playing some twisted game with me when you keep me in the dark.”

			“Well, I’m not.”

			I tell him about the death certificate his father left me on my pillow. “He knows my father was accused of being a rebel, which isn’t true. Are you sure he doesn’t suspect me of being a part of your cousin’s schemes?”

			“He doesn’t,” he says, fishing something out of his pocket. He pulls out a driftwood-handled blade that used to live in my hair bun. “I believe this is yours.”

			I reach for it but hesitate, as if it’s too hot to touch, too real. When my fingers close around the handle, I can feel its carved grooves against my skin. “Thank you,” I say.

			“Sure thing. I saw a guard with it and knew it had to be yours. The carved markings on the handle are from an old fishing wives’ tale.”

			“How much do you know about Saltblood?”

			“I’m the Prince of Ethyria. It’s my job to know all the districts, their cultures and histories.” His gaze flicks away.

			“No one saw you take this?” I slip my dagger into my bosom against my chest.

			“No. We’re safe. For now. But my father isn’t completely naive. I spared you from execution. He knows I’m against him. He may become suspicious, which is why we can’t be seen together. How did last night go?”

			I hug myself, thinking of Serafina still at home burning up with a fever she can’t cure. Did the rations arrive today? Was there medicine this time? “It was fine.”

			“Was it really?”

			“You have no idea what it’s like outside these walls. Being here around all this, when…” I can see Serafina’s sad eyes. I can hear her raspy cough. “The sooner we get through this, the better. But I need a favor.”

			“Yes?”

			“I need you to get medicine to my orphanage for a girl who lives there.”

			“Curly brown-haired girl about waist high?”

			“How’d you—”

			The corner of his mouth lifts. “I figured it out when you asked the first time. I had some sent. Enough for a few days.”

			I suck in a breath. “I—thank you.”

			“We need you focused.”

			“Right.” I swallow, meeting his eyes, trying to understand why he would do something so…kind.

			His blue eyes search me. “It’s hard for you, being here. Of course, it would be.” He shortens the space that separates us. “My father is cruel.”

			“He is.” I didn’t expect his own son to see it. But I also didn’t expect to find myself here.

			He stares at me intently, nodding for me to say more. I glance away, afraid he’ll see too much in my face. I’ve probably already said too much. He just needs to keep up his end of the bargain.

			“Are you ready for tomorrow when the gloves and chains come off?” he asks.

			“I’m more concerned about us both being in the tournament. You have no idea how we—”

			He rests his bare finger gently on my lip. The suddenness of his touch makes breath stick in my chest. The spot where he touches is warm. Heat spreads to the rest of my face, my cheeks, the back of my neck, rushing through me like a tidal wave. I snatch away from him.

			“You can count on me.” His gaze dips to my mouth, then to my eyes. “Let me figure it out. Focus on elimination and the first trial. And, Axira—”

			The way he says my name feels like an invitation I don’t know how to refuse.

			“You need to get used to touch.”

			“Touch can breed love,” I recite.

			“Look around. Love is a weapon. Use it. In fact, take off your gloves.”

			“I…what? No.”

			“Your prince commands it,” he says, so gently I almost think he’s joking. “Take them off.”

			“No!” I recoil, tucking my hands away from him. “I won’t.” Tomorrow, I’ll be laser focused on the mission. I’ll be playing a role, pretending. Now, here, alone, being completely honest with him feels different.

			“Fine. But before bed, you need to open the window, let the wind graze your bare fingertips, feel the steel of the palace’s walls. Remove the brittle papers from the frames hanging as decoration. Feel the fragility of this place, Axira.” He straightens his coat.

			“Why?”

			“So that when you get a taste of what it’s like out there, you don’t lose yourself in it. You can’t fear this place or its rules. Or you risk being seduced by the whims of first touch, like everyone else.”

			I’m speechless. His words strike something brittle in me. He is trying to help me because he needs me. But it must be more than that. He didn’t need to give Serafina medicine. He didn’t need to give me back my blade. It shakes me more than if he’d physically forced me out of my gloves. Everything about him unsteadies me. Every look. Every word. And now, every touch. I can still feel his phantom fingers on my lips. He stands there, steady, concerned, patiently waiting for me to respond. And somehow, that’s worse. I was built for resilience, not tenderness.

			“I’ll try what you’ve said.”

			“Very good. I do hope you sleep well, Axira.” He turns to exit the stairwell but stops, his chin sliding over his shoulder. “Protecting people who can’t protect themselves is never the wrong choice.” He leaves, and I realize why the people of Skyhaven love him.

			Somehow—he’s shown them his heart.
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			I’m not getting kicked out of the tournament over a fingerprint.

			When I return to the reception, I manage to endure forced conversations with a dozen others. And other than being awkwardly embraced without warning by one and snubbed by two others, the rest were decent. I snagged half of their fingerprints. By the time lunch is served, I’m still short four.

			We’re moved from the indoor reception to a palace courtyard where there are simple games set up and more drinks. These are a deep purple color and very bitter. I set mine aside and link up with Mae.

			“How many do you have left?” I ask her.

			“I’m done.”

			“What? How?”

			She shows me her journal, and she has twenty-three! “I got one from each person I danced with. And then I found that Dorian guy and asked him for his.”

			I blink. “Every person you danced with was someone you wanted to talk to again?” I got stuck with all the weirdos.

			“I can hold a conversation with anyone,” she says. “I even refused a few requests.”

			I tell her about how I went back and got Ronan’s, but how he isn’t a match for me. Too much of a do-gooder, is the excuse I give her. I also got one from the Stonebound who was sticking food in his pocket. Orrick is his name. He traded me his fingerprint for a piece of bacon. I’m pretty sure he is just here for the food. Still, oddly, I could see myself talking to him again.

			“Did they say when the elimination will be?” I ask.

			“In a few hours, before dinner. Everyone who survives the cut will have dinner together over there.” She points at decorated tables on the far end of the courtyard with a picturesque view of the island.

			A Citadel official draws our attention to the front, trailing through the throng of contestants with balls and wooden sticks in her hands.

			“Line up here, everyone, with a partner.” The sticks are handed out, and what proceeds is the strangest game I’ve ever played. We take turns, blindfolded, trying to follow their instructions to strike the ball, which is somewhere on the ground. It’s supposed to build trust, they said, and explore if we have a natural connection. But all it accomplishes is me getting frustrated by my teammate’s poor instructions and swinging my stick so hard I end up bashing someone in the shin. My stick is taken away. My partner still offers me their thumbprint. I take it because I’m desperate, but I have no intention of talking to Hershel or whatever his name is again.

			More games with the sticks and balls follow.

			Along with more bruises.

			I manage to break someone’s spectacles by accident. He refuses to give me his fingerprint. I can’t blame him. My feet are stepped on so many times, I lose feeling in my toes. I haven’t made many more friends or prospects. I’m not sure if it’s because I find all this forced fun to meet and greet one another pathetic or if fate isn’t on my side and I am doomed to fail. When Caelus finally joins the group he is promptly swarmed with people. I expected no less.

			As the sun dips in the afternoon sky, the announcement comes. “Eliminations in twenty minutes!”

			The crowd erupts in commotion. I thumb through my journal. I need one more print. One. For a minute I’m stuck there wondering if asking Caelus is worth the risk. No. I shouldn’t. We have to steer clear of each other. I shift on my feet, trying to decide who to approach. My shoulders are in a knot when I walk up to a contestant with burnished skin cracked from sun, lingering alone, watching some of the others play. I clear my throat. He turns to look at me. He doesn’t mention anything disgusting in the first few moments, nor does he smell. So far, this is going well.

			“I’m Axira. Saltblood. A stick and a ball is so fun.” I’ve learned quickly that leading with my name and a statement instead of a question is a safe bet. It’s less pressure for them to respond if they’re nervous.

			“Not interested,” he says before turning his back on me.

			Okay, I take it all back. I’ve learned nothing from the humiliating last two hours of screwups and rejection. I can scale the walls of a palace and rob someone under their nose, but I can’t convince someone to have a conversation with me. This is going to end terribly. I tighten my fists, forcing myself to exhale. Then, I approach someone else. A Stonebound.

			“Hi—”

			“I’m in the middle of a conversation,” he says. “Can’t you see that?”

			No one is standing with him…literally no one. The closest person is dozens of paces away. I back away slowly. When I spot the black-bearded fellow whose glasses I shattered, I grab my chance. He at least played a game with me, before I became known as the person to avoid. Maybe I can salvage it.

			“Hi, I’m really sorry about your glasses, Stephen.”

			“It’s Sylvan.” He stuffs his calloused hands into his pockets.

			“Sylvan!” My cheeks heat. His nose is bandaged. “A-and your nose.” I hit him harder than I realized. “I just, uh, wanted to see if you’d like to talk more? Before my stick caught you in the face, we were doing pretty well.”

			To my relief, Sylvan smirks and rubs his nose. “Still hurts. But they have a salve that should heal it by morning. I’ll be alright.”

			“I’m so glad.” I am. I really am. “Maybe we could sit together at dinner?” Maybe you can sign my journal and we never have to talk again? I can’t break his nose and betray him.

			“How many prints do you still need?” he asks.

			“One.”

			His mouth tugs sideways. “Open up.”

			I hand him my journal and watch with bated breath as he presses the finger that was just on his bandaged nose to my paper, just as the Citadel official calls for us to gather around.

			We are lined up in rows and asked to present our journal. Mercyenforcers look at the page and jab a thumb in either direction, muttering, “go” or “stay.” Like they’re choosing what trash to throw out and what to keep. Dreth is back, managing the swelling group of those cut. Some try to plead with the Mercyenforcer, explaining unconvincingly that they only needed a few more minutes or that there was someone else who was going to give them their fingerprint for sure, they just had to find them in the crowd. But the guards don’t even entertain the protests with a response. The contestants who are cut are now being put into restraints, their hands tied behind them.

			“Wait, what’s happening?” Mae says beside me.

			“I’m not sure. They didn’t commit any crimes.”

			“Maybe they’re just trying to ensure they exit the palace in a civilized manner,” she says.

			“Restrained?”

			“I mean—” she says hesitantly. “People could get angry, right?”

			But people are already angry. Shoving has started. Someone falls to the ground and the others stumble over them, kicking them out of their way, arguing over one another, pointing blame. Dreth and his men jab stingers at them to shut them up as Mae and I shuffle forward in line. I know I have the required number, but I still show my journal with shaking hands when it’s my turn.

			When he nudges me toward the contestants staying, I exhale. Mae joins me, followed by Kade, the angry blond Talia, Stick Boy Orrick, and several others I recall from breakfast. When the mysterious Saltblood with a staring problem, Rhythe, stumbles through the line, the Mercyenforcer quirks a brow at his journal page. But he hands it back to him and waves him through to our group.

			When they are done, half of the contestants are gone. Half. Just like that.

			And the first trial hasn’t even started.

			Elimination wraps, and we’re ushered toward a long table that stretches the length of the stone courtyard, its linen cloth rippling like a pale tide beneath tall-stemmed silver glasses and dripping candles. Bowls of stewed plums and roasted meats gleam beside green garlands and soft pink roses, their fragrance tangling like salt in the wind. The sea unfurls in the distance, restless, like I feel. I still can’t loosen my grip on my journal. I have to pick someone to betray, and I’m no closer to figuring out who that should be.

			We eat. Most of us. Kade doesn’t touch his plate. And Rhythe skips dinner, opting to go back to his room. Talia eats with her frenemy Lira. They whisper together over giant bowls of noodles, sitting directly across from me.

			“Those two will have each other’s back,” Mae says beside me, scooping her soup into her mouth.

			“We can have each other’s back,” I say.

			“Not if you want the prince.” She shows me her journal where his thumbprint is.

			“Why would I want the prince?”

			“His father spared you. There’s a reason for that. Everybody’s been whispering about it all day.” Her brows bounce.

			“The reason wasn’t Caelus.”

			“Mm-hmm. I saw you leave the reception earlier, right before he left.” She slides a bite of food into her mouth, and I lose feeling in my hands. We have to be more careful, even sneaking around.

			“Are you alright?” Mae asks.

			“I’m fine. You’re just wrong about the prince.”

			“Well, regardless, things have changed. He’s the prince.”

			“If you want to win, pick someone else, Mae. Trust me.” I hope she can sense my earnestness. Betting on falling in true love with Caelus is a waste of her time. She will end up without a match or failing her trials and dead. “You deserve a real match. A good match.”

			I massage my temples, the rough fabric of my gloves sliding against my face.

			“You can tell me if you’re scoping the prince out for yourself.” She flips to a new page where we can take notes beside a long list of characteristics about each person we’re interested in exploring more one-on-one time with.

			“Is that a joke?” I set mine aside.

			“I’d understand. Can’t say I won’t go after him myself. I might be more his type. But you can tell me. You can always tell me.” She squeezes my arm. There is a kindness in it. I don’t move away this time. “Everyone expects you to be stiff competition,” she adds, fixing her chain at her mouth, which got caught on a bit of lettuce. “I’m so ready to take this off, aren’t you?”

			“Sure.”

			“Is there anyone you wanted to talk to but didn’t get a chance to?”

			I could claw my eyes out at her persistence. “The veteran guy, maybe. Kade.” He’s the first person I see as I scan the room. He’s sitting alone, well out of earshot. Mae seems satisfied with the lie, finishing her food in silence.

			By the time dinner is over, thanks to some well-positioned eavesdropping, it appears Talia and Lira are both here planning to find a match and try to win. I’d add Dorian to that list too, if he wasn’t drawing pictures in his journal.

			Orrick, who still looks like he could use one more scrub, is sitting with Ronan and Finn. Somehow his clothes have become disheveled and his hair looks like there could be branches and leaves growing in it. Instead of writing in his journal as he eats dinner, he is ripping out the pages, folding them into different shapes. But occasionally, he steals glances at the notes Finn and Ronan are making.

			“Groups are forming,” I say.

			“Looks like it.” Mae nudges me with her elbow playfully. “I was just giving you a hard time about the prince, by the way.”

			“I’m being honest with you, Mae. I don’t want him. And neither should you.”

			Her mouth puckers like I’ve just shared the juiciest gossip. “What do you know?”

			“Nothing. I know nothing.” I like her, but the nicest thing I can do is keep her in the dark. My plate is hardly touched when the call for bedtime comes. The room rises, funneling toward the exit.

			Wraith Girl Ivy passes behind me, watching me like a shadow, like she wants to say something to me. I didn’t see her during the reception. I can’t read why she is here. I’m not even sure how she got the required fingerprints. Mae and I rise from the table and join the crowd filing out. It’s time for our last sleep before the trials begin.

			“Jace Gravemore,” a Citadel official shouts. “You’re needed up front, now.”

			“Excuse me,” a grisly, bald Stonebound with boulders for arms snakes through the exit line. “Can I get through?”

			Some move out of his way. Some watch him, scribbling in their notebooks.

			“Tighten it up,” a Mercyenforcer urges, pushing the rear of the line to squeeze in, stand closer. “Not three feet. Not anymore.”

			It’s as if the room forgets to breathe, the crowd shoving in tighter in a frantic tangle of limbs.

			“I hope you sleep well,” Mae says as I lose her in the throng of contestants thinning at the mouth of the doors.

			“You too.”

			A body shifts on my right. I can feel them staring. I don’t have to look to know who it is. He moves closer.

			“You won’t survive the first trial alone,” Rhythe says under his breath. “Find me, and the other Saltblood, when the first trial opens.”

			I don’t respond. I don’t even look at him. But the walk to my room is haunted by his words. I’m not even close to picking someone to betray. Rhythe seems to think he knows what he’s doing.

			Maybe it’s smart to start with some kind of alliance.
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			Iwake to hands dragging me out of bed.

			Fingernails rip the chain from my mouth before a bag is thrown over my head. I taste copper, blood dripping from where my chain was attached. My gloves are not on. I slept with them off like Caelus said. I stand there, blinking in the darkness, hugging myself. My linen dress suddenly feels too thin and exposed. The first trial is the Trial of Courage, I remind myself, standing straighter.

			I’m shoved forward, bare feet on cold ground. My heart thuds in my ears. Rough hands guide me out of the room, down the hall. I stumble forward, groping in the darkness. Their hands touch me every few moments, prodding me one way or another.

			Three lefts.

			More stairs.

			I trip, catching myself on the wall. My senses are completely unsettled in the darkness. The commotion of others being torn from their beds sends goose bumps racing up my arms.

			Two rights.

			Down more stairs.

			Courage. I have to be braver than I’ve ever been. I try to remember the curves of Serafina’s little face. But the uncertainty in the darkness makes the bag around my face feel like it’s shrinking, sticking to my mouth, constricting each breath. I panic, my heart racing. This is the part of the tournament I should be strongest at. I strain to use my ears as eyes, trying to remember where we are on the ground.

			Right.

			Left.

			Long straight corridor.

			We’re by the throne room. We’re leaving the palace. Metal screeches, long and low as the doors to the palace open. Cold air hits my legs, whipping past my arms. Rocky pavement cuts my feet as the warmth from the fire under the drawbridge wafts against me. Feet shuffle behind me in line. Someone coughs. Someone else is sobbing.

			“Fifty-Four,” the Mercyenforcer holding onto me announces. Then, I’m lifted into dark quiet. When I’m free of their hands, I rip the cover off my head. Several others are wedged in together on a narrow bench seat in the back of a transport. My eyes find Caelus in an instant, drawn to him like a current to the deep. I sit beside him and the wall. He shifts, not away or toward me. Just a shuffle like he’s settling deeper into his seat. Our arms brush, and the fabric of his sleeves is the only barrier between us. It’s thin enough for me to feel the heat of his skin, but thick enough for me to not recoil.

			I get only a glimpse of the others’ scared faces before we are shut inside. We are in darkness again.

			The transport jerks in motion, and the only sounds are short, panicked breaths.

			“Where are they taking us?” someone whispers.

			After a long moment, a voice I don’t recognize says, “The sea.” It’s definitely not Ronan or Finn, who I’ve heard debating for an entire day. Or Rhythe, whose chillingly low voice offering me an alliance still sends shivers up my spine. I haven’t answered him. This is someone else.

			The sea.

			I grew up with sand between my toes and salt water in my hair. If we’re heading to the sea, that could work in my favor.

			“How do you know?” Mae asks. I’d know her voice anywhere. But whoever spoke doesn’t answer.

			“He doesn’t know,” Talia cuts in. “No one needs your guesses, Kade.”

			It was the veteran Mercyenforcer, then.

			The bumpy downhill ride suggests we are moving toward the shore. But we could be going somewhere in the mountains or the Grainfolk hills. We’re also barefoot and in the clothes we slept in. My nails dig into my seat. The glimmer of confidence I almost felt is gone.

			The transport jostles, lurching over something uneven, and Caelus’s arm slides against mine, his sleeve riding up. His skin is warm against me, like fresh bread or the covers when Serafina shares a bed with me.

			Warm like his finger was against my mouth.

			I am rigidly still. Our bodies are wedged so close together, his scent magnetic and sharp and uniquely him, like nothing I’ve ever smelled before. I inhale deeply. It’s musky and rich, like amber and ash, or something lighter—a field of flowers after a long rain. Despite my sleeve, I can feel his thudding pulse.

			I try to shift in my seat, but it’s too tight. I trace circles on my wrist instead, feeling my bare arms. I’ve felt my skin in the bath, or by accident without gloves. But today, being out here, around others, every sensation is unfamiliar and either comforting or harsh. There is no in-between. The guard’s rough hold on me. Caelus’s body beside me. My fingers drawing on the back of my hand. One feels like death, the other like possibility, like the beginning of an end.

			We hit another bump, and Caelus’s fingertips brush mine, barely touching.

			He doesn’t move his hand away. Neither do I.

			The thought to pull away nags me. But he made a good point last night: The protections are off; I need to be prepared. Today is the day to be brave. And here in this suffocating darkness, with so many unknowns, my heart thuds a little slower. He told me the love piece of this tournament would be the part of all the tournament that I struggle with most. Which means, whatever is ahead of us in this trial, he’s confident I can survive it. I know what I’m capable of, but he knows more about what’s coming.

			I have to be brave. It starts now.

			With the darkness wrapped around us like a secret, I ease out a slow exhale and let my naked fingers move on top of his, gently sliding down his hands. The world is quiet and heavy, as if the air is holding its breath. He doesn’t move. I can feel him looking at me, staring as if he’s willing himself to see me despite the darkness.

			When my fingers drift to his wrist, gentle and trembling, I draw circles there. My throat is dry, and I force myself to inhale and exhale evenly, resting my touch lightly on his wrist, barely there, like a question. Is this okay? Should it feel like this? It doesn’t feel electric or bubbly or anything like I imagined. It feels like something inside me is finally going quiet.

			He still doesn’t move. But his pulse beats harder through his wrist.

			He’s touched so many. I’m sure he feels nothing.

			The transport bumps again, violently, knocking away my hand. I press back in my seat, my pulse racing.

			I can do this.

			I can do this over and over until the brush of a touch means nothing.

			I’m cold and clammy all over. My nerves are frayed, blood pumping through me faster than it ever has.

			Before I get the nerve to reach for him again, longer this time, the transport comes to a stop. The doors open, and hazy morning sunlight hits me like a dagger in the eyes. I blink, squinting in the brightness, trying to make out where we are. The world comes into focus, and my heart stops.

			Outside is a cliff.

			The cliff my mother’s body was rolled off of.

			We’re pulled out of the transports, and I step down onto the rocky gravel, scraping my feet. One by one they drag us to the mountain’s edge.

			She died of a nasty sickness before coming here. But this is where I saw her last. She died without enough medicine to heal her. We didn’t have funeral sacks and couldn’t spare any coins to get one, so Mercyenforcers took her away in a dirty old rug and brought her here.

			I try to picture her face but still can’t. Wind gusts past, pulling at my clothes, pulling me away from the edge. It feels like my mother, warning me.

			When the Mercyenforcers come for me now, I gather my courage, but I feel my body resisting. I see myself digging my nails into their skin to peel their iron grip off of me, like watching some tragedy happen outside my own body. It takes three Mercyenforcers lifting me off my feet and setting me on the edge of the cliff to get me in position.

			Once we’re all lined up in rows, Rhythe steals a glance at me. He doesn’t look worried like the others. He told me to come find him when the trial opened, suggesting that I can’t survive whatever is coming myself, but I can’t move. The other Saltbloods are gathered around him, including Lira, who is stone-faced and silent. Talia is beside her, staring like she’s looking directly at death. Does Rhythe somehow know what we’re about to face? How could he? I hesitate. I don’t know him at all, and definitely not enough to trust him. But the fact that he seems to know what’s about to happen, and I don’t, makes a small part of me want to join him.

			Dreth addresses the group. “Being in love requires courage,” he says. “It requires giving someone else a part of yourself. That is not for the faint of heart.” Another guard paces the length of the contestants as he goes on. “To complete the Trial of Courage, you must jump off this cliff and swim to the shore.”

			I stare down the side of the cliff, at the world dropping away beneath me. I’m breathless, not at the steepness of the plunge, but at the memory of my mother’s rug unrolling as her body plummeted toward the waves crashing below.

			I have to focus. Dive and swim. I shade my brows with my hand to see the shore in the distance. I’m a strong swimmer. I am. But the ocean stretches out like a living thing, vast and endless, and I notice its water gleaming in fractured sunlight, slate blue in the shadows where calm patches are between the breaking waves.

			The contestants step forward.

			“Wait,” I say.

			There is a strange stillness where the water should be moving. I scan for a better view. Waves thrash sharply, violent and hungry, not matching the rest of the sea. And chaos beyond it. The current is a narrow channel of rushing water carving a path through the surf, slicing and merciless. Foamy water moves seaward, dragging along debris.

			The Mercyenforcers start pushing us forward.

			“Wait!” We can’t swim in this. The current, I try to say, but no words come when I open my mouth.

			“Before the first trial horn, are there any quitters?” The Mercyenforcer scans the contestants. “Now is your chance to back out. You can leave and go home. After this it’s succeed or…”

			Die.

			Someone whimpers. Bodies shuffle. And in several minutes a drove of contestants back away from the edge, begging to go home. The crowd at the cliff’s edge thins enough that I can see Mae, Dorian, and several of the others. Caelus has distanced himself from me. Mae’s eyes are wide, her mouth pressed into a hard line. Dorian looks like he’s been shouting—face flushed, jaw tight. Others hover behind them, some I recognize, others I don’t. Ronan stands a few paces back, fists clenched at his sides, a raw desperation in his eyes.

			Rhythe looks at me again, asking me to come to the group of Saltbloods around him with only a look in his dark eyes. His jaw hardens the longer I stand still. I stare down again, trying to think, when Dreth says, “Find courage or drown in fear.”

			The horn blows.

			I don’t move.

			Someone shoves me forward. I push back, digging my toes into the rock. But they urge me harder and my feet leave the ground. I plummet through the air and the world disappears beneath me. I’ve dived into the ocean a thousand times. Just not from this high up.

			And not with a current this violent.

			I straighten my body into a sharp line, arms straight ahead over my ears. The dark depths race to meet me.

			I hit the water, and my body feels like it’s being stabbed by a thousand needles at once. My foot scrapes something sharp. The world is water and pressure and darkness. When I open my eyes, I see my mother’s body. My heart strains in my chest. I can’t move, staring into the bleak memory of a ghost, living feelings I’m not sure I’ve ever felt. I still can’t picture her face. It was so long ago when she died. But I can see her body, bloated from the sickness. I can still remember the way her gloves could hardly fit her in the end. She tore them a little on the backs of her hands to stretch them over her swollen fingers to be sure our skin didn’t touch.

			Grief tugs me down like an anchor, and the surface of the water grows dimmer above. My lungs burn, and it snatches me from the sorrow threatening to drown me.

			Air. I need air.

			I urge my legs into motion.

			My parents didn’t die so that I could drown in the same waves where they were buried. My face breaks the surface, and I drink in air.

			Around me there are flailing arms and people screaming. The shore is so small in the distance, I rub my eyes to make sure I’m seeing it. It’s a long swim. A very long swim. Even for a Saltblood.

			I spot Mae’s head dipping below the surface as she fights the waves. This isn’t a current you can fight. When you’re outpowered, you have to fight battles you can win. Not too far off from Mae is Dorian. I swim toward her, moving with the motion of the water. She claws her way to me, hugging my neck, her cold bare arms against my skin.

			“Axira!”

			“Can you swim at all?” I ask.

			“I can. But the water.” She’s breathless. “It’s like sink-mud. It keeps pulling me back.”

			She’s never going to make it to the shore. I swim around behind her, careful to keep her face up, roping my arm under her arms and across her chest. Her head rests on my shoulder. I swim toward Dorian.

			“Wait!” I shout for him, but his arms are moving faster than I can catch him. “Dorian!”

			He looks around at the sound of his name. “Axira? The current—”

			“I know. Get her back to the shore. She’ll never make it.”

			Mae blinks, gazing between us.

			“Please, Dorian,” I beg. “She’s one of the good ones. Like you.”

			He ropes his arm around her. They’re off. And I see my mother again, imagining her body being pulled from this water. Picturing someone bringing her to shore. Envisioning my father being there to receive her with me by his side. Us burying her in the fields by the boundary. He and I, sharing a few words about what she meant to us. My mother would have liked the burial rituals they did away with after the rebellion. I would have liked it too.

			A wave crashes into me, pushing me back under the surface.

			But there was no one to retrieve my mother’s body.

			I try to swim, sliding my arms out, one in front of the other, fighting my way up to the surface. But the ocean claws at me harder this time, pulling me to its depths.

			There was no one who said nice things about my mother. My father was dead moments after her.

			Another jolt of the water, shifting directions, waves crashing together. It flips me around, upside down.

			I should have retrieved her. I should have said nice things about her.

			I don’t know where I am. The abyss is deeper. I’m not sure which way the surface is.

			I should have grieved her in secret at least. But I didn’t even do that.

			The world is dark. Maybe there is no way to the surface again. Maybe I’ve sunk too far.

			Instead I buried her memory like these waves are burying me.

			The water is heavy. I thrash around foolishly, kicking in every direction.

			It shoves me farther into my mother’s grave.

			Something ropes around my waist. I’m rising through the water, swimming in a drift of white hair. The sun overhead brightens as the surface gets closer. My face breaks through and it feels like escaping death. The embrace holding on to me releases. Caelus? I look for him, searching every direction. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe my mother’s ghost really does live here. But I spot him swimming away, gliding on the water toward the shore. He moves through the water like a Saltblood.

			You are Saltblood, Axira. Act like one! Or die out here.

			I inhale, deep. My mind races. But I plunge back into the water, ducking under a big wave. I know the wave patterns. I know how to dive diagonally through the surf. I swim harder than I ever have. I swim like Serafina is waiting for me on that shore. My parents are gone, but she is still here. I am still here.

			My determination carries me until my arms ache. The shore is closer. But I stop to catch my breath and let the current pull me. Then, I dive again, swimming in short bursts, holding on to as much energy as I can, stopping to rest when I must. I tread and float and swim. The shore is a beacon on the horizon. Everything hurts.

			When I’m close, I spot Rhythe already on the beach. Caelus is lugging himself from the shallow waves. I stretch my arms and push my body, squeezing out every bit of energy I have left until my lungs feel like they might burst, until my muscles scream in pain, until I can hear Serafina’s laughter ricocheting around in my head.

			My feet hit the rocky sand. I claw my way up onto the shore and collapse.
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			Ilie with my face smashed against the wet sand until I can breathe normally again. The sounds on the shore blare in my ears and my chest is still burning from being starved of air. My skin stings with cuts and scrapes from brushing debris.

			I blink the world back into focus. Dorian and Mae are on the shore, sitting close. She is crying into her arms. Crying without anyone to stop her. I can’t resist staring. I consider going over. But Dorian runs a bare hand along her back like he’s forgotten he’s lowborn—or decided it doesn’t matter. It’s as if in the hush of the terror we just survived, they are drawn together by something stronger than sense. I have to tear my eyes away from them to look for Caelus.

			I try to lift myself up on achy limbs for a better view. There are others collapsed on the ground, breathing shallowly, battered—several are bleeding. Rhythe is farther back on the dry sand, watching the sea alone. I don’t see Lira or Talia, Orrick or Ivy. Finn is lugging himself out of the ocean with heaving breaths. Then he pulls himself up onto his feet and looks out at the sea. For Ronan, I imagine.

			I finally spot Caelus. My heart skips a beat.

			I can still feel his arm around me. He is gathering bunches of seaweed, tying it together, and roping it over his shoulder. The gel inside it is good for wounds. I dust my hands and sit up. I don’t know how he saw me get sucked under, unless he was watching me after I jumped…He’s a strong swimmer for a Skyborn. He walks toward me, and I realize I am staring. I look away, back to Dorian and Mae, wondering if they are still touching. He is beside her now with a narrow space between them. But Mae has stopped crying, and I can’t help but wonder if his touch helped.

			Seaweed falls on the ground in front of me. “Are you alright?” Caelus asks.

			I nod, unable to find words for everything I am feeling right now.

			“Get your cuts cleaned up as soon as you can,” he says, gazing over his shoulder to where a transport with Mercyenforcers is waiting to take us back to the palace.

			“Are you alright?” I ask. “How’d you learn to swim like that?”

			“Not here.” Caelus walks away, and I notice Rhythe staring at me curiously. I lower my gaze and crouch, splitting the seaweed open and smearing its gel over the slices of red all over my feet. The sting dulls. My muscles still ache as I stare out at the sea, at the cost of freedom.

			The Benevolent intends to kill us. He must.

			We’re competing to be soldiers, not citizens. Would there even be a tournament if food was in plenty supply? If medicine was easy to come by? Would love be enough to get tournament participants? For Mae it seems to be. She jumped off that cliff, and if Dorian hadn’t been there to save her, she wouldn’t have made it to this shore.

			She trusts the Benevolent. They all do.

			I did too, until I stopped taking Heartfillers and had to watch Serafina and Nichol nearly starve without any distraction glowing in my chest.

			We’re disposable to the Benevolent.

			The world blurs, sharp and red at the edges. What does he get out of this? Why give us Heartfillers?

			My heart thuds so hard it feels like my ribs will burst. Like the anger I feel is hot and alive inside me. It feels good. It feels real and true and human.

			Saltbloods have an advantage, but as I skim the beach for survivors, I realize only a handful have made it back. Many are in the distance, still swimming toward the shore. My palm moves to my chest, a reflex to the worry rising up in me. Not my problem. Not my concern. I should not care. But I curl my fingers into a fist and feel that anger again, clinging to it before I join Finn.

			“Do you see him?” I ask, hoping Ronan makes it. His Serafina is counting on him.

			The big guy doesn’t look at me. “He was trying to pull someone else with him. I don’t see either of them.” Finn’s jaw hardens. “I told little Teddy, I promised—”

			“No,” I say. “Don’t let your mind go there. Not yet.”

			He meets my eyes, his narrowed in suspicion.

			“I have someone I’m doing this for too,” I tell him, and his sharp edges soften as he nods solemnly. Finn and I stand there until more survivors have joined us on the beach. None of them are Ronan.

			A throng of Grainfolk emerge from the waves, strung together—seaweed lashed across their torsos, knotted with torn sleeves of their tunics. A makeshift lifeline. Clever. Jace—the Stonebound the Mercyenforcers questioned after the elimination—leads the group. He drags them one by one onto the sand. The last person tethered to him can’t stand, so he loops an arm under their shoulders and hauls them forward.

			The droves of people on the shore tending their wounds freeze in shock, staring at Jace as if he’s grown two heads. They can’t comprehend why he would help his competitors.

			I run over to help untie the bindings, freeing each person.

			“Is Finn alright?” Jace asks me.

			I nod. “But Ronan hasn’t shown yet. Have you seen him?”

			“Grainfolk fellow, lugging another with him?”

			“Yes.”

			“I swam past him,” Jace says, still out of breath. He gazes back out to sea, before running to help a Stonebound who washes up like a boulder on the shore.

			“And you’re sure you haven’t seen him since then?” I ask, following.

			“I’m sure.” He lugs the gasping man from the waves.

			The knot in my chest deepens as I help the other Stonebound crawling to shore. I pull them from the water, rolling them onto their backs and pressing on their chests until they cough up water, trying to remind myself that I am not here to make friends.

			Every reflex to stand aside and not care feels foreign. The way Jace is helping the others, showing concern, he must feel the same way. I wonder if he stopped using Heartfillers a long time ago too. But he rushes past me to help another before I can whisper the question.

			Mercyenforcers shove past us suddenly, marching over to break up two Stonebound who have frantically wrapped their arms around one another, kissing one another on the face. Not like a first touch. Like two people who know each other well. As they’re dragged away, they’re assaulted with questions about when they met and how.

			“I’m surprised so many of you made it,” I tell the Stonebound whose arm is hooked around my neck as I drag them to shore. Living so far from the sea, learning to swim wouldn’t have been impossible, but it also couldn’t have been easy. I set them down and count all Stonebound with one hand. Much less than before.

			When I turn back toward the waves, Talia has washed up. She pushes up on her elbows, dazed. When Jace offers her a hand, she glares at it. His hand lingers patiently until she takes it, pulling herself up.

			I rejoin Finn, who is still at the water’s edge with his arms crossed tight.

			More Saltbloods make it back, crawling toward Rhythe before collapsing on the sand. He doesn’t move to meet them. Doesn’t even look. Some alliance. Ronan is still not here. But Kade made it, stomping up the shore alone, not offering a hand or accepting one. Ivy follows soon after, climbing out of the waves like the sea wraith she is. Just behind her is Lira. A long stretch of time passes and no one else emerges from the ocean.

			The later it gets, the quieter the people on the shore get.

			After a while I realize, that’s it.

			No one else is coming.

			Caelus and I meet eyes across the beach as he wrings out his shirt before putting it back on. The glimpse of his bare skin catches me off guard, a warm pull low in my stomach. I force my gaze to his face. His stare is haunted with exhaustion, his complexion drained of color, blending with his hair.

			One down, I mouth, two to go.

			We did it. We are one trial closer.

			I should be thrilled, but I feel sick.

			When the sun begins its descent, we’re summoned to get back into the transports. It took a caravan of six to get us here. Two are returning completely empty.

			“Finn, I think we have to go now,” I tell him.

			He doesn’t move.

			Ronan didn’t deserve this.

			He, like Mae, should have made it. The words twist my insides. People are dying. This isn’t a game with more than two winners.

			“Finn, I’m sorry.”

			“I told her that if I won this, I would find a way to bring her here,” he says.

			Her. Her who? But he goes on, and I recognize that look in his eye, the way Dorian looked at me before the tournament. Finn has someone back home.

			“I promised that whatever happened, it would never replace how special she is to me.” He chuckles darkly, eyes to the sea. “I’m talking like a dead man.”

			I glance over my shoulder. Mercyenforcers are gaining on us. They’d get rid of him if they knew he plans to sneak a lowborn into Skyhaven if he wins.

			“Ronan knew. He understood. He told me if he got sent home and I stayed, he’d make sure she knew no one had replaced her. That I am just playing the game and would send for her soon. She’s taking care of Teddy.” He turns to face me. “Don’t you see? He can’t be dead. He wouldn’t give up on Teddy.”

			I blink away the forbidden sting in my eyes.

			“He is out there, somewhere. I have to just wait for him.”

			My throat is thick as I think of Serafina, how memories of her pulled me through those waves. Guards reach us.

			“We’re leaving.” They grab him.

			“I’m not leaving him,” Finn roars.

			A stinger hits Finn in the neck, and the big guy falls to his knees, seizing.

			“Wait,” I gasp. “He just needs another minute. Please—”

			The Mercyenforcer’s head cocks. “What did you say?” His gaze drops to my hand, and I cover my heart with my palm, stepping back. Skyborn are self-controlled, I recall Syra’s warning. Not overcome with emotion.

			“Nothing, I said nothing.” I stare at the ground.

			Caelus moves behind me, coming from nowhere. “Get to the transport, Axira,” he says under his breath, calm, but there is rage in his eyes.

			Mercyenforcers pull Finn up. He resists, trying to shove them off of him.

			“Keep it up, grainrat, and I’ll disqualify you.” The Mercyenforcer threat doesn’t stop Finn’s fighting.

			“Axira.” Caelus lingers, waiting for me, risking us being seen together. Trying to protect our plan and protect me.

			But there is something final about leaving this beach that pins my feet to the sand.

			Ronan’s dead.

			A dull, pressing throb aches in the center of my chest. Ronan and I only exchanged a handful of words. But I can still hear the way he said his brother’s name. I can still see the way he looked when he talked about his brother’s smile. His expression when I insisted I didn’t like him. I steady myself, legs trembling beneath me, and it confuses me. I don’t understand this feeling. I shouldn’t care like this. And yet—my body is grieving before my mind can catch up.

			Most of the others moving toward the transports glance at Finn with disinterest, well practiced at indifference. Too freshly weaned from Heartfillers. But Mae curls into herself, overcome with emotion like a dam that’s been violently broken. Dorian’s hands find her face like a moth drawn to a flame. I can’t tell if it helps, because she cries harder.

			Ronan is in the depths of the sea.

			Despite how much he needed to win.

			That could have been me if I wasn’t a strong swimmer.

			That could be me, next trial.

			“Axira,” Caelus calls. “You can’t help anyone if they disqualify you. Come, now.”

			When Caelus calls me again, I turn my back on Finn, who is now resisting the five Mercyenforcers trying to wrangle him into submission. The last thing I remember hearing are his ear-splitting sobs.
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			We are taken from the shore straight to the arena.

			The once-empty space with only a stage has been transformed into an outdoor garden. Above, the night sky is nearly black, speckled with stars. But only our footsteps can be heard. No one speaks.

			Dim lights illuminate the center arena floor, cloaking the area outside the spotlight in shadow. On the edge of the darkened perimeter are tents for sleeping. I squint into the darkness to the audience seats where Skyborns watched the opening address, but I can’t make out anyone in the darkness. I find it hard to believe we are really here alone, free of Mercyenforcers.

			I search for a tent to claim, winding through the arena floor, which is sectioned by tall hedges, brimming with robust flowers, creating alcoves and private hideaways. Carved stone benches are scattered in and around greenery. At the center of everything is a pool of hot water, sunken into the earth, rimmed with giant smooth boulders. The surface of the water gently laps against the rocks. Mist rises from it in soft clouds, wrapping the area in a pink haze. The air smells faintly of flowers, with the earthy scent of damp stone.

			It’s all supposed to be enticing, I guess, but every dainty detail reeks of the cost to stay here. Ronan is dead. And so many others I never met. This doesn’t end here. More will die. Somehow knowing it and seeing it aren’t the same thing. If people were hungry to win before, now they will be desperate.

			When we step inside fully, the gate is locked behind us. A firepit crackling with warmth is swarmed with people. Several of the others dig through their things for the extra Heartfiller the Benevolent gave us at the opening address, shoving it into their chests with moaning exhales, coping with the nightmare of the last several hours.

			But I want to feel the chaos inside me. I want to hold on to what’s real.

			I’m heading in the direction of the tents to get away from everyone when I notice the eating area full of food—bright fruits, steaming dishes, and delicate pastries. Candles flicker softly, casting shadows that dance across the tables, too surreal to be real. My body is so tired, but when I spot water, I go straight to it. Talia is there nursing a gash larger than the bruise on her face. Lira is rebraiding her tightly coiled ponytail. I fill a cup.

			“Get that cut taken care of,” Lira says to Talia, trying to make a selection of cured meats. “Seaweed is what we use in my district.”

			“Alright, I will.” Talia rolls her shoulders back. “The other advice you gave me helped. Thanks. Did Rhythe say anything yet about the next one?”

			My ears perk up. Lira glances at me, then Talia, her eyes flaring in warning. The alliance. Lira’s Saltblood. She’s in on it, I assume. But Talia is Stonebound. Rhythe must not want her sharing advice he’s told her. What kind of advice could he have?

			“The next trial?” I ask.

			Lira goes stiff. Talia swallows, hurriedly putting food on her plate. They wander off together. I look for Rhythe. I haven’t confirmed with him that I want to be part of his alliance. He didn’t seem exactly helpful on the beach. But if he knows anything that could give me an edge on the next trials, I’ll take it.

			Caelus marches over to the table and grabs a plate. “Eat,” he says under his breath. “You’ll need your strength.” I turn my back to make sure no one sees him talking to me and grab a few small bites.

			I see Ronan in my head. Then, Finn. Then, Serafina.

			“I didn’t expect it to be like this,” I say quietly. “I didn’t…”

			“You didn’t expect what?”

			“Nothing. Never mind.”

			“Axira, you’re not okay.” The way he says my name strikes me like a hot iron, slicing my resolve in two.

			“I need you to be okay,” he says. “I want—”

			I press my back against his, desperate to feel something sturdy, something within this chaos that I trust, and he doesn’t move away. His heart drums in his chest. My pulse slows. I trust him. Not because he’s told me everything. I still don’t understand how we’re going to steal the magic. But I know he’s scheming with me. And that means something.

			“You swim like a fish,” he says against my ear, and I can hear the smile between his words.

			“I almost drowned,” I say.

			“I never doubted for a second.” He hasn’t moved, still firm against me, and for a moment…a blink of a second…I let myself imagine what it would be like in this tournament with someone, like Mae and Dorian.

			I recall Lucent telling me Caelus likes to fish. How together they’d visit Dockers Row. “How’d you learn to swim so well?”

			“My mother and I used to swim a lot. I stopped after she…” He stiffens. “After she drowned. I took up fishing after that. Missed the ocean.”

			“That’s terrible. I—” I don’t know what to say. I knew that the Benevolent’s late wife died. But I didn’t realize it was by drowning. It feels especially morbid to then force contestants off a cliff, drowning dozens of them. My anger is kindled again.

			“Why does he make the trials like this?” I ask.

			“He has to.”

			“What do you mean has to?”

			Caelus sighs. “The more people sacrifice to chase the prize he’s promised, the more they will sacrifice to win it. He puts us in impossible situations, testing not only our love for each other, but our regard for anyone. As you saw, most do nothing. Nothing at all. They put their heads down and focus on winning. The closer they get to winning, the less chance they’ll walk away or stand up for anything decent. Think about it—if they walk away from the tournament empty-handed after watching people die and doing nothing, how do they live with that?”

			The woman who used to work for Miss Omon comes to mind. She returned to the Saltblood district after losing the last tournament and eventually overdosed on Heartfillers. I’d assumed it was because she lost the tournament.

			“It’s the game he plays,” Caelus says.

			“Why? If he wants us dead, why give us Heartfillers? Why even send rations?”

			“He doesn’t want you dead, he wants you—” Caelus rips us apart suddenly as others join the table, piling food onto their plates. “Desperate,” he whispers before leaving me there.

			I don’t move, watching the contestants wandering around, chests glowing. The stress of the last several hours has melted away despite how our numbers have shrunk. There are less than two dozen people here. I counted twenty or so. Down from nearly a hundred.

			My fingers graze my chest, and I watch the others dipping in the hot pool and lounging around the fire. Finn was forced into a transport and brought to the arena. But he hasn’t moved. He still stands with the locked gate at his back. The lacerations from the Mercyenforcers dragging him from the shore have left burns all over his skin.

			When he peels himself off the gate, heads swivel his way. A few mouths go slack. One girl’s hand stills mid-bite. “So everyone is going to act like this is okay?” he asks loudly.

			People quiet.

			“No one cares that Ronan’s—” he goes on.

			“That’s the test, Finn,” Kade says.

			“That wasn’t a test. It was a death mission.” He paces.

			“What did you expect? A nice dinner, some kissing?” Kade stabs the meat on his plate and shoves it in his mouth.

			Several drugged contestants giggle.

			“What happened to Ronan is upsetting, Finn,” Mae says.

			“I agree,” I say, and Caelus gives me a warning look to keep what he’s shared private.

			Mae turns to the others. “Most of us will be in Ronan’s shoes eventually.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Talia says.

			“Now I have to win,” Finn says. “Get in my way and I’ll disqualify you myself.” He storms off and disappears into a tent.

			“Well, he’s not going to win alone in there,” someone mutters, and several laugh.

			The rest have moved on. They’ve forgotten about Ronan. The Ronan who was here fighting for his brother, which everyone found noble and couldn’t stop whispering about. I expected the trials to be brutal. But I expected among the lowborn that a life, anyone’s life, would matter more. I rock back and forth, pacing, trying to settle my mind on why I’m here and what I have to do: Pick someone to betray, steal magic, and make it to the end. But as I race through options in my head, they’re drowned with memories from my own swim. Memories of seeing my mother’s body plummet off the edge of that cliff again and again.

			“I thought you’d be a faster swimmer,” a low voice behind me says. It’s Rhythe.

			“No one asked you what you thought,” I snap.

			“You didn’t gather with the other Saltbloods,” he says, only loud enough so that I hear.

			“I haven’t made up my mind. Your help wasn’t very inspiring on the beach.” In truth, something about him unsettles me. But an alliance could be smart, especially if he knows things about what’s coming.

			“What are you saying?”

			I cross my arms. “I’m not sure you offer much.”

			His chin lifts in challenge, and with a flicker of mirth. It unsteadies me. “I briefed them on the current the minute I saw it. You’d know that if you gathered with us.”

			“It looked like you couldn’t care less if they made it to shore or drowned.” His eyes narrow, but he shifts closer to me. I step back. “I assumed you’d be in,” he says. “Axira Merreri.”

			My name. “Do we know each other? Have we met?” Maybe I’ve forgotten.

			He shakes his head. “No. Your reputation precedes you.” He knows I’m a smuggler.

			“Are you in…trade too?”

			He doesn’t respond for a beat. “Are you with us or not?”

			He avoided my question. “My trust is not given. It’s earned. Tell me what you know about the remaining trials.”

			His cold eyes study mine. But again, there is something simmering underneath. “Second trial will be in Grainfolk district.”

			“How do you know that?”

			His jaw works. “The first trial was in the Saltblood district, at the sea. I reason they will shift advantages each trial to spread them among us. Stonebound district makes the most sense for the third trial—Trial of Strength—because of the steep ranges. Are you in?” His attention feels like a stone sinking in my gut. There is something calculating about him, not warm, not helpful, but chilling and determined. I don’t trust it.

			“What would an alliance with you mean, exactly?”

			“It means I help you with what I know. And in exchange you stop talking to him.” He tosses his gaze to the prince. Then, he narrows the distance between us and the hair on my skin stands.

			Something feral stirs in me, but a reply sticks in my throat.

			“And ask that Grainfolk friend of yours about the lay of their land,” he adds. “Bring it to the meeting.”

			“What meeting? When?”

			But he walks away, and I realize my fists are clenched. He’s not a giver, he’s a taker. Probably a petty thief. Smuggling takes a certain charm, of which he has none.

			The masses have settled. Several gossip under their breaths about Finn disappearing. Others stand in groups awkwardly. A few linger alone.

			“We can’t let Finn ruin it for the rest of us,” Jace speaks up, running a hand over his slick bald head. I don’t know much about Jace other than that he was willing to help the other contestants, but I wonder what the Mercyenforcers wanted with him the other day. They searched Rhythe then too.

			“He’s right.” Talia tucks a strand of blond hair behind her ear. Since he’s helped her up on the shore, I’ve seen them talk a little. A glance here or there, a passing comment.

			“This is a competition,” he says, walking over to Talia. “Eat with me. I want to hear about your village. And what kind of life you’d like to have as a Skyborn.”

			Every eye in the place is on them.

			She twirls her hair around her finger and Jace reacts, smiling. His smile makes Talia smile.

			“You’re nice. But, no, I want to talk to him.” She points across the room at Caelus, who is sliding bread into his mouth. Some people glance in my direction. But Caelus takes another bite, ignoring them.

			“You don’t want a prince,” Jace says. “They’re more trouble than they’re worth. Besides, you’re going to need to meet all of us, to make sure you get your best match, right?”

			Talia’s mouth curves into a sly smirk. “Mmm, yes, you make a good point.” She follows him to a small bench shrouded in a hedge of roses. They sit close, bare arms touching.

			The arena erupts with chatter, others pairing off, retreating to secluded corners of the arena. Mae still sits alone, tending her wounds. I look for Dorian but see Orrick, Stick Boy, hovering behind Lira, as if he’s trying to work up the courage to interrupt her conversation, suggesting he is here to win too. Maybe the first trial shook some urgency into him. It shook some urgency into us all.

			If being in love can actually make you stronger, there should be urgency.

			But I don’t believe anything the Benevolent says.

			Several who pair off walk together but noticeably apart. Others are more daring, touching fingers immediately. One couple is even holding hands already.

			“The clock is ticking.” Ivy, Wraith Girl, sneaks up behind me, refilling her glass. She lingers like she wants to say more, and I notice her salt-drenched skin. Saltblood skin.

			“Ticking until what?” I ask.

			Her eyes are so pale they look silver. She slinks off to sit by Rhythe, who hasn’t moved from the fire. She hugs her knees, sitting closer to him than I think he likes. But when he glances over at her, he doesn’t get up or move away.

			“Axira?” It’s Kade, his chest glowing faintly. “Could we talk?”

			Veteran Kade isn’t here for love. There’s no way. But I still need to pick someone. I can at least start with a conversation.

			“Sure,” I say.

			“I found these cards in the basket.” He pulls the deck from behind his back. He’s more awkward than I expected. He tosses his blond bangs backward, and a tattoo of the Benevolent’s face flexes on his arm. “I guess we are supposed to ask the questions on them to get to know each other.”

			“Alright.” I knot my fingers, following him to a small table flickering with candlelight. On the table are two small glass bottles of Scents like the ones in my room. Authorized Scent No. 6—Allure. Authorized Scent No. 3—Calm. Kade grabs the calm one and sprays it on himself. His lashes bat quickly, his eyes squinting like just before a violent sneeze.

			“I’ve already ruined my chances with you probably,” he says. “I’m sure you don’t want to deal with horrific allergies for the rest of your life.”

			I smile tightly.

			“That was supposed to be a joke.” He clears his throat, the pupils of his irises dilating. He exhales audibly, sinking back into his seat, and I realize the spray is already taking effect. He throws an elbow over the back of his chair, much more relaxed.

			I grab one of the cards. It’s about kissing. I discard it immediately. The next one has questions about our family. Next. This one is about if we could do any kind of work on the island, anything in the world, what would it be? No. Too personal. I shuffle them and grab a random one, hoping for something that isn’t too embarrassing to share. But this card wants us to tell each other about the last time we wanted to cry and why. Absolutely not. Nope, no, not at all.

			I put the stack down and rack my brain for a question instead. But the more I stare at him, the only thing I want to know is why he would come here. What is he after?

			“You were a Mercyenforcer, right?” I ask.

			He shifts in his seat, the gleam in his eye gone. “I was.”

			“What made you enter the tournament?”

			“To find love, Axira. Isn’t that why we’re all here?”

			“How new are you at this love thing? I’ve heard stories about the things Mercyenforcers get away with,” I say. Half my Heartfiller clients were Mercyenforcers.

			His mouth pulls up at one side. “Enough to know why it’s worth being here.” But Kade’s not talking about love. I haven’t seen him even try to bond with or touch anyone. I bet he is talking about citizenship. Sly, this one.

			He leans across the table now, his confident smirk back. “You’ve never slipped off your gloves and held someone’s hand at a parlor?”

			“Never.”

			The rules are the rules, but in every lowborn district there are touch parlors, back alleys, dark corridors, and places in the thickest trees on the island where no one can hear anything for people who would break the rules, not caring if they live or die. I didn’t have that privilege.

			Kade’s fingers walk across the table toward mine. I shove my hands into my lap. The more time I spend with him, the less I like him. Maybe that makes him a good choice. Talia and Jace are still talking a few seats down, holding cards as well. But now, her hands rest on his shoulders. He laughs at something she says. Their time is far more interesting than ours. Kade hasn’t made me laugh once.

			Caelus has moved to the firepit, sitting by himself, fending off contestants who keep stopping by to talk with him. He is polite, smiling at them, but they don’t stay long. Jace and Talia catch my eye again. His hand slips behind her neck. His thumb grazes her jaw, then traces her mouth. Heat flushes up my neck.

			“Axira?” Kade says.

			“Sorry, did you say something?”

			“I asked what you are looking for in a mate.”

			“Uh.” I glare at the fragrance bottles again, considering spraying myself. But no, I need to keep my wits about me. “I need it to make sense.” That’s a real answer.

			“Make sense how?”

			“I shouldn’t have said that. I meant, er, uhm…” My parents come to mind. I shove the thoughts away, and they’re quickly replaced by thoughts of Caelus. I blink hard.

			“Are you alright?” Kade asks.

			“I’m fine. I just, uhm, hate blond hair. This isn’t going to work.” I get up. Kade’s brow furrows. His gaze sticks to me as I walk away. That was awful. Just awful. I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I don’t trust Kade. He and I definitely don’t have any connection. I couldn’t fake it if I wanted to.

			Ivy is still near Rhythe, actually talking now. Well, she’s talking to him while he looks in an entirely different direction. Orrick has given up trying to talk with Lira. Instead he’s tied all the licorice together on the table and is feeding it into his mouth like a long rope. I consider him for a second. I honestly do. But no. That’s a definite no too.

			Caelus hasn’t moved from the fire. Our cut-short conversation from earlier taps at my brain like an ice pick. I join him, trusting that everyone is sufficiently tied up enough so that they won’t notice us chatting. I sit down beside him, facing the opposite direction.

			“You’re going to sit here all night, turning people away?” I ask.

			“Did you have enough seaweed for your wounds?” He doesn’t look at me.

			“I did.” I watch the line of his jaw instead of the flames.

			“Good. And yes, I think I might. The fire is nice.”

			“Is the plan for only me to make it to the end, then?”

			“You’re the thief.” He says it with a half-smile.

			“Smuggler.” I lean closer. “So then what is your plan?”

			His hands flex in his lap. “I’m not sure, Axira. I’m hoping to find a way out of here, I guess. I’m hoping my father changes his mind.”

			“That’s a terrible plan.”

			“Yeah. It is.” He rises and leaves me there. And I’m not much more hopeful than him.

			Dorian passes by, and I wave him over. Mae is lying on a blanket, staring up at the stars alone. “Go talk to Mae,” I say.

			“Mae?” Dorian asks.

			“Yes. She’s a good choice.”

			He bristles. “I’ll make my own choice.”

			“Dorian, don’t be dense. You’re a romantic—”

			“I’m not a—”

			“Shut up. And so is Mae. I bet you’d make the perfect match.”

			His eyes narrow. “Why are you helping me?”

			I don’t know, maybe I need to feel like I’m good at something today. After almost drowning and then failing at the one connection I tried to make. But I keep all my doom and gloom to myself, and say, “Who says I’m helping you? Maybe I’m helping her.”

			He shoves his hands in his pockets in thought before he walks over to Mae. She pats the spot beside her, and he lies down with her, keeping a bit of space between them, watching the stars. I envy how simple it seems for them. They fit. They just do. It’s clear. And even if I’m only pretending with someone, I’m realizing there needs to be something there for that to even work.

			This is hard. Why is this so hard?

			The fire has almost burned out when people begin to slink off to bed. Caelus has come by twice to encourage me to get as much sleep as I can. But I can’t. I’m too disturbed by the day and what could be coming next. If that was the first trial, I can’t imagine how horrible the others will be, and if Rhythe is right, what advantage will I have in Grainfolk? I should talk to Mae, but now she’s enraptured in conversation with Dorian.

			Caelus has long gone to bed when Rhythe locks eyes with me across the pit glowing with embers. Ivy is still beside him, and it occurs to me that she is comfortable next to him, like they know each other. Or like she wants to know him. He stands, and Ivy tucks her knees tighter to her chin, watching him walk around the pit to me.

			“Strategy meeting in that tent.” He points. “Ten minutes.” He turns to go.

			He acts more Skyborn than the prince. But I know very little about the Grainfolk district. His help might be my only advantage in the next trial. After debating whether getting more entrenched with someone I can’t get a good read on is wise, I finally get up to find his tent.

			When I arrive, Lira is there with a couple of other Saltbloods I don’t know and Talia, a Stonebound. Shouldn’t Dorian be here? And Ivy?

			“I thought it was only Saltblood,” I say.

			Talia sneers.

			“Talia is fine,” Lira says. “I trust her more than you.”

			“What is this?” I say. “Because it isn’t what Rhythe made it sound like.” I look at him, waiting for a response.

			“Not all of them are convinced they need us yet,” he says. “Sit.”

			I stay standing. The others do as he asked.

			“I told you including her was a mistake,” Lira says.

			“You don’t even know me,” I snap.

			“Everyone in Saltblood knows of you,” she says.

			“You don’t know me, like I said.”

			“Enough,” Rhythe says. “Axira is more Saltblood than your entire family, Lira.”

			She scowls.

			“Axira stays,” he goes on, and I wonder why he is so pressed to have me in his alliance. “First trial is done. It was the easiest. Next will be in Grainfolk. Been digging for information about the district. Do you have anything?”

			I blink, realizing he’s talking to me. “No.” I haven’t exploited my friend’s trust to help people who I don’t even know.

			“Do it soon. Who has made a match?”

			“I like Jace,” Talia says. “I think I’m going to try him out.”

			Rhythe nods. “It’s smart to try a few people to see who you have the best connection with. Leave him out to dry tomorrow, see how bad he wants you. Make him desperate.”

			Talia agrees.

			“And you?” he asks Lira.

			“I’m hoping I can pry Finn out of his rut,” she says. “He wants to win, badly. It would be smart to partner with him. I can ditch him at the last minute.”

			“What are we doing here?” I ask, not understanding. I assumed we’d be planning to have each other’s backs until we can’t anymore, but it’s obvious there is something deeper going on here.

			“We’re making it to the Ascension Ceremony,” Rhythe says. “Whatever it takes.”

			“And then what?”

			“Then we rob the Benevolent blind.”

			He wants me for my smuggling skills…that’s why he’s after me. My hands ball into fists as I slowly release a breath, keeping my mask in place.

			“That Dorian guy is a threat,” Rhythe continues. “He’s already made a strong match, I suspect. He is best positioned to win this tournament so far. During the second trial, we are going to get rid of him.”
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			Ilay awake in a tent all night, thinking about Rhythe planning to get rid of Dorian during the second trial. I tossed and turned, irritated by the injustice of the two people here for real reasons being plotted against.

			At daybreak, I drag myself, foggy-brained, out of my tent to the table, which has been replenished with food. Mae and Dorian are already awake, seated together, nibbling off of the same plate. Grainfolk are scattered, not like they were on the beach, organized and in a unit. They’re mixing with others, the lines blurring between districts.

			Talia and Jace emerge from the same tent, and for some reason it makes my face heat. Their arms are wound around one another, and every few steps they stop and press their mouths together longer than seems needed for a kiss. Finn is eating alone. Orrick is eating too, but I’m not sure if the things on his plate are actually food. Several others are having hushed conversations. Some in groups, others in pairs.

			Everyone is talking about the second trial, wondering how much time we have to prepare.

			People are choosing their partner-interests over their district. Where does that leave me? I’m no closer to picking someone to betray. The minute Caelus and I get what we came for, that person will be dead. How do I choose who is worth living or dying? Choosing who is worthy enough to live makes me no different than the Benevolent.

			This impossible choice will require choosing which regret to carry. And it feels like trying to draw a line in a world that’s erased them all.

			I don’t see Caelus anywhere. I join the line, behind Kade. He doesn’t acknowledge me, and I couldn’t care less. He’s preoccupied making eyes at Lira, who is fishing out sweet breads from the pile.

			“But what kinds of hot seasons are your favorite?” he asks her. “Because the summer months have all those bugs everywhere that get stuck in your clothes. They’re kind of a pain.”

			“You think so?” There is mirth in Lira’s tone. A distinct difference from her mannerisms in the tent last night. She’s playing with Kade, stoking his interest so that she has a backup plan to Finn, I bet. But Kade isn’t being honest about why he is here, either. They deserve each other.

			“I don’t mind the ones in summer,” she says, licking honey from her fingers. “They have little spots on their back and fly. It’s so cute.”

			“I know you said you hate the cold but have you ever been to Sundew Hill in winter? There are these tiny bugs that come out at night and light up.”

			Lira looks up from the table of treats at Kade for the first time. “They light up? Really?”

			“Yep. We could go there sometime once we win this thing.”

			“You’re very forward this morning, Kade. Things not working out with you and Axira? I saw you two talking.”

			I accidentally knock over a pile of glazed rolls, contorting my body to see her face.

			Kade scoffs. “I’m keeping my options open until I find the right one.” Him behaving as if I didn’t end our conversation shouldn’t bother me, but it does.

			I turn to face him. “Kade, I think Lira was enjoying the Grainfolk she was talking to yesterday.” I don’t know if Finn is responsive to her advances, or if Orrick has seriously gotten her attention, but I revel in the irritation setting in Kade’s jaw. “And she has someone else interested from what I saw. You might be out of luck. Again.” It’s petty and childish. But I’d do anything to wipe that smug grin off his face. He ignores me, fixing his attention on Lira.

			“I haven’t made any final choices of who my match is, just to be clear,” she says, holding her plate carefully in one hand.

			“It’s going to be me,” he says. “I’ll be waiting.”

			I dry gag. She leaves him there, glancing back at him before finding a seat. When she sits down, Orrick pops up behind her and slides into the seat across from her, grinning. A leaf falls from his hair.

			“Eww!” She hops up, and I feel bad for him.

			“Stay, please,” he asks. But she hurries off and sits beside Talia, who’s waiting for Jace to return with a plate for them to share. I look for Rhythe, expecting to find him watching his little plan unfold nicely. But he is sharpening something by his tent, with Ivy a few paces away from him. They are far enough apart that I can’t tell if they are talking. But Ivy wasn’t in his little alliance meeting. She’s either clinging awkwardly to him or Rhythe is using her to look like he’s here for the right reasons.

			Where is Caelus?

			As if he can hear my thoughts, he emerges from his tent like a moonlit tide, calm only on the surface. He must be frantic knowing there is no real way out of here for him without a match. But he doesn’t exactly seem to be making much of an effort to pair with someone. I hover at the food table to wait for him, taking my time to find the precise piece of fruit I want.

			When he’s in earshot, I whisper, “I met with Rhythe’s alliance last night.”

			The line along Caelus’s jaw clenches.

			“What do you know about him?” I ask.

			“He’s trouble.”

			What kind of trouble? I’m about to ask, grabbing an orange. But when I turn around Rhythe is there, standing between us, brows drawn tight. My heart stops.

			“Axira,” he says, holding a bowl of oats. “You look hungry.” He offers it to me, and I shift, discomfort prickling through every inch of me. Our hands fumble as I take the hot dish I do not want from him.

			Caelus watches the strange exchange, the crease between his eyes deepening, drawing conclusions that aren’t there. Wait, I want to say, but Caelus crosses the arena to sit by himself.

			When he is gone, Rhythe glares at me. “I told you—”

			“Back off, alright! I can handle myself.” I shove the bowl back into his hands. “We can help each other, but you don’t own me.”

			Tension tightens in his face like a thread tugged too tight in an old garment. His jaw hardens as he steps toward me, fuming. I step back, reaching for my bun, forgetting the blade is not there anymore. Caelus is paces away but stops when he notices the hostile exchange.

			Then, a siren blows as Mercyenforcers flood the arena.
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			People scatter in chaos, slipping on new linens and putting on our issued shoes before the Mercyenforcers line us up without explanation. It can’t be a second trial already, can it? The Benevolent said there would be an elimination before each trial. We’re due another one. But even that, already? Not even a full day after Ronan died.

			We’re split in half and led from the arena inside the steel palace to a room where tiny orbs of warm gold float like fireflies beneath a metal ceiling. There are flowers and cozy cushions. This place is masterfully arranged as if love might spark like flint to steel. A hazy pink fog hangs in the air, and it reminds me of the cloud that erupted above the bed they gave me the first night here.

			My pulse picks up.

			I don’t want my senses screwed with. I try to back out the door, but the others shove me forward and out of their way. So, I find the quickest seat I can get into. Tables for two are draped in deep purple and silver. Petals cover the floor. I’m frozen in the doorway, the smell of the room making my head feel fuzzy. Soft music plays from somewhere.

			“Bonding tables,” the Mercyenforcer says. “You’ll talk with each person in this room to have a chance to get to know each of them. Your goal is to get them to like you by using conversation cards.” He pulls them out, and I lean against the door frame, wishing I could disappear into it. Not these again. “When you hear the bell,” he goes on, “participants on the right side of the room will move to the seat on your right. This is not an elimination. But the next one is coming and doing well then starts here, now. You have five minutes. Go.”

			Flickering candles at the center of the tables cast halos of light as people fill in the chairs. Caelus moves from the rear, and I march over to his table and sit across from him. We need to talk, and this is our chance.

			A bell chimes.

			Caelus and I grab a conversation card so we at least look like we’re doing what we’re supposed to. “Rhythe is not a safe choice, Axira,” he says in a low voice. “Even to betray.”

			“I did not pick him. He just doesn’t want me talking with you. He says you’re not trustworthy. That’s why he reacted that way.”

			“Has he figured out that we’re together? Working together, I mean.” He tugs at his collar.

			“He hasn’t.”

			Caelus sits back in his seat. His blue eyes meet mine. Today they are deep and weathered like an old sea, holding on to storms long past and those on the horizon. I’m not sure if it’s the Scents infecting the air screwing with my senses, but the longer he looks at me the more I feel like I’m standing on the edge of something else, but he’s right there this time, daring me to jump, promising to catch me.

			“You believe me, don’t you?” I ask.

			He doesn’t respond.

			“Caelus, say something.” I pull at the threads on my dress.

			“Okay.”

			“Just okay?”

			“I believe you. I—I trust you, Axira.”

			A silence sits between us. A pregnant pause that holds the words we can’t say, the truth neither of us will admit aloud: how nice it feels to trust someone. He starts to exhale, but it draws his brows taut.

			“His interest in you doesn’t matter,” Caelus says. “Stay focused. I’d be shocked if he makes it much longer anyway.”

			“Why?” I ask.

			He glances around, then leans a little closer. “Rhythe’s mother blew the whistle on the rebellion,” he says. “She told the Mercyenforcers where the rebels were meeting in exchange for Rhythe’s life. My father spared their entire family. I doubt he will make friends easily among lowborn.”

			I remember the children digging their parents’ graves in the picture frames—a fate Rhythe narrowly escaped. He might hate the Benevolent—or be completely loyal. I tuck my hands under my thighs, feeling exposed and dirty all of a sudden for even speaking to him. Either way, Rhythe is trouble; Caelus is right.

			“Two minutes,” a guard shouts.

			I lean forward. “Rhythe’s alliance is after something. He says they’re planning to rob your father.”

			Caelus rubs the bridge of his nose. “Slow down. Start from the beginning.”

			I explain everything—how Rhythe approached me before the trials started. I tell him about the meeting and who all was there and how Dorian is now their target, which required explaining Dorian’s proposal to me and the awkwardness after. The light from the candles catches on the edge of Caelus’s cheekbones and light the curve of his temples. Tension pulses at his jaw, as if his mind has sunk into a dark calculus.

			“Did he hint at what they plan to steal?” he asks.

			“No. Do you think it’s what we’re after?”

			“No.” He leans back in his seat. His broad shoulders are wider or stronger than I remember. His white hair is silvery today, his long braid roped over his shoulder, dangling to his waist. Rogue flyaways soften the harsh angles of his face.

			“Can you tell me more about the magic?” I ask.

			He shifts. “I’ll tell you more when the time comes. Just trust me on that.”

			Why not now? I want to say, but our time is winding down and I have so many other questions.

			“Okay, well, whatever it is, how can you be so sure that’s not what Rhythe is after?” I ask.

			A Mercyenforcer passes closely, and Caelus says, “Go on, it’s your turn.” I look at the card I’d almost forgotten I was holding.

			Share a brutally honest confession 
that you’ve never told anyone.

			My heart knocks into my ribs.

			“You first.” I push the card back his way.

			When the Mercyenforcer is out of earshot, he says, “I am sure it is not the same thing we are after. No one knows it exists except my father and I. It’s somewhat of a family secret. Rhythe probably wants the treasure on display at the ceremony reception, gold, jewels, that sort of thing. That’s enough to make anyone rich beyond their wildest dreams.”

			My heart ticks.

			“About Dorian,” he goes on. “It’s obvious that he likes you. You should lean into it. Maybe Rhythe will back off if he pairs with you.”

			I laugh, a deep belly laugh. It feels foreign and yet desperately comforting.

			“I’m serious,” Caelus says. “He believes in all this, it seems. I could see him putting his whole heart into the tournament and making it to the end. You might actually be able to feel things for him.”

			“Wrap it up,” a Mercyenforcer shouts.

			“I’m going to make it to runner-up because I’m more cunning than anyone here,” I say. “Not because I love someone. Your time would be better spent figuring out how you are going to survive this.” The words slip out, and I wish I could call them back. I don’t mean them as cruel as they sound.

			He doesn’t speak. But I see a flicker, a pause that lasts a beat too long. His hand on the table curls into a loose fist before relaxing. He nods emptily. I’ve struck a wound.

			“We have to disrupt the alliance,” I say to change the subject to something actionable. Something we can fix.

			“We do,” he agrees. “I want Rhythe out of here. I don’t want anyone in our way.”

			“If we get rid of him, Talia and Lira are toothless.”

			He nods, pensive.

			“And about Dorian, he and Mae can make it to the end. They are the best match. We need to protect them, push them together, even. Because—” My lashes flutter. Why do I care what happens to him?

			“Are you feeling guilty for turning him down?” He eyes me curiously.

			“I don’t know what I’m feeling half the time. I just know that I like feeling things and I’m trying to trust it more. Dorian and Mae should win. Me and someone else just need to make it to the end to be at the Ascension Ceremony.”

			“Then you need to figure out who that someone else is soon.”

			“I will.” My skin prickles as if it’s suddenly too tight.

			“Today, Axira. You need time to get to know them, develop some kind of pretend bond, start practicing relying on each other. All of that in place before the second trial. Today, promise me.” Something in his gaze pleads with me, and it tugs the answer out of my mouth before I can even think.

			“Right, yes. Okay, I’ll pick someone today.” My throat goes dry, and I have to swallow twice.

			“Good.”

			“Excellent.”

			He folds his arms over his chest. “I feel better already about our plans.”

			“Me too,” I say. Then, to cover the sudden awkwardness between us, I ask, “What do you know about the second trial?”

			“It’s in Grainfolk,” he says. Another bell chimes, freeing us just before my heart beats out of my ribs.

			I scoot into a nearby seat and find myself across from Kade.

			“And we meet again,” he says. We sit in silence for the longest time. An infectious Scent looms in the air, fraying my senses. If I could get past his secrets, perhaps I could pick him. After all, I don’t care if he makes it out of here. But Kade seems interested in Lira. Very interested in Lira. So maybe I’d be wasting my time?

			After using most of our time in awkward silence, Kade grabs the card and reads it. It’s the same card Caelus and I had. “So, tell me your confession.”

			“I know you’re lying about why you’re here,” I say.

			He doesn’t move. He’s denying me any kind of reaction. Whatever he is hiding is locked in a vault.

			“And yours?” I ask.

			“I know why the Benevolent spared your life.”

			A chill slithers down my spine because his words ring like a threat. I convinced the Benevolent to let me compete. That’s why he spared me…Right? Kade’s lips curl wickedly, but the bell chimes. And I’m nudged out of my seat by Lira. But I can’t take my eyes off him. What does he know?

			Dorian is up next for me. He won’t stop talking about Mae, and it makes my heart squeeze. We don’t even make it to my confession, which is a relief. When the time nears an end, I tell him, “Dorian, you’re doing well with Mae. People will envy that. Watch your back.”

			He presses me to tell him more about myself, but the bell chimes and I’m face-to-face with Jace—Talia’s bedmate and the Stonebound who helped everyone on the beach after the first trial. His giant stature, his arms alone, make me squirm in my seat. He’d be intimidating if I didn’t know that inside he’s a jellyfish without the sting.

			“It looks like you’re taken already,” I say. “By Talia.”

			He smiles. “Just trying to embrace the experience.”

			“So you’re going to try to seriously connect with others?”

			“That’s the process. I’m going to try,” he says, but I don’t believe it for a second. He can’t even look me in the eye. He’s still pink in the cheeks at the mention of her name.

			“What’s your confession?” I ask him.

			“I don’t like this card game.” He slicks a hand along the back of his bald head. “And it shouldn’t be something I’ve told anyone else yet, right? I’m running out of secrets.” He ponders for a long while. After a beat he says, “I didn’t believe love was something I’d want to have when I came here. I just wanted to be a Skyborn.” He glances at the Mercyenforcers over his shoulder, keeping his voice low. “But Talia is making me think I was wrong.” He leans across the table, his expression softening. “Axira, I’m terrified she’ll find something better with someone else. I don’t have anything to offer her. Back in my village, my family is poorest of poor. I have six younger sisters. Our tenement has an entire section just for us.”

			His honesty rattles something loose in me. I don’t know what to do with it; it’s like holding something hot in my hands. I look for the door. Jace tries to smile but it falters at the edges. Then I remember the way he helped the others on the shore. When you grow up with six little people depending on you, you probably learn that stepping up to help out isn’t a choice.

			“I don’t know, Jace,” I say. “Maybe the things you wish you could offer her aren’t the things that really matter.”

			I recall Talia admitting that she is “trying Jace out” to Rhythe, and I can’t meet his eyes when he says, “Tell me your confession.”

			Do I tell him that Talia could be playing games with him? She emerged from his tent with him this morning and has been with him since. Maybe she really likes him, or maybe she’s good at pretending.

			I try to think of my own confession, a lie preferably. But so many truths race through my mind, and I’m filled with an urgent, reckless desire to release them. My head pounds and my heart skitters with the jitter of Scent-induced nerves. Be vulnerable. Rip the veil off. I squirm, trying to clear my thoughts, but the more I try to evade the pressure I feel to speak, the more it screams like an alarm in my skull.

			“I think I’m going to die in this tournament,” I admit. “And the one person I’m doing all this for is going to have to watch me be rolled into the sea.”

			And it will crush her. Like it crushed me.

			Jace’s mouth parts. He sits up. But the bell chimes and I stumble up out of my seat. He watches me. I shouldn’t have been so honest. I shouldn’t have said so much.

			“Good luck with Talia. Really.” I leave him there and come face-to-face with a handful more contestants.

			The minutes fly by, and it’s all more of the same: hearing words come out of my mouth that feel like they’re being violently torn from my soul.

			When I sit down with Orrick, he stares at me blankly as I confess that I am wary of Rhythe because of how he looks at me. He confesses that he feels like no one understands him. I try to think of something encouraging to say, but all that comes out is, “Comb your hair. Get the sticks out of it. Maybe that will help.”

			I feel bad leaving him there, but the final bell chimes and I join Finn’s table, the only one of the ten or so here who I haven’t talked with. He doesn’t speak, and I get the impression this is what he’s done on all his dates.

			When the bell chimes ending our time, I tell him, “I’m sorry, Finn. I’m sorry about what happened to Ronan.”

			My heart thuds with relief that this mess is over. I felt less naked being stripped of my clothes and scrubbed in front of the Mercyenforcers. Once we’re lined up at the door, cards are handed out with a list of everyone’s names on them.

			“Rank the person you spoke with on a scale of one to ten. Ten is the most desirable match and one is the least desirable match. Don’t write your name.” The Mercyenforcer hands me a pencil. “Seal your answers in an envelope and bring it to me.”

			My pencil hovers over the paper and names.

			
				Kade

				Finn

				Orrick

				Rhythe

				Titus

				Lee

				Dorian

				Jace

				Caelus

			

			If we’re ranking people on trust, Caelus or Dorian would have to be first. But if we’re ranking it based on who I’m pretending to be interested in, who I’d rather betray, that’s an entirely different order. I tap my pencil on my paper, realizing that everyone else is done writing and are shoving their answers into an envelope already.

			My hands are slick. I bite my lip, shield my paper from the person in front of me, and scribble my scores before hiding them inside an envelope.

			
				Kade 5

				Finn 4

				Orrick 6

				Rhythe 9

				Titus 8

				Lee 7

				Dorian 2

				Jace 3

				Caelus 1

			

			“Back to the arena,” the guard says. “We’re ready for our next elimination.”
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			We sit in the arena around the firepit and no one speaks.

			I’m pressed back against my seat. I’ve never felt more unprepared. Maybe I should have ranked Caelus last instead of being honest, just in case there’s any way my scores could be chased back to me. But would it even matter if they are tabulating everyone’s responses? Dreth is here this morning, staring daggers at me like I’ve done something else wrong.

			When he brings the stack of scores over to the pit, he clears his throat. “The next elimination is tomorrow morning,” he says. “You will spend today and tonight taking one person on a date in Skyhaven. If you’re going to become a citizen, you should get to know what it’s like to be Skyborn.”

			A quick count makes my pulse race; there are an odd number of contestants. Someone isn’t going to have a date. That can’t help chances at elimination. Maybe I should have been nicer to Kade and Orrick, or made more friends. I glare at the papers in Dreth’s hand.

			“Those who rank highest get to choose their date first,” he says. “If you don’t have a date, you’re cut.”

			Gasps sweep the arena, and I peer into the audience seats with the feeling again that we’re being watched. But even during the day, the recessed seating of the arena is cloaked in shadow from the curvature of the partial ceiling.

			“What’s the elimination tomorrow based on?” someone who I don’t know asks.

			“You have to engage in meaningful affection with someone,” Dreth says.

			“What is that?” the stranger asks.

			Exactly my question.

			Dreth pulls Talia by the arm toward him and lays his mouth on hers. Jace tenses, and I fear if his jaw clenches any harder, he will break a tooth.

			“Get off of me!” She shoves him away and smacks him across the face. Hard. Then she freezes and stares at the ground. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she mutters.

			But Dreth goes on, unfazed. “That meant nothing to her or me.”

			Talia shuffles back in line beside Jace.

			“A convincing kiss is your surest bet to avoid being disqualified. A kiss that means something is made by more than the act of kissing. If you used your cards correctly, hopefully you have identified someone you enjoy being around. Some of you may have already kissed. I’ll remind you, the act of kissing doesn’t make it mean something. To not be eliminated, we need to be convinced the kiss means something to at least one of you. A long embrace is also acceptable if it appears genuine. If you think you can fake a connection to get it past us, we will weed you out.”

			My stomach is doing all kinds of things. I should have skipped the fruit I had for breakfast. The world sways as we’re shuffled into a line to hear rankings.

			“The contestant with the highest number of votes as most desirable will come forward when they hear their name and choose who they are taking on their day date. Talia.”

			She lets out a shaky breath, still unable to look at Dreth.

			“Your pick?” he says.

			“Jace.”

			“Jace, do you accept?” Dreth asks.

			But he’s already beside her.

			“Next, Caelus, your prince,” Dreth says.

			I don’t move. Of course he was ranked high.

			“I don’t think this is fair, Dreth.” As Caelus steps up to the captain of the Mercyenforcers, he puts his back to the contestants, speaking in a voice too low for us to hear. They talk quietly for a moment, but then Dreth ends the conversation abruptly, saying, “Sir, with all due respect, you must pick. Or you will be detained. Your father’s orders.”

			Don’t pick me. Don’t pick me. Don’t pick me. I glare at him.

			“Axira,” Caelus says.

			The walls in the arena must be closing in.

			“Do you accept?” Dreth asks.

			“No!”

			Caelus shakes his head at me subtly. He glances at the papers Dreth is holding—the scores. I must be ranked last.

			“Yes. I meant, yes!” I drag myself to stand beside him. People whisper, watching me. Rhythe’s stare burns my skin.

			“Next, Kade.”

			No surprise he invites Lira on a date, and she accepts. The longer I stand here, the more my foot taps. Dorian is next up, and he and Mae are already paired before Dreth can get the question out. When Ivy is called, she picks Rhythe. To my surprise, he accepts. Irritation sets my jaw, and I can’t explain why. Maybe it’s because he makes demands of me but is dismissive all at the same time. Or maybe it’s because he doesn’t seem to care one bit about anyone helping him. I don’t know what Ivy sees in him. The matching continues, with Finn and Orrick ranked dead last, after Fiona and Titus, and a girl I’ve hardly said a word to. Contestant Thirty-One, Callie, a mousy Stonebound with short, dusty-brown hair, is called forward to make her pick. She shuffles on her feet.

			“Both Orrick and Finn received the same number of votes, so it’s your pick,” Dreth tells her.

			I’ve never heard this girl speak. She hesitates, and Orrick fidgets, noticeably antsy.

			“Pick, Contestant Thirty-One,” Dreth says, and his harshness makes my flesh feel hot. Hot like fire.

			“It’s always this way.” Orrick’s voice cuts through the dark like a knife.

			“No one wants to hear your sob story,” Finn snaps. “You chose to come here. You weren’t forced to be here and suffer for it like me. Go play with your sticks, weird boy.”

			Flames flicker across Orrick’s furious face, and it curdles my blood.

			“Don’t talk to him that way,” I say, and it surprises even me. Caelus urges me to be quiet with just a look. But Orrick has never done anything to deserve that.

			“Yeah,” Mae says, backing me up. “You don’t get to be cruel to everyone because you didn’t want to be here. That’s not our fault.”

			Finn throws up his hands. “Of course you’d stick up for him.”

			“Watch it,” Dorian barks, now stepping forward.

			Voices rise—Mae tries to mediate, Talia says something about poking a bear, Lira says Orrick isn’t taking this seriously, Ivy is laughing like all this is a joke. My brain scrambles. Dreth backs away from the firepit. He and Kade share a glance, but I miss what it could mean. Rhythe and I meet eyes; his dazzle with mirth, as if I’ve amused him. I see red. Angry, hot, burning red.

			Orrick’s jaw is mean, his leg tapping more furiously.

			Callie still doesn’t move, frozen at the prospect of picking someone to be disqualified, which for all we know means be trapped here and maybe never see home again.

			That’s when I see it, a slight blue haze rising from the flames, almost imperceptible. On the stone edge of the pit there is an empty jar.

			Prototype Scent—Rage

			I stumble forward from the line, trying to get closer. The Benevolent. He’s trying to turn us on each other like wild dogs.

			“Everyone, stop,” I say. But no one hears me. I reach for the jar, but Kade grabs my wrist, tight.

			“Easier to climb over bodies than people,” he says, wafting the fumes toward the others. I drop the jar and snatch my arm away. A chill runs through me. He and the Mercyenforcers must know each other. From his time in their ranks. He did this.

			“Come to think of it, we’d all be higher on the list if he wasn’t here.” Finn blinks long, inhaling before locking eyes on Caelus.

			“Leave me out of this,” Caelus says, not moving from my side.

			“Maybe I won’t.” Finn closes the distance between us in two strides. “Let’s see if the prince is as merciful as his father,” he says.

			I’ve spotted Orrick, walking around the pit with clenched fists.

			Several things happen at once.

			Caelus shoves me back as Finn’s fist comes up fast, driving into his ribs. Quick and clean with the precision of a fishing spear. Caelus grunts but barrels forward, grabbing Finn by his adorned hair and slamming him into the stone pit with an audible crack. Caelus blocks the first punch, takes the second to the jaw, then plows a sharp blow to the back of Finn’s head.

			The prince shoves Finn off him, to the ground, to an audience of wide eyes.

			Caelus backs away, panting with a madness glinting in his eyes. If Finn charges him again, Caelus might kill him. “Leave me.”

			“You even fight like a prince.” Finn spits blood.

			I charge toward Caelus and Finn. If anything happens to him, I am trapped here. Serafina and I will never be free. But I reach them too late.

			A fire poker tears through Finn’s chest with Orrick on the other end.

			Finn collapses, and the light leaves his eyes.

			A gasp rings from the shadows, then screams thunder around the arena like a hurricane.

			I can’t move. Orrick trembles, gaping at what he’s just done.

			“Monsters!” The voice comes from nowhere, and my heart speeds up. I peer harder into the shaded audience area of the arena, and for the first time, I see eyes there. Faces. Skyborn. They’re watching us from the stands.

			Like this is a performance.

			Our misery and anger, entertainment.

			But when everybody flees to the tents, it snatches me back to the present. Finn lies on the ground bleeding, as still as death. Orrick finally drops the poker, gaping. People claw their way past one another. Except Kade. He sits by the fire and slips the rage Scent into his pocket.

			Kade.

			I pick Kade for my truest-love match.

			I want to betray him most of all.
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			Syra wraps me in a dress, tying it painfully tight at the meeting of my ribs—and I see the metal poker tearing through Finn’s chest all over again. She turns me, examining my exposed knobby knees and bony shoulders like I am a doll being put on display.

			“Eyes up,” she reminds me. “Show you know how to be Skyborn.”

			I meet her eyes. They are sharp, cut like glass, not angry, but focused, and it’s oddly comforting. She doesn’t look at me the way she did when we first met. I’ve passed the first trial and elimination. I’m one step closer to winning. That’s bought some of her respect, it seems. She shellacks my hair into submission and spreads cream all over my face and color onto my lips. But when she grabs Authorized Scent 6—Allure, to spray on me, I grab her wrist.

			“No.”

			She blinks rapidly as if I just smacked her across the face. “Your real match needs to be sure about you. You cannot take chances.”

			“Real match?”

			“You may be misguided and emotionally reckless, Contestant Fifty-Four. But you are clever. I know you’re smart enough to not want the prince as a truest-love match even if you’re going on a date with him. You refused him at first. You want to survive. He is not a good choice.”

			Cold slithers down my spine.

			“Am I wrong?”

			“I…No. I don’t believe the prince is my truest match, but—” I search for an excuse that’s believable. “I worried refusing him wouldn’t be smart. He’s the prince.”

			She purses her lips as she brushes something shimmery onto my shoulders. “You are right. He is trouble.” Her cold green eyes fix on mine. “If you listen to nothing else I say, stay away from Caelus Altair. He will not survive this tournament.”

			The words land like a stone on my chest. I force my expression to stay still and nod slowly, as if I understand. I search her face for more, some hint of what she means. Caelus suspected this when he found out he was in the tournament.

			“Good,” she says, making it clear we’re moving on from Caelus. “Who are you interested in?” She makes me sit and slides my feet into shoes that squeeze my toes together. I hate this. Why does a date require all this? If I were really looking for someone to love me, it seems like I’d be able to show up just as I am.

			“I’m interested in getting to know Kade more.” His name tastes like bile in my mouth.

			“Hmph,” she says as if she couldn’t see a more unlikely pair. Then she steps back, taking all of me in. “I think you’re ready.”

			I glance in the mirror and have to search for some version of me beneath all the layers of disguise. The girl staring back has lips painted too bright, skin powdered into someone else’s smooth perfection. Her eyes look larger than I remember, but emptier too, as if some piece of her has been scrubbed away. This look says: I am what you want me to be. The stiff shine of the dress reflects like armor, pinching at the seams, pressing against, pushing up, and exposing parts of myself I usually keep hidden. But it doesn’t feel like freedom. It feels like being owned.

			I tilt my head, trying to reconcile the stranger’s facade with the ache blooming behind my ribs. This is what being a Skyborn would require—looking like the rest of them, acting like someone I am not.

			Syra pinches her chin, studying me. “You really should be eating more. You look like you could blow away,” she says as if I’ve had a choice the last eighteen years. And I realize just because she doesn’t expect me to fail anymore doesn’t mean she understands me. She could never understand me. No Skyborn can. I think of Caelus.

			“You’re all pink in the face all of a sudden.” She taps my lower back. “Up, tall. You are confident, disciplined. Not nervous. This day is an honor, a rare privilege. You get to enjoy Skyborn life.”

			I straighten my posture. The heat that flushes my cheeks fades.

			“Better. How do you feel now?”

			Syra is not someone to trust. Just another to fool.

			“Thank you,” I tell her, pulling back my lips into a smile. “I feel ready for the best day of my life.”
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			I’m the first one down from my room to the Great Hall. Mercyenforcers wait just outside the palace doors, stationed beside a caravan of transports—each fitted with two high-backed chairs—to escort us into the city. Dreth paces back and forth, stopping when he spots me. His brow raises in challenge. Syra made it sound like by now I should show them that I can be a Skyborn.

			When my chin rises, I meet Dreth’s cold eyes, remembering how he stripped me bare and his orderly hit me when I spit on him. Remembering how he put his lips on Talia. Now he stares at me as if daring me to step out of line. As if regardless of how Syra dresses me, he will always see me in itchy, lowborn rags. He watched Orrick kill Finn. At the very least he knows about the Scent Kade used to mess with everyone. A Skyborn doesn’t hold their tongue. A Skyborn doesn’t ask for respect. I stare right back at him and my knees feel like they could go out from under me.

			Dreth stills, and breath sticks in my chest. But when footsteps echo behind me, he keeps moving and I exhale.

			It’s Rhythe slithering toward the waiting area. My arms wrap around my ribs like armor as I stare past him.

			“You missed a meeting,” he says, voice low and gruff, almost too quiet to catch. He leans against the steel wall, half sunk in shadow, his dark hair shading his light eyes, with an ease that feels rehearsed. He’s so close the scent of him assaults me, smoke, iron, and sweat. Like home. The world sways a moment, caught by the suddenness of it. “In my room. Before coming down.” His head tilts just slightly, like a seabird circling something half-drowned.

			“Oh?” I say. I hadn’t heard about any meeting. But I fled the arena and went straight to my room the moment we were dismissed.

			“We will move on him today.”

			Him. Dorian.

			I haven’t confirmed I’m in his alliance, but I haven’t denied it either. If he’s planning to take Dorian down, I need to keep him thinking I’m still persuadable.

			“I saw his itinerary,” Rhythe continues. “He has a tour of the Balcony of Vows, then a late-morning activity at a tea shop—the Porcelain Parlor—a picnic at Evergild Gardens, and last the opera at the Painted Kiss. Our best time to target him is at the tea shop. The others are too in the open.”

			“Target him how?” I ask, the words catching on the edge of my breath.

			“Your surprise is surprising,” Rhythe muses. “Especially given what I’ve heard about your father.”

			I blink. “You don’t know anything about my father.”

			Rhythe’s jaw juts out, then back in. “So you have a problem with our plans?”

			“No.” Careful, Axira. “I just…Don’t you think that’ll be suspicious? It could look like you’re trying to fix the competition.”

			His gaze narrows. “Is that any different than Kade using a Scent to mess with our emotions?”

			I school my expression, but my hands betray me, curling tighter at my sides.

			“You’re not just here to survive, are you?” he asks. He’s far too close to the truth.

			I look away toward the doors, which are still open, full of guards waiting for the rest of the contestants to arrive downstairs. “Does it matter why I’m here?”

			“You’re Saltblood.” Something in his tone shifts—firmer, almost matter-of-fact. He squares his shoulders, and a flicker of heat flares in his eyes, pride that borders on defiance. “Of course it matters.”

			My pulse quickens, warmth stirring in my chest. We come from the same sharp-edged place, where the tide teaches you to fight or be swallowed. I may not know Rhythe well at all, but I am beginning to realize I do understand him. Stealing from the Benevolent, carving his own path through this tournament. Perhaps thieves have their admirable qualities. He’s Saltblood through and through. Like I am. He knows what it means to survive the sea, to belong to something bigger than himself, a community. We carry salt in our blood, and that’s never washed off easily.

			But as he watches me from the shadows, I remember salt water can also sting and pull you under. The current isn’t always on your side.

			“Dorian is Saltblood too,” I say. “Doesn’t that matter?”

			He lets out a short breath that’s not quite a laugh, his sharp jaw working. “It does. But he’s the biggest threat. He has to go.”

			I am not a threat to him winning, so I can stay, he doesn’t have to say.

			“Are you in?” he asks. “No one is going to hand us the life we want, Axira. Isn’t it time we take something for ourselves?”

			I don’t want the Benevolent’s riches. I don’t want to rob him. I want off his island. But I see something kindred in Rhythe, for the first time, something lethal and untethered that could be helpful for surviving.

			“I’m in under one condition—Mae should stay out of this.”

			He presses his tongue to the inside of his cheek, gaze flicking to the doors behind me, then back. A beat passes. Then, he nods. “Deal. Be at the tea shop, just outside, before midday.”

			“Fine.”

			He steps closer. There’s only a breath of space between us, thick with warning. I hold his gaze longer than necessary.

			“You’re not fooling anyone with your fake refusal of the date with the prince,” he says. “I told you to leave him—”

			“I was ranked last,” I snap. “Would you prefer I went home?” I don’t know if it’s true, but it’s the only reason why Caelus would choose me in front of everyone.

			“So he’s helping you,” Rhythe says.

			“I don’t have to defend myself to you. I don’t have to defend myself to anyone.”

			He quirks a brow, then steps back into the shadows. More footsteps echo from the stairs, and I can’t tear my eyes off him as he slinks away. Laughter drifting down toward us grabs my attention. It’s unsettling how quickly most have moved on from the horror from last night.

			I take a slow breath, straighten my spine, and wait for Caelus.
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			“Axira,” Caelus says beside me in the transport as it bumps along out of the Citadel and into Skyhaven. “You haven’t said two words since we left.” He holds our itinerary in his hands.

			“I picked someone,” I say.

			The transports all veer in different directions. Catching up with Kade now is going to be difficult. I have to get close to him somehow. I have to get between him and Lira. And yet I’m here with Caelus.

			“Kade,” I say. “That’s who I should be with today, not you.”

			“Excuse me for trying to save you from being cut.”

			So I was last, as I suspected.

			“Be mad if you want,” he goes on. “I wasn’t going to let you be disqualified. You’re stuck with me for a day, but you’re still here.”

			“I didn’t mean—Caelus, I don’t mind being stuck with you. Kade is on a date with Lira right now. He will be kissing her at the end of the day for all we know.”

			“You don’t mind being stuck with me?” He smirks.

			I elbow him. “Have you picked someone?”

			He avoids everyone who tries to talk to him. Syra’s warning plays like a tolling bell in my head. He will be killed. She seemed sure. But she also didn’t flinch at me matching with Kade. So her judgment is faulty at best. I tell him what she said.

			“You’re worried about me,” he says.

			“I’m not worried.”

			“You reach for your bun when you’re in a panic.”

			I hadn’t even realized my hand was nearing the nape of my neck. I shove my palms together and stuff them between my knees. “I just need this to work.”

			“We’ll find Kade and Lira. I’ll make sure of it.”

			“And somehow protect Dorian.”

			He frowns. “Why Dorian?”

			I tell him about Rhythe’s plans, and Caelus’s jaw tightens. “You might have to give up on trying to protect Dorian, Axira.” There it is again, the softness that slips into his voice when he says my name like it matters to him. Like I matter to him. “You can’t risk becoming Rhythe’s enemy.”

			“Why?”

			“If he becomes your enemy, he becomes mine.” His jaw tightens, and his eyes move over me—gentle, watchful. Like he’s holding himself back from saying more. The air between us tightens. His gaze lingers on my mouth for half a breath before meeting my eyes again. “You don’t want me in a fight with Rhythe.”

			“Because—”

			“Because my father is looking for a reason to make things worse for the districts. Whispers of the rebels resurging have him frazzled. I saw him pacing in the middle of the night days ago. Rhythe is from a family of traitors.”

			“But his life was spared. Wouldn’t the Benevolent assume he’s loyal to him?”

			Caelus shrugs. “That’s the only reason Rhythe was allowed to compete in the tournament, I would guess. But my father is the kind of person who never forgets a person’s mistakes. And he will bring them up at the worst possible, most painful times.” Caelus’s gaze drifts past me to the window as if the glass reflects some horror only he can see. “Rhythe fighting with his beloved son is the perfect reason to make things very bloody in your district, very quickly.”

			A wave of dread rolls through me. But my mind doesn’t stop—it races ahead. “But I thought he wanted to get you killed in here.”

			“He wants whatever suits him when it suits him, and as of two nights ago, he’s more worried about the whispers of rebels than me disrupting his stupid tournament. When he visited my room last, he was threatening to have Finn’s family punished because he picked a fight with me. But he decided Finn dying was a severe enough punishment. He’s determined to crush the whispers of a new rebellion, whatever the cost. And that means punishing the lowborn.”

			“Serafina—”

			“Will be okay.” Caelus fingers slide over mine suddenly, and everything fraying inside me slows as if he’s caught the threads before they could unravel completely. It feels like being chosen, not in the tournament, but in another way. I don’t pull away. I hold still, letting it steady me like an anchor, memorizing the weight of his hand covering mine with more certainty than I’ve ever felt from anyone.

			“I sent more medicine this morning,” he says. “But Dreth’s getting suspicious. We’re going to get that ship, Axira. We’re going to get you and her out of here.”

			A swell rises in my chest—hope or grief, I can’t tell. Maybe both.

			“It’s for all of them at the orphanage,” I whisper, the truth escaping me. His hand tightens around mine, holding it fully now, like a promise. Like he understands somehow. Like he won’t let go until I’m ready. And when he finally does release me, the absence leaves my skin tingling. Air rushes back into my lungs.

			“You have to help me protect Dorian,” I say in a rush.

			“Axir—”

			“He’s as much home as the rest of them. I can’t put him on a ship. But I can’t let them kill him either. And Mae…She believes in all this. She hopes in it. She just wants to be loved, whatever that means here. She craves it, Caelus. Shouldn’t that count for something? Shouldn’t she win? Isn’t that another way we defeat your father—by making sure the winners actually deserve to win.”

			He frowns out the window. “That’s not our fight.”

			“Isn’t it? Aren’t most of us in these deadly trials already fighting side by side in a way?”

			Caelus stares at me for a moment. “You’re not talking like the Axira I met in the corridor. She was focused on one goal, nothing else.”

			Serafina. Getting out of here. That was the plan. But somewhere along the way, in the cracks Serafina carved open inside me, others have started to settle too.

			“Caelus…your fight isn’t mine. And yet I’m here. My fight isn’t yours and yet Serafina has med—” The words stick in my throat, too thick to finish.

			“Alright,” he says. “We’ll protect Dorian too. I understand.”

			“You do?”

			He shrugs, sheepish, breaking our gaze. “There’s a sense of home some people give you. And it’s hard to let them go…” He is so quiet I almost miss it. His head dips, just slightly, like the weight of it all presses down on him too. There’s worry in his silence, but something else too—grief, but with resolve. And it feels like maybe between all the fractures, we’ve found something else to agree on. That maybe home isn’t just the district we left, but something we’re creating, like it or not, here.

			When we escape the metal box, we’re dropped at the Heartstage, an amphitheater carved into rose-colored stone, ringed with gold-leaf balconies and trellises that drip with pale flowers. Scent diffusers release a soft blush mist. Music swells exactly on cue. At the center of it all, actors move like dancers on the stage in slow, deliberate patterns, performing a love story about a soldier made of fire and a girl made of smoke. Every time they touch, she fades.

			“She sacrifices herself in the end so he can rise,” Caelus says, noticing I’m watching.

			“That’s awful.”

			“But look closely at what each of them are wearing. They’re sending a message.”

			The actor playing the soldier hides a thin crown in his hair, lost in his curls, hardly perceptible. It looks like some kind of band to hold up his hair, but it makes me think of royalty. The girl playing smoke has a shiny clear patch of fabric at her chest that looks oddly like an inconsistency in the design, a roll of poorly stitched fabric. But when it catches the light, it looks like the shape of a Heartfiller.

			“The soldier character is signaling that he is the Citadel,” I whisper. “The smoke girl is signaling that she is the lowborn.” The lowborn sacrifice themselves so the ruler can rise. “They’re saying the Citadel’s strength comes from erasing us? They need us to be strong?”

			Caelus’s brows bounce.

			We’re told our place is proof of our flaws—that we are undeserving of Skyborn privileges. They are strong, courageous, and loyal. We are weak, emotionally reckless, and uncivilized when untamed, not to be trusted with love or power. But the two onstage, with their hidden crown and veiled Heartfiller, are saying the highborn are nothing without us. They need us to stay powerful.

			“Is that true?” I ask. I don’t see how it could be. But true or not, it’s a bold thing to say on a Citadel-sanctioned stage.

			Caelus’s gaze darts away, his chin sliding over his shoulder as people crowd into the theater area. He pulls me along. He doesn’t answer my question, but I’m struck with another.

			“How have they not been arrested?” I ask. “They’re practically calling the Benevolent a liar.”

			“Because most Skyborn don’t see what’s real,” he says, guiding me around the crowd. “They see a play about a great love. They see what fits the story they’ve already decided to believe.”

			Like Syra. “They see a romantic play because it has to be a romantic play,” I say. “It’s too hard to believe anything else. It’s unfortunate.” I glance around. “Because the truth isn’t that hard to see when you look for it.”

			“Exactly. You’re brilliant.” He’s stopped walking. He’s looking straight at me.

			“What?” I ask, cheeks heating.

			He looks away too fast. “Nothing,” he mutters. His lips twitch, not quite a smile.

			“So where’s our first stop?” I reach for the itinerary. But he pulls it just out of reach.

			“We’ve got until noon to meet at the tea shop. That gives us the whole morning.” The storm in his eyes shifts—lit now with something bright and wild. He crumples the paper in his fist. “I’ve got something more exciting in mind.”
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			“Come on,” Caelus says, his hand finding mine with deliberate ease. “Before anyone sees us sneaking off. Skyhaven has a face it shows the world, but I want you to see its heart.”

			Our gazes catch like a secret as I slip my hand in his, and he leads me away from the Heartstage, out of the Arts Quarter. Elegant facades line the streets as we exit—masked galleries, towering performance halls. Everywhere we turn is art. Dancers float across crystal-floored studios under the watchful eyes of mentors. Painters sweep bold strokes across stone walls, some depicting the Benevolent in battle, others re-creating the Skyborn crest in dizzying, intricate patterns.

			Caelus moves fast, tugging me down the avenue. Excitement rises in me like a wave. A smile bites at my lips as we rush past the marble arches and glistening studios, leaving their curated beauty behind.

			The scents of perfumed blooms and sweet smoke start to fade, and I am relieved to be away from it as we tumble into the Commerce Quarter. We rush past shop windows shimmering with fabrics, glittering Authorized Scents vials on velvet trays, and statues arranged so their shoulders brush or their foreheads are bowed together as if mid-confession. Vendors’ voices trail us like silk ribbons. The streets gleam underfoot, polished too clean, too bright.

			But it’s the Matched Quarter that slows my steps. Here everything feels made for closeness. The buildings even lean inward. Soft music hums from inside pleasure parlors, and fountains shaped like cupped hands bubble at every corner—sweet, floral, spiced with something heavy and unfamiliar. It coils through my senses like smoke. Before I can stop it, my skin begins to prickle. There’s a new Scent hanging in the air on the next corner. And the corner after that, one building on the other. My head pulses with pressure as we cross the next street—like too many feelings are being pushed into a space meant to hold far fewer.

			My breath catches. My pulse stutters. I’ve smelled Scents before, but so many intense feelings all at once are hitting me differently. The air feels warmer against my neck, softer on my wrists. I’m suddenly aware of the way my clothes brush my skin and the feel of Caelus’s soft hand in mine, pulling me along.

			It’s not real. I know what the Scents do. But knowing doesn’t stop the heat from rising up my throat, or the flicker of want that sparks low in my stomach like a match catching flame. Like the Scents can bypass the mind and speak straight to the body. I try to focus on walking, but even that feels complicated. Like every step leaves a trail of longing I don’t understand.

			“Faster? Can we walk faster?” I need to get out of here.

			Caelus picks up the pace, seemingly unaffected, much more used to these Scents than I am. We pass couples tangled around each other in little alcoves, some touching fingers, some staring into each other’s eyes. A pair of lovers play in each other’s long hair, pausing for kissing. Other faces are pressed together so close for so long I can’t see where one person ends and the other begins. How much of this love on display is manufactured by the Benevolent? How much of any of this is real? How much is designed to make them worship the Benevolent more, to believe his lies until they become everything Skyborn are. I think of Syra.

			Once we reach the outer limits of the Quarter, the overwhelming fragrance dies down. Caelus finally slows as we approach a narrow alleyway between two shops. He wedges himself in first, pulling me along until we reach a rusted compatibility chamber. He gives the back wall a firm push, and it juts open to a cracked stairwell.

			The world that opens up at the bottom smells like earth and smoke, gritty and alive. It’s an entire underground village, stretching farther than I can see. Unrestrained laughter bounces off uneven stone walls that glow softly like scrap Heartfillers. There are no polished steel corridors or mirrors down here. Mismatched lanterns hang from the ceiling, each with its own age and story. I touch one, then another.

			“Welcome to the Hollow,” he says.

			“What is this place?”

			“Technically it’s the inside of a volcano.”

			“You know what I mean.” But before he can answer, music skitters through the air, high-pitched and erratic, a melody of tunes impossible to follow with pattern or form. People start moving in rhythm, contorting their bodies, howling and laughing.

			“Do you dance?” Caelus asks, and everything in me goes rigid. I’ve never been asked to dance. I’ve seen people do it a few times: once after someone died and another time when Nichol and the others were being silly, moving to the music they called it, when we were out fishing by the stream. Mae seems to know a bit more about it. She braved it at elimination.

			Caelus moves his body like the music is water and he’s at the mercy of its motion.

			“Try it.” He inches us closer to the dancing crowd.

			“I can’t.”

			“Axira.” He claps a few times with everyone else. Then, plants his hands on his hips, doing some kind of fancy move with his feet. “Let yourself feel it.”

			I don’t feel anything but dread. Caelus dances around me, clapping every time he meets my eyes.

			Badda, bum, badda, bum bum bum.

			He stops his foot and claps some more. His hair is wild. He doesn’t look like the Prince of Ethyria. He doesn’t look like a Skyborn at all. He looks like something unrecognizable. Something too daring to reach for.

			Badda, bum, badda, bum bum bum.

			He folds one hand behind his back doing the footwork again. With the other he reaches for me.

			“Uh.”

			Badda, bum, badda, bum bum bum.

			“Axira, the Saltblood, scared of a little dance?” He stares at me, and I realize I don’t know what he’s thinking, or why we’re doing all this…None of it has to do with our mission to steal the magic at the Ascension Ceremony, but Caelus just grins as if dancing with me is the only point.

			So I shove my hand in his and count the movement of his steps like the hidden corridors of a crypt, memorizing each one.

			Left foot, right.

			Right foot, left.

			It takes a moment, but as the beat swells again, I move my body to the pulse of the music drumming through this place like the floor, the walls, have their own heartbeat. I’m not sure what I’m doing, but a tightness inside me unravels as Caelus swings me out and in, against his chest, then tosses me to a complete stranger who locks hands with me for a few beats. Then I turn, and the room seems like it’s swaying. I’m back across from Caelus again, twisting my body like I never have.

			His eyes don’t leave mine; the bow of his mouth eggs me on. I dance harder, shoving away any thoughts of everyone and everything, letting my feet tap, tap, tap.

			Badda, bum, badda, bum bum bum.

			When the music stops, I collapse in Caelus’s arms, both of us sticky with sweat. We stumble into a long low seat, falling clumsily against each other. After the dance, it doesn’t feel odd. I let myself lie there a moment, against his drenched shirt, listening to the life in him. Thinking about how it makes me feel more alive just hearing it beating.

			“I knew the dare would work.”

			“I’m competitive, what can I say?”

			He tosses his head back, laughing.

			“What is this place?” I ask. “Does your father know it’s here?”

			He shakes his head. “There’s a lot my father doesn’t know.” He shifts beneath me, and I realize we are still stuck together. I peel myself away, putting a friendly distance between us. After all, the dance is over.

			“My mother used to bring me here.”

			“The Beloved? No!” A strangled laugh escapes me, and I’m not sure why. “Dancing isn’t illegal. So why are they down here like they’re hiding?”

			“The dancing is only part of it,” he says. “There aren’t any Mercyenforcers down here. No permits needed for grief or emotion. Down here, people do what they want, when they want.”

			My nose must crinkle, because he smiles and continues. “What I mean is, up there, affections are controlled, directed. Not like in the districts, but you’ve probably noticed, my father still keeps a tight leash on the Skyborn. He monitors everyone. Every expression is measured, performed, judged by my father and his advisors. Love, joy, even sadness. People pretend to feel and think whatever the state says is acceptable. They walk through Skyhaven like actors, showing disciplined explorations of every fleeting whim of love, pretending to celebrate their ‘freedom.’ But those whims?” He scoffs. “They’re manufactured. Scent-triggered.”

			I knew it.

			He gestures to the walls of the Hollow, low-lit and humming with life. “Down here? There’s none of that. No Scentclouds. No behavior surveillance. No expectations. Down here, no one tells you how much to feel. No one rewards you for pretending. There’s only one rule in the Hollow—treat each other as if we’re all the same. Like we came into this world meaning something. And…people actually do.” He smiles, and there is something raw and unfiltered in it.

			I stare at him, trying to find the lie in his eyes. There has to be one. Because this can’t be real. Not here. Not in Skyhaven.

			He looks out at the dancers, smiling. “I like it because it’s the one place out of my father’s reach. The one place where he has no control. Love might be power up there, but here, he is powerless.”

			Something deep in my bones aches. I swallow, arms folding over my chest. “People just disregard him and all his rules?” The words feel foreign in my mouth. Reckless. Silly. Like a dark fairy tale.

			I glance around the Hollow, at the strangers laughing without being watched, lovers holding hands without being prompted. And something inside me stirs.

			Not just longing.

			Hunger.

			Caelus stands, helping me up. “There’s iced custard and all kinds of candies at Nibble Nook on the far end of the Hollow. There’s also trinkets, a gallery, oh, and the Veilshop, which has Scent neutralizers. We should definitely get you some of those. I also like Patchkin’s. He has the best used clothes. It’s a swap store. I donate stuff there all the time. We could get some new shoes for you and Serafina. It will be frigid out at sea.”

			“Why are you helping me like this?” I ask, fingers tightening on my sleeve.

			“You’re helping me with something no one else can.”

			“But Serafina,” I press, searching his face. “She’s nothing to you.”

			“She’s Ethyrian like I am,” he says, eyes holding mine without a flicker of retreat.

			“Lowborn. We don’t matter to people like you.”

			“You don’t matter to people like my father,” he says, shoulders drawn as if he’s bracing for impact.

			“Then, why would we matter to you?”

			He breaks our gaze, his jaw hardening for a second, before the softness in his expression returns. “Anything he’s for, I’m against.”

			“That’s a half-truth at best.” He’s driven by more than rebellion. “It sounds awful, but how would you even know how to consider someone? You’ve never had to.”

			“You make a lot of assumptions about my life. About me.”

			I move closer to him. “I don’t want to. I want to know you. I want to understand how you know it’s okay to care.” As soon as I say it, something drains from me—like my own voice has betrayed me. “I just meant—”

			“You don’t have to explain.” Caelus takes a strand of my hair, curling it around his finger. Then he presses the softest touch to my lips. This time I don’t flinch. This time I lean into it. “I want to know you too,” he says.

			“Why? Why do you want to know me, Caelus?”

			“Because you don’t treat me like a prince.”

			I treat him like a person. Like anyone else.

			“Because when I see the fight in you, it makes me want to fight too. You’re proof that I am not my father. Perhaps I am more like my mother. I try to be.” His mother has been dead since he was young. He must miss her terribly. Unlike me, he’s probably grieved her. Does that help him be able to talk about her now with such ease? I worry it’s too late for me to grieve, that the hole I feel for my own mother is like glowing embers, not hot enough to spark.

			“Tell me more about her,” I say, thirsting to understand who Caelus really is. “Why’d she bring you here?”

			“Only if you tell me more about yours.”

			I tuck a strand behind my ear. “I don’t remember much.”

			“I want to know whatever you’ll share.”

			We walk, meandering through the underground tunnels of the Hollow, stopping at trinket shops to play with collar pins that neutralize Scents, flipping through tattered old books with some of the most incredible pre-rebellion stories. We sit in chairs made of threads that can swing from trees, we try baked apples and hand-rolled candies, we stop at a sound chamber where we can scream as loud as we want and no one can hear us.

			And we talk.

			About our mothers.

			About the tournament.

			About what life could look like if his father weren’t in power at all.

			It feels reckless.

			And dangerous.

			But hopeful.

			When we make our last stop for iced custard, there is a short line. I order one with red berries and chocolate. He orders a green one with nuts.

			“Your mouth is purple.” He smiles.

			“Your tongue looks like you’ve been eating grass.”

			He lets out a sharp laugh, and I can’t help but join in. “Hold still,” he says, brushing something off of the tip of my nose. A smudge of ice cream. He offers it to me, and I lean in, licking it right off his fingertip without thinking. He blinks once, slowly, and then the corner of his mouth lifts. His breath catches and the playful spark in his eyes deepens into something warmer.

			“Bold,” he says.

			I tilt my head. “The ice cream?”

			He steps closer, his hand lowering but his gaze never leaving mine. “No. You.”

			The world narrows to the space between us, the rest of the Hollow going quiet. The air feels thinner suddenly, despite being closer to the sea. Then his smile returns, crooked and a little breathless.

			“So your mother never got to see all the Hollow became?” I ask.

			“No,” he says, clearing his throat. “She helped get it started. She and my father never got along. It was a safe haven for her. And well, you know what happened after that…”

			I don’t. Not exactly. He hasn’t told me the circumstances around his mother’s death, other than that she drowned, and I am not going to ask. I told him about how my mother died of sickness. And how it’s my greatest fear that Serafina will too. He assured me, again, that we would not let that happen.

			We talk and walk. Then talk and sit. I try his ice cream when he’s not looking and in retaliation he takes a bite out of mine.

			When we finish, I notice the time and shoot up from my seat. “Caelus. It’s almost midday!”

			“Dorian.”

			“We have to hurry.”
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			Once we’re back above ground, we take a different route back through the quarters. Fear pulses through me as we run, dodging vendor carts and bustling market stalls, traipsing around and in between tight stone corridors and crowded awnings. But as much as I can’t get Dorian out of my head, my skin still buzzes with Caelus’s touch. Rain droplets fall from the sky, just a few, but enough. When we pause at an intersection waiting for a wagon with grain sacks to pass, I close my eyes, savoring the cold, wet moisture on my eyelids. I’ve felt the rain on my skin a thousand times. But it feels different this time, like something has awakened in me, and it’s starving.

			Caelus beckons me across another busy road, face carved with determination as he reaches back for my hand to hurry along. I take it without thinking, without remembering to recoil, without insisting on distance. I stare at our hands intertwined, trying to understand the impossible. We just met. But the feeling I get when I hear my name from his lips, the way he’s helped Serafina, his insistence on getting me a ship, his willingness to help now, it all rushes at me, drowning me in feelings.

			I squeeze his hand tighter.

			“The fastest way back is through the Industry Quarter,” he says.

			We skirt a procession of griefwalkers passing out gray veils, carrying ledgers, collecting names on street corners before turning the corner. The scenery changes to soot-dusted buildings and smoke curling from iron chimneys. Market stalls brim with metal trinkets I’ve never seen and fabrics in earth colors. Murals of Skyborn in factory robes watch from cracked brick walls. Workers move rhythmically through the streets, and we stay out of their way, cutting through alleyways. When the Industry Quarter is behind us, it’s not much longer before the quaint Porcelain Parlor on one of Skyhaven’s quieter streets comes into view.

			“Did Rhythe say where to meet you?” Caelus asks.

			“No. But we shouldn’t be seen here together. Maybe it should look like we’ve been fighting?”

			He doesn’t argue when I let go of his hand and put a whole street of distance between us. A small crowd dines at petite tables outside. None of them are contestants. Inside it smells of dried flowers and polished wood. In the corner at a small table covered in teacups are Dorian and Mae, fingers laced together, leaned in close. My heart hammers softer. I’m not too late.

			“Dorian.” I keep my voice low, scanning for some sign of Rhythe, Lira, Talia, or anyone from the alliance. But I don’t see anyone.

			“Axira? You have a tea party on your—” He stops mid-sentence. “What’s wrong?”

			“You have to get out of here. It’s not safe.”

			Mae’s brows furrow as she glances over her shoulder. “What? Why?”

			Highborn heads swivel. People are listening. Watching.

			Dorian smooths his hands on his pants and stands. “I don’t understand. We’re having a nice time.”

			“Dorian, if she says we should go, we should go,” Mae insists.

			But as he stands, Mercyenforcers push into the tea shop. Skyborn scramble out of their way. Dreth steps inside last and watches silently as his men shove Dorian up against a wall. Mae is rooted in place. I grab her and pull her out of the way.

			“What’s going on here?” Caelus’s voice cuts through the thick tension as he rushes inside.

			“Outside, sir. It’s not safe,” says one of the Mercyenforcers, already stepping in front of him.

			“Safety concerns are a matter of state,” Caelus says. “I am the state. Answer my question.”

			Dreth’s jaw flexes. “Rebel sighting.”

			Before Dorian can speak, a Mercyenforcer lunges, slamming an arm across his collarbone, pinning him to the wall. Dorian’s boots skid against the tiled floor as the guard shoves a pulsing glass into his chest. A Heartfiller to keep him controlled.

			“Search him,” Dreth growls.

			Mae gasps and cups her face. I stand closer to her.

			“No,” I say. “No, that’s not true. Dorian’s not—” But no one hears me as patrons scatter, knocking over tables and teacups to get out of the guards’ way. Caelus cuts me a warning look as another Mercyenforcer grabs Dorian’s coat roughly, rifling through the inner pocket seams, the lining of his sleeves. Dorian looks at me. His eyes widen. His mouth opens to protest, but the pressure at his throat tightens.

			“There’s been a mistake,” he manages.

			Mistakes don’t matter here. The Mercyenforcers move the interrogation outside. A crowd has gathered near the steps of the tea shop. Talia and Jace loiter nearby. Lira and Kade are here too. Rhythe lurks on the perimeter. Ivy is with him, but she looks just as confused as Mae. Why did Rhythe want me here?

			“We received a report of a sighting from several Skyborn in this very shop,” Dreth says, his voice colder now. Then he turns to me. “One of which was from you.”

			The world blackens at the edges. I steady myself on the railing.

			“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” he presses. “Your note said you’d meet us at noon. That you know Dorian from back home and you had concerns about his loyalty.”

			I can’t breathe.

			“What’s wrong with her?” Dreth turns to Caelus. “Speak.”

			“Axira, tell him the truth,” Caelus says.

			Which truth? The truth Dreth expects to hear? The truth Rhythe wants me to say? The actual truth?

			“Do you know Dorian from your district?” Dreth asks again.

			“I—I do.” My hands sweat. Right now, I can grab Dreth’s trust and the Benevolent’s and get them to stop watching me so closely. But I would have to betray Dorian. I would have to let Mae hurt.

			“Do you know him to be a rebel sympathizer?” Dreth presses.

			“I—”

			“It’s not a hard question.”

			“Sir! Look here.” A guard pulls a bright-red ribbon from Dorian’s pocket. The world bleeds of color.
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			Afist plows into Dorian’s face, and I can’t move. Dorian is not a rebel sympathizer. That ribbon was planted on Dorian. Rhythe did it. He must have. And now he’s waiting for me to choose—betray Dorian or betray the alliance. The guard releases Dorian, letting him fall to the ground. Mae crumbles.

			“Where did you get this?” Caelus snatches the ribbon, stepping forward.

			“Sir, back. It’s not safe.”

			Caelus shrugs the guard off, closing the distance between himself and Dorian, squatting over him. Dorian is hunched in a ball, sobbing at his knees, and I war with my choices. Rhythe’s stare burns my skin. But I won’t betray Dorian. I won’t.

			“I’ve never known a more honest lowborn,” I tell Dreth. “Look at him. He doesn’t have a brave bone in his body.” Dorian lies there hardly moving, and it pins me with fear. “Someone is playing you. I never wrote a note.”

			The truth is freeing and somehow also makes my insides quiver.

			Caelus hands the ribbon to Dreth. “Burn it. Immediately. There’s nothing to see here.”

			“Sir, he’s—”

			“You’ve gotten false information. There are no witnesses.” Caelus turns to the crowd. “Are there? Will anyone step forward with proof this man has shown himself to sympathize with rebels?”

			The streets are dead silent.

			Kade steps forward. “When I was in the guard, I never trusted the Marshes. Slippery family if you ask me.”

			“I asked for proof, soldier,” Caelus says.

			Kade tries to march up the steps of the teahouse to him, but the guards stop him. “He’s a rebel rat,” Kade says. “Look at the ribbon. That’s your proof.”

			Dorian’s foot twitches, and I let out the tiniest exhale.

			“The ribbon could have come from you,” Caelus says, glaring Kade down. “You’re bolder than he is, clearly.”

			“They’re going to kill him,” Mae trembles, sobbing harder. I pull her away from the commotion, which is quickly escalating.

			Lira glances at us. “He’s lying,” she says under her breath.

			“Speak up,” I urge her.

			Lira folds her arms across her chest, the stiff fabric of her dress creasing at the elbows. Her hair, which is always immaculately twisted, is fraying at the ends. The scent of brine still clings to her—Saltblood to the bone. “We’re not a good match,” she says, eyes darting to the others before settling on me again. “But I’m not making an enemy of Kade. I want to survive.”

			I stare at her. I can’t force her to care. I can’t make her choose what’s right. But I can still get rid of Kade.

			“I’d actually hoped to take him off your hands,” I say to her.

			Lira blinks. “What?”

			“You said it yourself—you’re not a good match,” I say it coolly as if my heart isn’t pounding like a war drum in my chest.

			She studies me, searching for the trick. “You want Kade? Not the prince? Everyone wants the prince.”

			“The heart wants what it wants.”

			She looks at me with a crooked smile, almost amused. “What are you planning?” she asks, glancing toward the rising shouts as the guards hold Kade back from getting near the prince. When I say nothing, she adds, “He spent every moment we had together today talking about his time as a Mercyenforcer. He wouldn’t shut up. We even kissed to try it out.” She gags. “It was awful. Go ahead. Do whatever you want with him. He wasted my entire day. Now I have elimination to worry about.”

			With one victory under my belt, I elbow my way through the crowd with Rhythe’s glare searing the back of me and look Dreth in his eyes. “It’s obvious someone planted this ribbon on Dorian. You can investigate that or let the actual troublemaker get away.”

			Dreth’s chin rises. His guards wait for his word. He doesn’t respond right away. But when he winds his fist in the air, calling off his guards, air punches into my lungs.

			“Second elimination at Evergild Gardens just inside the Citadel gates in twenty minutes,” he says before turning to go. Caelus pales.

			“Wait!” Mae screams. “What about us?”

			Dreth’s chin slides over his shoulder, watching as Mae and I help Dorian back onto his feet. The back of his head is as bloody as the front. He must have hit it on his way down.

			“He needs to see someone about his wounds,” I say, realizing Mae is right about Dorian. “He can’t come to elimination.”

			Dreth’s jaw clenches.

			“Kiss him, Mae,” I say. “Show him. Right now.”

			Mae presses her tear-streaked face to Dorian’s, kissing him. She holds him, sobbing quietly against him. Then she holds his head in her hands. “You’re going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.”

			“Is it enough?” I ask Dreth, who watches coldly. “Does it prove, what was it called?”

			“Meaningful affection,” Talia shouts from the thinning crowd. Many have moved on, but the contestants are still there, except Rhythe. He’s gone.

			“Does it count?” I ask.

			Caelus watches with folded arms, still pale. Elimination is next for us too. I’m not ready. Dreth grunts with a reluctant chin up in agreement before leaving.
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			Iarrive at elimination alone. I told Caelus to get there on his own too but he insisted on following at a distance. I have to find a way to pass this by sharing meaningful affection with someone who could be my match.

			I’ve picked Kade. It has to be Kade.

			But I haven’t even talked to him.

			Lira is out of the way. She’s strolling through the gardens with Orrick, refusing to engage Kade. She’s actually laughing with real creases around her eyes, playing with Orrick’s hair. I don’t know if she feels bad for him or finds him interesting. I hope it’s the latter. I don’t think Orrick expected to make it past today.

			“What’s your plan, Axira?” Caelus joins my side.

			My mind claws for an answer. I don’t have words. I don’t know.

			“You and I can try to—” Caelus says, words tumbling out with none of the polish of his noble position.

			“We aren’t supposed to even hint that we could be seriously involved,” I say. “That would blow our cover.”

			I walk away from him, making a show of giving him the cold shoulder, to make it clear I’m not into him. I want Kade. As we wait for elimination to start, the contestants mingle. Skyborn watch from the perimeter of the park, shouting insults about how we don’t deserve the grass we are standing on. I find Kade, who’s standing alone. He’s clearly perturbed Lira is now giggling loudly with Orrick.

			“I think we got off on the wrong foot,” I tell him, my heart pounding.

			But he turns his back to me.

			“Kade, I know what you were trying to do at the tea shop. You want to protect the freedoms the Benevolent gives.”

			Kade turns with a brow quirked.

			“But someone is scheming.” I leave out that Rhythe is behind this. “Doesn’t protecting freedom mean finding that person? Dorian doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.”

			“The most effective treason happens right under the nose. You can’t put it past anyone.” He says it with a smugness. The same smugness he showed when Orrick attacked Finn incensed with rage.

			“I hadn’t considered that. You’re right,” I lie.

			He shrugs as if he suddenly doesn’t care. As if his arguing back there was performance and not passion. “Dorian’s not in my way,” he says.

			As frontrunners—the ones most obviously in true love—aren’t they in everyone’s way? I wait for him to say more. But he doesn’t. It’s puzzling. But I move on. I need him to believe I want him to match with me.

			“I think you’re smart,” I say. Sucking up to him is the worst. But he eats it up, unable to hide his smirk at the flattery.

			“I’ve always thought the same about you,” he says.

			“But we really haven’t had time to get to know each other.”

			“You don’t like blond hair,” he mocks me playfully. It’s working.

			“Yeah, well, I’m realizing what I thought I wanted and what I really want aren’t the same.” The truth stings. But it sails right past him. I catch Caelus from the corner of my eye. A group of contestants huddles nearby, casting glances at him. He pulls one of the girls aside and picks her a rose from a bush.

			“Gather around,” someone shouts.

			I promptly look away from Caelus and the girl to Dreth, lining us up. My heart thunders. We stand in a circle shoulder to shoulder as the other guards join his flank with restraints in hand.

			“When your name is called, perform your act of meaningful affection. It must mean something to at least one of you. If it is clear that it does, you will advance to the second trial.”

			I can’t stop grabbing bunches of my clothes. The girl Caelus gave a rose to still holds it, and I realize it’s the girl with the brown hair and mousy voice—Callie—who was supposed to choose to eliminate Orrick or Finn. She sways side to side as if she might shatter.

			“Dorian and Mae have been cleared to proceed to Trial Two.” Dreth gestures at Mae to stand on his right. Then he nods to the rest of the group. “Orrick, start us off.”

			Orrick steps forward, and Kade tenses next to me.

			“Lira, could I have a—” Orrick breaks off. His chin hits his chest and tears fall from his face, still heavy with regret. “I can’t. It’s not right after what I’ve done.” He’s grieving what he did to Finn.

			“Yes, you can, Orrick,” Lira says, and Rhythe flinches.

			Orrick reaches for her, and she twists her finger around his. Then he pulls her to him and timidly nestles against her in a hug. Lira smiles tightly, and I can’t tell if it’s real.

			“Pass,” Dreth huffs. “To my right. Talia, up next.”

			Lira exhales, and she and Orrick race to Mae’s side.

			Talia and Jace are already beside one another with locked lips and bodies touching. He folds her backward, one arm hooked behind her and the other hand cradling the back of her head. She holds on to him as their mouths taste and pull at each other, making audible sounds.

			I stare at the ground until it’s over. A couple of others go, and I wait with bated breath.

			When Dreth says, “Prince Caelus,” my heart stops.

			Caelus’s eyes lock with mine. He doesn’t move, gazing at me, letting the awkward silence hang there. His lips are poised, and I swallow, realizing I’m staring at them. Would it be easy to cross this distance and kiss him? A curl low in my stomach answers the question. Kade is my choice. Kade is the one I will betray.

			Caelus steps forward, and I hold breath in my lungs, hoping he has a plan that does not involve me.

			Then, he reaches for Callie.

			He runs a delicate touch along her jaw, beckoning her. She leans forward on her tiptoes, unsteady, bringing her face up closer to his.

			His mouth presses to hers.

			But his eyes lock on mine.

			As he kisses her, barely dusting their lips together, his stare slices through me, and it feels like a blade cutting to the bone, leaving me raw and exposed. She whimpers like a wounded animal. He holds her against him, keeping his focus, his gaze, his interest still on me.

			“Alright, alright, enough.” Dreth waves Callie back to where she was. “Everything comes easy to prince boy.”

			Callie can barely stand, she’s so smitten. Dreth waves Caelus and Callie to the group that’s passed, and she gushes about kissing a prince to Lira, who doesn’t even entertain her with a glance.

			The next pair is disqualified for a side hug. I’m not sure of their names. Only Rhythe, Ivy, Kade, and I are left. I glare at Rhythe, still furious with him for setting me up to betray Dorian. I walked right into that trap. To think I was foolish enough to think we were the same. There is something else Saltblood know—loyalty.

			He glares back. We have to stop Rhythe before he tries to hurt Dorian again, or anyone else he decides to target. Kade has to go too.

			When my name is called, I am frozen.

			Ready? Caelus mouths.

			I nod, unable to stomach actual words. This isn’t a game. This is destroy or be destroyed. I turn to Kade, replaying the mannerisms of the other kisses I’ve seen in my mind on repeat, trying to remember where they put their hands, how they stared deeply in the other’s eyes, how tightly they held them.

			Kade’s eyes darken. He starts to speak. “Axir—”

			I shove him backward against a lamppost and press my lips to his. It is the worst thing I’ve ever tasted or felt. He tries to force his tongue inside my mouth, and I clamp my teeth shut, refusing it, but holding our lips together a beat longer so there is no denial that we kissed.

			When I peel us apart, he wears a stupid smirk. “I knew you’d come around,” he says.

			Dreth clears us, and I spit when he’s not looking. We join the group who will start the Trial of Loyalty. Tomorrow.
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			Islept terribly.

			Every time I closed my eyes, I saw lips—Kade’s hot and demanding, tasting like ash. My first kiss, stolen under the threat of elimination, soaked in desperation. It was a transaction wrapped in skin. Ick. It meant nothing, of course. Worse than nothing if there is such a thing. The memory clings like an oil I can’t scrub off.

			And then there’s Caelus. The way he looked at me afterward. Not angry. Not even surprised. Just…still. Sunlight peeks through my tent and I cover my head, flipping onto my back and exhaling through my teeth. I didn’t come here for this—knots in my stomach or the weight of someone else’s silence. I need to remember that and refocus.

			There are no noises in the arena outside my tent. I don’t want to see the arena again. But they’re coming for us any moment to take us to the second trial. I drag myself up and emerge from the folds of my solitude to an arena that still reeks of copper. Finn’s body has been removed, but nothing else has been reset. His blood still has not been cleaned. It was here last night when we returned for bed.

			Chairs are still overturned. The bloody iron that impaled him is still on the ground beside the pit. In the haste of everyone scrambling away, a few tables were knocked aside, candles fell over, floral garlands were ripped down. The romantic facade on this steel prison has been destroyed.

			The Benevolent wants us to remember what happened to Finn.

			This tournament isn’t about giving us a fair chance at love.

			It’s designed to break us. By making us break each other.

			With the arena quiet, I poke my head into Caelus’s tent and find him lying there awake, lost in his thoughts. We haven’t talked since he kissed Callie and I kissed Kade.

			“Can I come in?” I ask.

			He sits up, and his blanket falls to his waist, unveiling his bare chest. I move around the tent, letting myself really look at all of him—the curve of his shoulders, the way his muscles shift beneath his skin, the scrapes and cuts he’s collected over the last couple days, and older scars. There is strength in his build, and yet the way he’s hunched over himself, one leg pulled to his chest, makes him look wounded and gentle, careful to not take up more space than he’s allowed. Odd for a prince. His torso narrows to his waist, lean and taut. Every inch of him is carved with purpose, not prettiness. He is beautiful, not like a painting or fine jewelry, but like the sea under moonlight—silver-shadowed and quietly alive with power.

			It draws me to his injuries again from the scuffle with Finn. There is a pile of seaweed in the corner. My wounds have almost all healed up thanks to him helping me. I grab a piece and split it open to make sure it hasn’t dried out.

			Caelus rolls his shoulders. “It’s fine.” There is a weariness in him, a deep fatigue that has nothing to do with this competition.

			“Please, let me help.”

			He groans but turns his smooth, bare back to me. I kneel behind him, the prince, and my hands hover just over his broad shoulders where there are traces of angry scrapes.

			“I really can do it,” he says, not moving.

			“You can’t reach.” I can do it. I need to.

			I lower my hand to touch him but draw back, my heart ramming in my chest, harder than I’ve ever felt it. If I’m going to keep this facade going with Kade convincingly, I will have to be able to touch him. I just know in my gut that touching Caelus should be easier than touching someone else. It’s just practice.

			“Axira…”

			“I want to.”

			He waits. I can still feel his arm around my waist when he pulled me up from the waves, and our bodies bumping and pressing close as we danced. I can still see the kindness in his eyes when he told me he sent medicine for Fina. I can see our kindred hatred of this place, even if for different reasons. We’ve touched hands now, several times. But I’ve never touched someone like this. I’ve never felt skin this warm beneath my fingertips, never seen the rise and fall of someone’s back as he breathes, waiting for me.

			He is so still, so calm. So ready for my touch. As if it doesn’t threaten to rattle everything loose inside of him, like it threatens to do to me. I scoop some of the moisture inside the seaweed onto the pad of my finger and press it to the worst of the scrapes. His skin twitches, but he doesn’t pull away.

			“Is this okay?” My voice trembles. I bite down, embarrassed at how nervous I sound.

			“It’s good.”

			A long silence stretches between us. I’m not used to helping someone in this way. Maybe it doesn’t have to mean anything at all. But every brush of my fingers across his skin feels like a confession. I spread the seaweed on another scrape, my fingers grazing his spine. Like yesterday in the Hollow, something I’ve never felt stirs inside me. Like I’ve swallowed something alive and it’s yawning itself awake.

			“You have to make it out of here,” I say, more and more unsettled with every stroke of my hand. He doesn’t have a good plan. “Is Callie really your choice?”

			His chin slides over his shoulder. His icy blue eyes are impossibly clear today. They find mine. But whatever he is thinking doesn’t make it to his lips. He turns back around. “You’ll be betraying her too once we steal what we need,” he says. “But that hardly matters, I’m realizing.” In the grand scheme of things, betraying others can’t matter or neither of us will survive this.

			“If not her, just pick anyone. They’d all take you,” I say.

			“That’s what you think I should do?”

			The question unsteadies me. “It’s what’s smart to do.”

			“You’re right.” He nods, and his hair falls across his back in silky waves. I move it aside, unable to resist, raking my fingers through it. It’s like holding light in my hands. “But the only person worse than you at faking being in love is me.”

			He turns, and we’re facing each other again, closer than we’ve ever been. My body curls toward him, like a vine to the sun. But then noises stir in the arena outside the tent. Low voices. Whispers. I lean away from him instinctively.

			His fingers close gently around my wrist, pulling me back like there’s more he wants to tell me. “Axira…”

			“I should go. They’re awake. Kade shouldn’t see us—”

			“Right.” He releases me, and I slip out of the tent, savoring the feel of his touch lingering on my skin.

			Outside, silence hangs in the air like a fog, heavy and dense. Orrick is awake, wrapped in a blanket, staring at nothing as he sits beside the mountain of singed logs in the firepit as if it’s a gravesite. The branches and leaves have been combed from his hair.

			“Hey, are you alright?” I ask when Lira dents my periphery.

			But she doesn’t hear me as she ambles toward Orrick. They sit closely, their limbs touching. He sags against her, sullen. Her heavy-lidded eyes suggest she didn’t get much sleep either. Maybe it’s genuine. Maybe.

			My churning stomach lures me to the breakfast table—which is bare. It hasn’t been reset like the other days. It’s not filled with stale food from yesterday morning either. It’s been cleaned.

			The doors to the arena open.

			“Trial of Loyalty, report,” a Mercyenforcer yells.

			Contestants emerge from their tents, still buzzing from their dates yesterday. Rhythe marches to the front, forming a line. Kade is not far behind him. Talia appears beside me. Under her breath, with a snarl that’s more threat than kindness, she says, “You’re out. Stay away.”

			A warning. Rhythe’s new target might be me.
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			The journey to the Trial of Loyalty is like the first—blindfolded in the back of a transport with no windows, no light—and all I can think about is what Rhythe is probably plotting to do to me. I’ve made him an enemy just as Caelus warned me not to. But I wasn’t going to have Dorian’s innocent blood on my hands. Rhythe set him up, and me in the process. I want no part in that.

			The chatter dies down once we’re in motion. We ride in silence a shorter distance than the first trial.

			When we stop, the doors open to an expanse of green so smooth it looks like fine fabric. Rolling hills blanketed in crops stretch toward the horizon, where the first light of morning spills golden across the land. I’ve picked up food here to deliver on my courier routes, but I’ve never paid attention—never taken all of it in.

			We pass a platform, stopping in the middle of corn crops. Dreth is waiting for us beside a burning pile of wood and several courier crates. Piles of harvested peppers in every color, berries, tomatoes, squash, leafy greens, beans, peaches, plums, potatoes, endless rows of sacks of grains, and that’s just what I can see. My stomach aches, not just from nerves, but from hunger too. It’s quickly gotten used to life in the Citadel.

			I find Kade lingering near Lira and Orrick. Didn’t he get the message yesterday? She doesn’t want him. I do. I stand closer to him, letting our elbows touch. When he looks at me, I smile. But he glances away with indifference, as if the forced kiss we shared yesterday was a way to get through the elimination for him too.

			“I hope you slept alright,” I say.

			“Like a rock.” Kade pops his neck to either side.

			“What do you know about this trial?”

			He shrugs. “Not much.”

			My knees are unsteady as I move closer to him, close enough to feel the heat from his body.

			“I thought we could help each other today,” I say under my breath.

			He folds his arms.

			“Kade, come on.” I glance around. Then, I get closer and lower my voice. “The kiss may have been a lie. But you agreed we never got the chance to know each other better. Now’s our time.”

			He points at the raging flames beside Dreth. “That’s an incinerator.”

			“A what?”

			“It’s where they put waste and trash. And all the bodies they don’t send to the sea.”

			I go cold all over. “What’s it doing here?”

			His eyes are suddenly steeled with fear. “I’m wondering the same thing.”

			I look for Mae, searching for some assurance on her face, but she stares at the flames like she’s in practiced mourning. Dorian is with her, speechless. The other Grainfolk watch with hollow expressions, as if this incinerator is haunting them, and my pulse picks up.

			“We’re packing rations today.” Dreth walks us through how to harvest some of the food that still needs to be pulled from the soil. He grabs a ration pouch and stuffs it with two squash, a fistful of grain, and a pear, tying it up tight. He tosses it into one of a dozen shelves in the back of a transport. A shelf that could hold hundreds of the little ration pouches.

			“It’s so much food,” I say, under my breath. “That’ll take all day.”

			Kade grimaces as if he’s realized something.

			But he doesn’t have to share—Dreth does. “Once you’ve filled two shelves, burn the rest.”

			“Burn the food?” I ask. Two shelves. Two of a dozen.

			Dreth’s eyes cut to me through the crowd. I didn’t realize I said that aloud. “Contestant Fifty-Four asks a great question, for clarity, I’ll assume. Yes, you will burn the excess food.” All of the Saltbloods and Stonebounds gasp and stare, whispering. But the Grainfolk stare, as if they’re too numb to be shocked.

			“Citizenship in Skyhaven requires your trust in your leader’s judgment,” Dreth goes on.

			Trust his judgment by ignoring the truth right in my face. Families in Dockers Row are starving. I’m sure it’s the same in other districts. This is cruel! But I realize that’s the point: loyalty means caring about who and what the Benevolent cares about. It means turning off that part of our mind screaming, this is wrong.

			Dreth steeples his hands.

			We can steal it for ourselves and be deemed selfish. We can stow it away for someone else and be deemed rebellious. Or we can burn it—and be deemed a patriot. After all, there are “reasons” for the things our leader is doing. Good reasons for Ethyria’s prosperity and safety, the pamphlet always says.

			“Any other questions, Contestant Fifty-Four?” Dreth asks.

			I stiffen.

			“Don’t,” Kade mutters. “There’s no use. Just agree, Axira.”

			I shake my head, and Dreth paces the length of the contestants, giving the rest of the instructions.

			“You will each be given a ration truck to fill for your district and assigned a portion of harvest to burn. You will have until sunrise tomorrow to finish packing and complete burning the excess in your supply. Be careful of misstepping here, contestants. The cost of betraying loyalty is steep.”

			Kade shadows me as we’re herded into separate lines, bound for various wagons—to our own sections of harvest. Across the distance, Mae offers me a faint, soft smile. Caelus moves toward his line without so much as a glance at me. But when our paths cross, our arms brush. His fingers ghost over the back of my hand, a fleeting touch that feels like static. We meet eyes for a single heartbeat. His burn with something that feels like sympathy.

			It grounds me—barely. But I have to follow through. Somehow I have to do this.

			“How can you burn all this food?” I ask Kade as we step into a wagon with others headed to our section.

			“It’s just plants,” he says. “We can grow more.”

			His words land like a slap. Just plants. As if whole villages aren’t waiting for what we’re about to destroy. The heat of his body, the casual calm in his voice—it all makes my skin feel too tight. He shifts closer as the wagon jerks forward, and I wish there was more space between us.

			“Look, I’ll help you with the burning,” he says.

			“I can do it,” I lie, because I need it to be true. I need to burn food that could keep Serafina alive. I need to send this truck into my district not even half filled. I need to do that to prove I can be Skyborn, even if I have no desire to be.

			Ahead, I already see the stretch of grassland dotted with crates and pallets, transports waiting nearby. The field they’ve assigned me sits right beside his. Even from here, I can make out the mounds of produce piled high, waiting to be sorted, packed, or burned.

			I get started and the ache of hunger behind my ribs is replaced by anger, rising with every ration bag I tie off, barely full. I’m tempted to stuff more in them, but there is a Mercyenforcer assigned to watch me. Kade is shouting distance away. He’s moving twice as fast.

			Get past the trial. Get a ship.

			I pack another ration pouch and set it in the tray.

			Get past the trial. Get a ship.

			But every pouch I stuff and pack and tie feels like a betrayal. They’ve given me water, but my head starts to pulse from hunger. The sun is high in the sky, and the first tray is almost half filled by the time a transport rolls by. Dreth rolls down the window and hands me a tray piled with a midday meal and two Scents: one for Lingering Desire, the other for Emotional Yield.

			“Eat up.” He drives off, and I tear into the bread with my teeth without thinking, biting into my finger hard enough to draw blood. The bread tastes like it’s coated in honey and was made this morning, fresh. The meat is juicy and my mouth waters more with each bite. I gulp it down, barely breathing. I shove the fruit in my mouth and gnaw at a savory pie I’ve never seen before. I eat until my stomach hurts and I can’t shove another bite of food down.

			My face burns in shame.

			I shove the tray away and get up, glaring at the crumbs and my bleeding finger. How could I sit here and eat when…My hands shake. But I drag myself back to the overflowing root crops still caked in soil. I have to finish. I have to get the trial done if it kills me.

			So I keep going.

			One pouch after another.

			Stuff. Seal. Stack.

			The drone of anger fades, drowned out by the mechanical motion of my hands. Stuff. Seal. Stack. The sun arcs higher, blistering the back of my arms. My shirt sticks to my skin. A fly buzzes around my face, but I don’t bother swatting it away. Kade is still working, singing as he goes.

			I fill my first tray. Then a first row on the second tray.

			By mid-afternoon, the sun scorches and my back screams, but I’m moving on autopilot.

			By the time the second tray is about full, there is still a mountain of food left. I can barely feel my fingers, and twine cuts into my skin. The tie on a pouch snaps, and I curse under my breath, retying it slower, tighter. When a new cart arrives, overflowing with food, the deliverer says, “Add it to the excess.”

			The Mercyenforcer nods toward the field like this is nothing. Like throwing away food that could feed an entire district is routine. “Get those crops out of the ground too.”

			Get past the trial. Get a ship.

			There are five rows of root vegetables he wants me to pull up.

			So I do it.

			I switch to ripping food from the ground, perfectly good food that could probably stay here longer, tossing it onto the heap of harvested vegetables, each thud heavier than the last. Squash. Beets. Carrots. One by one. With every row I clear, every vegetable I toss aside, I’m not just following orders. I’m helping them starve my people. And I’m starting to get good at it, finding a natural rhythm. I don’t know which is worse—what they’re asking us to do, or how easy it’s becoming to do it.

			When the rows are done, and the trays are done, the sun is low in the sky. Everything hurts. And there are still massive piles of food left.

			“Now burn it,” the Mercyenforcer says.

			Something in me jerks sideways. I hesitate, waiting for a shift in tone, some correction, some unveiling that this isn’t real. But it doesn’t come. I take a log from the small fire and walk over to the pile of food, and it feels like sleepwalking. Some vegetables are warm from the sun, covered with bugs. The smell of soil still clings to their roots.

			Get past the trial. Get a ship.

			I throw the burning log on the food, and it becomes a pyre.

			The Mercyenforcer is already walking off like it’s done, like this part doesn’t matter. He grabs a tent and some bedding out of his wagon and tosses it at me. “Once it’s all burned out, you’ve passed.”

			“So I sit here and—”

			“Yes. Watch what you’ve done.” He climbs in his wagon and rides off. Smoke stings my eyes. I can’t tell if they’re watering from the heat or if I’m crying. Kade jogs over with his bedding and tent and claps me on the back. I tighten my fist to stop myself from burying it in his ribs.

			“Axira?” he asks.

			But I don’t have words for him. I don’t have words for anything or anyone. All I can do is stare at the flames. They devour everything—hissing, cracking, spitting up sparks. I keep my gaze locked on the fire, forcing myself to watch. Forcing myself to feel.

			“There’s a reason he has us doing this,” Kade says, pushing the log in deeper to swell the flames. “We just have to trust him. Let’s make camp for the night over here.” He moves in that direction. But I can’t. I can’t pretend with him, of all people. Not right now. Either he believes the script we’ve all been fed: this is for order, for balance, for the good of the island; or he’s superb at acting like it. His tattoo of the Benevolent’s face suggests it’s the former, not the latter.

			Every snap of fire consuming what could’ve saved someone feels like something inside me breaking. How many piles of food burned like this one? How many people told themselves they were just following rules? Just doing their part. Just handling plants.

			That’s how the Benevolent wins them over, giving them Heartfillers, convincing them he is generous and good. He does his dirty work not with monstrous acts, but with small ones. Quiet ones. With ordinary people and quotas. With smiles and shoulder pats and the promise that it’s not really that bad. Fear isn’t his angle, familiarity is.

			Smoke curls in my hair, the stench of scorched food clinging to my clothes like a stain I’ll never scrub out. The smell is the promise of starvation, suffering, death.

			“I’m going to sleep over here,” I tell Kade. “On my own.”

			“Being close might make the night go faster.” He stares too long, flashing open his hand with the Scents that were on our food trays.

			“I’m sure. I just want this over. I just want it done.” I lock the doors to the transport, securing the food inside.

			“It’s done at sunrise,” Kade says. “When we get back into those transports.”

			“Then I just need to get through the night.” I turn my back on him. It should be easy. Just wait. But the moment the words leave my mouth, something trembles deep in my gut, telling me that is naive.
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			When I wake, Serafina hovers above me, the starry night sky lightening behind her.

			“Axira, wake up,” she whispers.

			I am dreaming. She is not here. This is not real.

			“We have to go!” Her brows arch high, trembling slightly. “They came for me and brought me here. I’m scared.” Her face is a haze. I grind my knuckles into my eyes. She is still there. Her small, dirt-covered hands are white-knuckling on the ties to my tent. Her expression is twisted with desperation, eyes glistening with unshed tears.

			I sit up, leaning against my tent where I fell asleep outside of it. I blink again. “Serafina?”

			She looks over her shoulder. “Hurry, before they come back.”

			The fire has all burned out. The locked transport is still sitting there. My heart thuds, finally catching up with my mind. I stumble up, my limbs heavy with sleep. I slide my shoes on.

			“Hurry,” she says.

			Once my shoes are on, she runs ahead of me. The grassy field strewn with piles of ashen vegetables may as well be a graveyard. The sun isn’t up and won’t be for a little while longer. Kade must still be sleeping. My footsteps are lead. I stagger behind Serafina. She’s covered in sticks and twigs, her hair mangled. “Are you okay?” I ask. “Where is Miss Omon?”

			“I’m okay. They came in the night. They locked me away somewhere in the palace. Then they brought me here this morning, but something went wrong, I don’t know. They turned around to go back to the palace.” She holds up a piece of sharp metal. “But I broke the latch on the transport and slipped out. I ran until I found you asleep beside your tent.”

			The hum of a vehicle roars in the distance. I motion for Serafina to follow me deeper into the corn stalks. She sticks to my heels. We duck behind a pallet of produce, then dart toward waist-high grain. My steps are clunky, like I’m moving underwater. Time and motion feel out of balance, the exhaustion of the last day weighing me down.

			Serafina presses a finger to her lips, pointing to the wagon as it rolls by. We crouch down, and my heart skips a beat. Did they hurt her? I scan every inch of her exposed skin, but there are no bruises or cuts that I can see. She’s here. I can’t believe she’s here.

			This changes everything. I scan for other tents, for Caelus, wondering if I should wake him. I promised to steal for him, and this ruins all that. Even if I could get him, there’s no time. I have to run. I have to run now.

			And it makes me ache in a way that’s confusing.

			“Axira, come on.” Serafina crouches, urging me to follow her. Then my gaze drops to her chest, which is not glowing with a Heartfiller. She hasn’t coughed. She doesn’t look pale with fever.

			“You’re all better?” Caelus just sent the medicine.

			She slips out from the cover of the stalks and ducks behind a toppled bin meant for sorting. “Come on, Axira.” She blinks for a beat too long.

			“Fina, you did use the medicine, right?” I ask again. How else would she be well? The world is still a haze.

			“I don’t know,” she says. “I’m scared. Please.”

			My fingers find my chest, two steps ahead of my mind. I pull my collar aside, exposing my skin. It glows. A tiny coral-colored shard of a memory Heartfiller sticks out, its hue dark red, as if singed by a flame.

			No.

			I back away.

			This is not real. Serafina is not really here.

			Serafina’s brows slash angrily. “Come with me now! We have to get away!” She grabs a blade from somewhere that I miss. “Traitor! You said you’d protect me. You said you’d teach me how to fish!”

			“It’s not you. You’re not real.” The Trial of Loyalty is still underway. I plug my ears. The more I say it aloud, the more I realize it’s true.

			“You have to save me. And Miss Omon! You promised.” When I don’t follow her, she paces. “This is why your mother died. This is why your father died! Because you couldn’t save them. You didn’t even try.” She keeps shouting more accusations. My heart feels like it’s going to burst through my ears.

			“Stop,” I plead. “Please stop talking!”

			“You couldn’t love your parents even if you were allowed to. You can’t save me because you don’t even know how to save yourself.”

			I flinch at her words. My gaze drops to the dirt, to something glinting beneath a wilted leaf. A broken handle jutting from the soil. Metal curves from one end, dull edged and rusted. It’s solid, heavy, and sharp. I grab it.

			And plunge it into Serafina’s throat.

			She vanishes like a vision, fracturing into drifting flecks. And the piece of crystal attached to my chest like a barnacle falls to the ground. I pick it up, examining it. The memory Heartfiller is standard issue at checkpoints throughout the districts. They are the worst ones, making you relive past memories over and over.

			But this one…

			I turn the piece, pulsing a burned shade of orange, a much redder hue of coral than any memory Heartfiller I’ve ever seen. It hums with a darkness inside it that reminds me of death. This one was making me hallucinate in the present, like fake-future memories somehow. I throw it down and smash it with my boot.

			Without the Heartfiller, the haze begins to lift from my vision like morning sea mist in the midday sun. Shapes sharpen. Color returns. Sound rushes in—wind rustling through the stalks, the groan of wagon wheels. I’ve wandered to the same spot where the Mercyenforcers gathered us yesterday to read out the rules and sort us like livestock.

			That’s when I see them.

			The field before me is chaos.

			Contestants are unraveling in their own minds, screaming, fighting, running from hallucinations, soft coral glowing at their chests.

			There is a litter of tools on the ground—rusted shears, splintered shovel handles—and several in hands. A pitchfork lies on its side like it was dropped mid-strike. Even a long wooden tool snapped in half is deadly in the right hands. Mercyenforcers lurk in the shadows of the perimeter of trees, feasting their eyes on the mess.

			Someone backs into me. Jace. He darts around me, clutching a bloodied sack of food like a weapon, running from something only he can see. I spin, trying to find Caelus, but stumble on Talia on her knees on the ground, rocking back and forth sobbing, arguing with a hallucination.

			Paces away, Lira is tearing through the field, trampling vines and scattering roots in her wake. She turns over a planting bed, digging through loose soil with her bare hands, looking for something. Her eyes dart, unfocused, and for a second she looks toward the tree line as if something’s chasing her. She stashes a tangle of branches under her arm and glances toward the edge of the field—where two Mercyenforcers watch just beyond the rows, one with sharpened spears, the other scribbling on a paper as if taking notes.

			This is madness.

			Nearby, metal scrapes against metal. Sparks fly, steel clashing with steel. Contestants stagger between trampled crops. Some cry out. Rusted tools-turned-weapons are being swung at nothing. I dodge past Orrick, who is bleeding from the temple and shouting a name I don’t recognize.

			Beyond the haze of smoke, across the field, I spot Caelus.

			He moves like a man torn in half, holding an axe, swaying it one way and then the next. He steps back and falters as if the air is pushing against him. His weapon wavers, then lowers. His mouth moves, saying something I can’t hear. Then he falls to his knees. His shoulders rise and fall like he’s drowning. My heart twists.

			“Caelus?” I rush his way, darting around several others, when I smack into Rhythe and stumble sideways. Rhythe, who tried to frame Dorian as a rebel. Rhythe, who probably now wants me dead. His hair is plastered to his forehead by a sheen of sweat. His widened irises dart back and forth as if hunting for threats in every shadow. The tiny crystal at his chest glows.

			The fear on his face stops me dead in my tracks.

			His nose flares with each ragged breath. His lips are parted, quivering; the usual intimidating smirk is gone. “Keep your voice down,” he says to some unseen hallucination. “They’ll hear you.”

			I can’t move, transfixed.

			“What do you mean we can’t win this? We can. Don’t talk like that.” He reaches for nothing. “Ivy, listen—”

			My pulse skips. Ivy…

			“No one even suspects us.” He claws at the sides of his face, and I can feel control buckling in him. “Put that down. Put that blade down, now.” Then he picks up a sharpened pruning blade as if he is the Ivy he’s imagining. “We can’t give up now that we’ve come this close. We have to fight. We have to live.”

			He cares about Ivy.

			And she cares about him. How did I not see it before? They knew each other before coming here! They must’ve. And he’s hiding it from his alliance for a reason. He mutters something I can’t hear, resolve cementing in his eyes. “If there’s no other way. If they’ve really found us out. Are you sure? You’re sure?” He crouches low. He gasps. “They know? They know. They’ll kill us, Ivy. They’ll kill us both, unless we…” He double fists the weapon, pressing the sharp tip to himself.

			I suck in a breath. He’s going to do it. He’s going to shove that blade into his stomach.

			“Same time,” he says.

			Everything in me wants to scream.

			“One.”

			But I’m cemented in place.

			“Two.”

			“Ah!” Lira charges past me, knocking the blade out of his hands. He shoves her off of him and throws her to the ground hard, about to bring his fist down to her face when she rips the glowing shard from his chest.

			He blinks, his eyes widening. Then he stumbles up, ghostly pale, worried, I bet, about what Lira might have heard. He glances around, paranoid. He cares about Ivy, which could mean he is lying about his motive for wanting to win. All his talk about fighting for Saltblood, when Dorian is one of us and he tried to have him killed. Maybe Rhythe has been lying to all of us the entire time. Maybe he was lying to me just to get me on his side. He knows I’m a good smuggler.

			In the distance, Caelus still stares, unfocused, like he’s just outrun something, standing there as if he isn’t sure if the nightmare is over.

			“Rhythe.” Lira grips him by the shoulders. “You’re alright. It was a memory Heartfiller. A strange kind I’ve never seen.” Her brows furrow, showing him the dark-coral shard.

			He flinches in fear before regaining his composure. “What happened?”

			“You were about to shove this into your chest!” She kicks the blade before turning to glare at me. “She was standing there watching.”

			Rhythe’s cold eyes widen first, then narrow, a divot appearing between his brows.

			“No, I—” I start.

			“What’s going on here?” Talia is behind us with a pitchfork in her hand. “What did Axira do?”

			“She was about to let Rhythe die,” Lira says.

			“I—” I was. I really was. The thought chills me. Rhythe picks up the pruning blade, spinning it in his hand as he strolls toward me, as cavalier and nonchalant as he normally is. As if he wasn’t just scared to death of losing Ivy.

			“Brave of you to choose to be my enemy, Axira.” He continues past me. Lira and Talia trail behind him, but I stand in their way.

			“He’s lying to both of you,” I say. “He’s using this alliance to position himself at the end, not to rob the Benevolent but to win. With Ivy.”

			Lira guffaws. Talia studies me a beat too long, but she scoops up a few more weapons and tosses one at Lira before catching up to Rhythe. They are a lost cause. He can have them both.

			Just then, Mercyenforcers drag bodies with bruised purple throats and swollen lips across the scorched ground, the stench of bile thick in the air. One by one, they pile them up—the first tossed on the ground is a girl with half-eaten food still clutched in her hand. Their discolored lips…throats…

			“Poisoned.” The word slips from some desperate place inside me.

			“Steep price for disloyalty, like I said.” Dreth raps his knuckles against the metal plates across his chest.

			They poisoned them. They poisoned the crops.

			More bodies are tossed on top of the first one. Titus and Tamara, I think are their names. I didn’t know them. Never held a conversation with them and yet I can’t look away.

			A crowd forms, watching in fretful silence. Talia holds on to Jace, gaping in horror, her palm on her chest. Mae is stifling a sob into Dorian’s shoulder; his bandaged face is still bloodstained. Ivy is in the shadows, looking from the bodies, then to me, then back to the bodies. Orrick and Lira look like they might lose their midday meal.

			More bodies. More dead.

			Dead for eating the food we were supposed to burn.

			Bile rises in my throat and out my mouth. Titus lies on top, his arm bent back in an unnatural way. Something’s different about him. I step closer. His skin is covered in dirt as if he worked hard, did what he was asked, and then took a bite of a piece of food at the end. His throat isn’t purple and his lips are not swollen like the others’. But his face is covered in blood like he was beaten for that bite the minute he finished it.

			Kade calls my name, but I skim the chaos for a ribbon of white hair and race to Caelus.

			“You’re okay,” I say, catching up with him. He’s gone deathly pale. His arms are rigid at his sides. A low sound escapes him—half a gasp, half a strangled word. I touch his arm gently, imagining my warmth could calm his storm.

			“Back to the arena,” Dreth announces, directing us to the transport.

			Caelus opens his palm, showing me the glowing darkened coral shard.

			“I know,” I say. “I’ve never seen it work like that before. You’re okay, though, right?”

			“No,” he says. “No, I’m not. When we get back, meet me in my tent once everyone’s asleep. Axira, I have something to tell you.”
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			Isit beside Caelus in his tent after everyone is asleep, letting our thighs touch. His hands rest in his lap, knuckles pale, but his shoulders are drawn up slightly, as if he’s bracing for an impact. He is shaken, staring at nothingness. “Was it the hallucination?” I ask in a whisper. It still sounds too loud.

			His jaw flexes once, the muscle twitching like a tremor.

			“What did you see?”

			“No.” His voice is rough. Not cold, but heavy. “We don’t need to discuss that.”

			I inhale slowly and shift to face him. The movement disturbs the fragile peace we’ve found, his leg shimmying away from mine. If he isn’t upset about the hallucination the strange memory filler gave him, then what?

			He blinks slowly, then speaks. “The tournament is not a competition, Axira. It’s a harvest.”

			My skin tingles like I’m being pricked with a thousand tiny needles.

			“A kiss between the winning truest-love match makes a powerful magic,” he says, quieter now. “The magic we are going to steal.”

			I straighten.

			“The Benevolent claims the kiss is just a symbol—an ending to the tournament,” he continues. “But it’s more than that. My father drains magic from the contestants when they kiss. It unleashes something. I’ve seen it, once. At an Ascension Ceremony when I was ten years old. The magic appears like Heartfillers, small ones, thousands of them. My father duplicates them in his lab, and the more he duplicates them, the less potent they become. Eventually, he has to harvest a new set. About every ten years.”

			I go cold all over, my thoughts scattering, racing to knit themselves into something that makes sense. I touch my lips, remembering Kade’s…“Is it all kisses?”

			“Just the one at the Ascension Ceremony. He gives something to the contestants so that the connection produces magic.” He leans in. “And I figure if we harvest the magic, it will stop him from being able to keep the lowborn addicted to feeling good, their minds duller than an old blade, fixated on the pleasures, distracted, numb.”

			I think of Miss Omon and Nichol, but also the others—Dorian, Ferdy, the Saltblood. Their slack eyes. Their manufactured happy. We could free them. We could free all of them. I blink quickly to dry the moisture forming in my eyes. “Then we would, what, rally them to fight?” I ask.

			“No. No, we don’t want war,” Caelus says. “But if we take the weapon out of my father’s hands, we will have control. He will have no power without the lowborn oppressed.”

			“I don’t understand,” I say. “He has all the power in his position.”

			“That’s what he wants you to think. He only has power because it’s given to him.” He says it like we have some kind of power. Like lowborn could choose to not give it. Like we weren’t born beneath the boot of it. I almost laugh, but don’t because of how he looks at me, like it’s true. I scoot closer to him.

			He continues, “The magnitude of the power from the kiss depends on how much the kiss means to the people who share it. The more desperate for love, the more—”

			“Power it has,” I finish, the words tasting bitter.

			“Exactly. So he has made the districts as miserable as possible, stringing them along on false promises and temporary pleasures. He wants as many people as possible, the most desperate possible, to enter the tournament. And once you’re in here, watching people drop left and right, turning your attention away from—”

			“Horrible things,” I whisper. Like Finn’s murder, and Orrick being manipulated into doing it. Like burning food while our families and friends starve. “They can’t live with the horrible things they’ve done. So they only become more desperate to win.” It feels like the floor vanishes beneath my feet. The Benevolent has built his kingdom from the desperation of his people. “He’s manipulating lowborn to fuel our own oppression. Making us believe we are powerless. That we need his Heartfillers.”

			“Yes.” Caelus’s chin dips in shame. He’s carried this secret for too long.

			I see Dorian cowering bloody on the ground, a contestant’s swollen purple lips, Kade’s stare, glinting with dark ambition. And Rhythe, pulling all the strings he can, just to reclaim a shred of power and control. I recoil—not with my body, but somewhere deeper. My arms cross my chest.

			The lowest in society aren’t desperate by accident. People are hungry and sick on purpose.

			We are desperate by design.

			Engineered to be harvested.

			I want to scream. I want to run. But I just hold my arms around myself like a shield. “Why are you just now telling me this?” I ask.

			Caelus exhales through his nose, a quiet surrender in his shoulders. “I’ve spent years preparing for this moment, Axira. I worried that if I told you the truth, you’d walk away.”

			“That’s preposterous!” I release my balled fists. I want to be angry and say he should have told me from the start, but if he had told me at the beginning—when all I cared about was Serafina and my orphanage—would I have stayed? I can’t honestly say I would have.

			“So we have to steal the kiss magic,” I say, smoothing my clothes.

			“Right,” he says, the corners of his mouth tugging to not quite a smile, but something resolved. He shifts closer to me, and I savor the warmth of him.

			“How, exactly?”

			“When Dorian and Mae share their first kiss as citizens at the Ascension Ceremony, shards will appear. They’ll form near the heart first—tiny, glowing crystals. But the more real the love, the more the shards multiply.” He goes on to explain how the Benevolent’s Mercyenforcers will use special gloves with a siphoning vial to collect them as they grow and fall like a flower speeding through its life cycle.

			“The shards are more delicate than petals. The gentlest graze of a hand will cause them to fall to the ground. I’m planning a distraction. We’ll need to gather them quickly and run.”

			“Alright, then.” I settle in deeper beside him, feeling more nervous. We still have to survive the trials to even get to the Ascension Ceremony. “And after that, if we succeed, then what?”

			“You leave on a ship.” He swallows.

			“Right.” A beat passes between us. “I’m scared, Caelus.”

			Something inside me cracks open, hot and vulnerable. I tell him about the hallucinations from my trial, about Serafina, about the heart-rending fear of seeing her here, of not knowing how sick she is, whether she has enough medicine, if she’s even alive. And then, how she snorts when she laughs, how excited she was the first time she lost a tooth, thinking it was some kind of magic that made it regrow. I tell him how Miss Omon would let us make bread sometimes when we saved up the ingredients and how Serafina’s favorite thing is kneading it. When I mention the first time she tasted the flour, thinking it would taste like a roll, I chuckle.

			He listens without saying much, elbows resting on his knees, head tilted slightly. By the time I’m done talking, I’m smiling and breathless, reminiscing. The doom and gloom of the last trial fades into something lighter for a moment in the tent and I steal it, grabbing it tight.

			When I’m done, Caelus studies me. “The way you talk about Dockers Row, the Saltblood, Miss Omon…it sounds like the best place.”

			“It is.”

			He looks past me with longing, and I would trade gold to mine his thoughts.

			“The first time I saw you in that hallway, I knew who you were,” he says. “I was embarrassed to be scrubbing floors in front of a notorious thief. I’d figured Lucent brought you inside for some reason to find me, but then you didn’t know who I was.”

			“Why were you scrubbing the floors? And why is your bedroom so empty? Why do you live like you do?” I asked him once before, but it feels like we’ve crossed some invisible bridge between us, so maybe I’ll get an answer this time.

			“My father is grooming me to take over after he dies,” he says, “but he is constantly finding that I am ‘not fit to lead.’ So he has taken away the privileges of being Skyborn, one by one, to, as he says, teach me an appreciation for my position. He says I could benefit from living as a lowborn for some time. Turns out I’m very bad at learning some lessons.”

			Silence stretches between us. There is comfort in sitting with the truth and not saying anything and letting it fill the air. Like we are holding the space for it together. My thoughts move to Rhythe, to Dorian, who is still a target, I bet, to the unending problems that await us outside the fold of this tent.

			Caelus flexes his hand between us, palm up, asking for mine.

			I set my fingers on top of his, unsure what to expect, now that he’s not holding it to lead me anywhere. But when our skin meets, a breath catches somewhere in my chest. His warmth sweeps behind me like a tide I am not ready for. He locks his fingers in mine, trapping them between his, and it scrambles my thoughts. Then his arms open wide, reaching for me.

			I scoot closer to him and lay my head on his chest. His arms close around me, and the world goes quiet. I can feel the steady thrum of his heart, hear the slow inhale he takes against my hair. His scent is cold and clean, like wind after a snow.

			My hands hover uselessly, unsure of where to settle. After a determined breath, I let them lie naturally, curved around his back. His chin rests on my head and a warmth blooms in my chest. I don’t think of the danger ahead, the many complications of making Rhythe an enemy, or what happens after Caelus and I succeed. I only focus on the steadiness of my breath, in and out, its calm, slow cadence.

			He doesn’t let go, holding on to me like I am something he wants to keep.

			I’m not sure what this is. But it feels different than I expected. Different than Kade’s kiss. More sure than the promise of a ship. Something like what Serafina and Miss Omon and I have, but not quite.

			My mind screams—let go.

			This is dangerous.

			This will cost you.

			But I hold on to him tighter, and he holds on to me, fingers tracing down my back. Every place his fingertips brush sends a thrill all over my body, in places I’ve never felt. Whatever this is, I’d like to hide it away to keep it somehow. Because the moment I show it to the world, like everything that’s ever mattered to me—it’ll be gone.
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			Hours later, when I consider unwinding myself from Caelus, his breath is slow and featherlight against my shoulder. He is fast asleep. The tent is warm and heavy with the musk of faint traces of the ocean. I inhale once more, taking all of him in, still a bit unsure how we ended up this close. It was just an embrace. And now it feels like an anchor is attached to something inside me.

			“Axira,” he murmurs in his sleep, reaching out.

			I shift just enough to see his face. The silvery white of his hair is light in the shadows, catching on the curve of his collarbone, the edge of his jaw. His lashes rest like fresh frost on his cheeks. The weight of the crown, the tournament, the magic his father is planning to harvest—none of it is here now. Just him. The soft rise and fall of his breath tugs at something inside me I don’t have a name for. I reach for his face, sliding my touch gently down the slopes of his cheek, over his eyelids, letting his lashes tickle my finger.

			He murmurs my name again, and my fingers find his lips. They’re soft and so perfect. I love their shape, the way they move when they say my name. I’m closer to him somehow, my face hovering over his, wondering, imagining how different it would feel from Kade.

			I get closer.

			And the scent of him drowns me, ocean and something sharp—steel.

			I want to press my mouth right on his. Just to feel his breath on my lips. Just to be sure this is real. But if I do that, I’m not sure I’ll ever leave this tent. And I have to leave.

			Let go.

			This is dangerous.

			This will cost you.

			The minute I get up and cold sweeps between our bodies, something inside me tremors. And when I slip one hand under the flap of the tent, my chin tilts over my shoulder, as if drawn by an invisible thread. My stomach twists, aching like a pulse under my skin. I hate that I want to crawl back beside him, feel his chin resting on my head again, and breathe him in like he’s something I need.

			I don’t.

			I can’t.

			I burn with a feeling that stokes my insides like embers. It feels like a promise. A wish that as good as it feels to be by him in this way, it will only get better if I stay.

			What am I thinking? Caelus is the Skyborn prince.

			And I am Saltblood. A Saltblood setting sail on a ship at the end of this death match.

			I force my gaze away from him and try to leave again, gripping the tent folds tighter. But my mind races with memories of my father’s kiss on my mother’s forehead—his death sentence—the pain in Miss Omon’s eyes when I left Dockers Row, the ways I’ve seen Skyborn behave when they’re enraptured with one another, pamphlet after pamphlet reminding us that we wear chastity chains and touching gloves to protect us from love’s voracious appetite to desire and consume. A whisper tears through the recesses of my mind and seizes my heart.

			Love?

			Love.

			If this is even a seed of being in love, it isn’t what I thought it was…

			Suddenly this tent feels too small for two people. I reach for the tent flap again, slipping outside. Rhythe’s alliance is gathered around the firepit, staring longingly into the flames. Ivy is between Talia and Lira, who are muttering to one another, probably plotting my death. They have no idea what Rhythe and Ivy are secretly planning. Dorian and Mae are nowhere in sight.

			I search through the fog and nearly crash into Kade. He’s holding an axe he must have brought from the Grainfolk district. I skid to a stop. He looks like hell. There is blood flaking along his hairline and on his linen robes. His knuckles are raw—split and swollen. He blinks at me for a second.

			“Didn’t mean to scare you,” he says.

			I step back.

			“You did alright in the second trial, I see.”

			“Where were—” But the rest of the words lodge in my throat as I recall Titus’s body. His throat wasn’t purple from poison like the others. His face was battered, explaining the angry scratches on Kade’s arms.

			He killed him.

			“I’ve been thinking about what you said about us getting to know each other,” Kade says. “Was that some kind of bet you and the others had? Or—”

			“No,” I manage to say, realizing how dangerous he is. It only makes me want to betray him more.

			He shrugs in disbelief, rubbing his hands along his axe. “Well, it feels like you’re trying to play games with me. Which is disappointing because…” He jabs a thumb toward Lira in the distance. “She’s really messed up over all this. She can hardly talk. I don’t have time for that shit. But you…” He tosses the axe down and cleans off his face with his sleeve. “You’re smart. You seem strong enough. We could make it to the end.”

			“So that you can get what you’re after?” I hedge.

			He sets his hands at his hips. “And what is that?”

			My jaw works, torn between swinging his own axe at him for being such a piece of garbage and wanting to make him believe I’m into him just to crush him later. But every threat dies on my tongue.

			He speaks first. “Unless you’re dumb enough to believe a Skyborn would truly want a Saltblood, you have no one interested in committing to you, yet, besides me. They’re over there whispering about wanting you dead. You are all by yourself here, Axira. You need me.”

			The air shifts at my back. “I don’t think she does,” a new voice says.

			It’s Caelus—looming behind me as solid as a wall. I move into him without thinking, his presence pulling me to him like the moon does to the sea. Kade stares between us, and I still, savoring the subtle annoyance in his tight smile.

			“Opening your heart to a Skyborn?” he says. “Risky.”

			I’m not opening my heart to anyone, I want to scream. What I feel when Caelus is near me, close to me, holding me, isn’t an opening. It’s an inferno threatening to burn away everything I am.

			Maybe that is risky.

			Kade picks up his axe, then he tips his head to us. “Watch your backs.”

			The minute he’s gone, I put some distance between Caelus and myself, at a loss for words at how jumbled my thoughts are when he is nearby. I try to think of something to say to explain how I’m feeling, but as he rigidly watches Kade walk away, all I can think about is letting our fingers dance around one another again.

			The arena doors burst open with a loud screech.

			An army of Mercyenforcers march inside. “Caelus Altair,” one shouts. “Prince Caelus Altair.”

			“I am here,” he says, distancing himself from me.

			A guard reaches for him. “You are being brought in for questioning.”

			Caelus grabs his wrist and twists it until it cracks. “What exactly am I being accused of?”

			“We will discuss that in the palace,” he groans. “Sir.”

			“If my father wants me, he can come get me himself.”

			“You’re coming with us!” A different pair of guards launches for Caelus, jabbing stingers at him. The poker that impaled Finn is on the ground a few paces away and I consider kicking it to him, but he dodges both their advances before I can, wrangling one’s neck into his arm and knocking the other down.

			Kade watches, unreadable. I don’t move, unsure if I should show myself fully as Caelus’s ally here in front of everyone.

			“Tell me what I’m being accused of,” he demands of the guard in his grip.

			“Scheming with someone to fix the tournament,” the guard wheezes.

			Caelus pales, and for a flicker of a moment, his tortured blue gaze almost darts in my direction. But he releases the guard.

			The guard straightens his clothes. “At least come in with some dignity and integrity.”

			“You’re right,” Caelus says. He offers his hands, sulking in a facade of shame. “I confess, I’ve been trying to create a certain outcome, one that favors me. But check your facts. I work alone. I wouldn’t trust any of these imbeciles to help me.”

			I’m rigid. They know he’s scheming. And he’s going to take the fall, for me.

			They lead him away. “Please, let my father know I didn’t deny it when accused,” he says. My chest tightens with the urge to say something to stop this, but another part of me is desperate to hide in the lie he just gave.

			Ivy’s coiled curtain of black hair shades most of her face, but her silvery eyes fix on me.

			“What is it, huh?” I ask her. I know about your secret love affair, I want to say. She glances at Talia and the others, then back to me, and I swear her mouth parts. But Lira pulls her back into conversation with Talia as Caelus disappears through the arena doors.

			He’s gone, and I said nothing. I’ve done nothing.

			“Gather up your things,” a guard says. “You’ll be returning to your rooms to rest up for the final trial. Dress nicely. Dinner is in the palace tonight.”
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			The walk back to my room feels like the first time I came to the palace, when I wasn’t sure if I would make it out of here alive. This time, each step is heavier than the one before it.

			The Mercyenforcer stops at my room and unlocks the door. “Be ready at seven.” Inside is as breathtaking as I remember, pale light spilling from the windows. The city is a blur beneath cloud cover. Beyond it, the ocean curls at the edges of the cliffs like it too is desperate to touch Skyhaven.

			“Contestant Fifty-Four?” Syra’s voice cuts through the dark, and it startles me.

			“I’d like to be alone right now.”

			“That’s not an option. I’m here to help you get dressed for dinner.”

			“I know how to dress myself.”

			Syra pulls the formal dress she selected for me from the wardrobe. It’s a deep blue so dark it looks black with silver beads that shimmer like stars. To my great frustration, she disappears into my bathroom, where she fills a tub with lavender water. My body betrays me, curling toward the rising steam. Syra leaves, and I dip my toe inside the hot water, imagining it could melt away all the terror of the last few days. I try to exhale, but Caelus moves into my thoughts like a storm cloud.

			He can’t die for this. I need him to live. Because…because how else will I get on a ship? How else will he get the magic he wants? I undo my hair and rake my hands through it. I shouldn’t be thinking about him at all. I should be thinking about what to do if he doesn’t survive this interrogation by his father. Or what happens if he caves and betrays me. I have to be smart.

			The suds in the colorful water cover my arms. I massage the soap into my skin and clean myself before getting out. Syra is waiting for me with an arm full of ribbons, hairpins, shimmery face paints, and colors. I cover myself in a towel.

			She selects one the color of wilted roses. “This will soften the severity of your eyes.”

			“What’s wrong with my eyes?”

			“They’re too…” She pauses, pursing her tiny heart-shaped mouth. “There’s much at stake. You want to be Skyborn, don’t you? We should lead with your meekness. A little sallow brown beneath the eyes, taupe on the lids, turning the corners down. Sit.”

			I don’t want to obey, but I sink into the stool at the vanity. She works the pasty colors over my face, humming softly, something Skyborn.

			“You’ve done well to make it this far,” she murmurs. “Most break in the Trial of Loyalty. You find someone to fight for?”

			“I’ve always had someone to fight for.”

			Syra smiles, pinning my hair. “Of course you have.”

			She finishes beautifying me by brushing a scent of oil onto my wrists, neck, hairline, inside my elbows, and behind my ears. Then she grabs the shimmery gown. I slip it on, and she laces me up tight, cooing compliments, going on and on about love being fought for—won.

			“Such a lovely choice,” she says. She turns me, like I’m a doll made of glass, pinning, prodding, and tweaking the paint on my face for what feels like an entire evening.

			I can’t stop worrying about Caelus. Every thought feels like a betrayal. One I wasn’t planning. He has not left my mind since leaving the arena. As if a tether connects us. Not soft or silk like thread, but a chain dragging me into a trap I am trying to escape.

			I can’t.

			I just can’t.

			Even if I could help him somehow, which I absolutely cannot, that risks everything we planned. I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror and notice a bruise blooming along my collarbone. It aches as I brush my fingertips over it, trying to remember when I got it.

			“May I?” Syra ropes a sparkly necklace around my neck, over my bruise. “We don’t want anyone distracted by that ugly thing.” She winks, steps back, and takes all of me in. “You are perfection!”

			My feelings for Caelus whatever they may or may not be, will have to be another distraction I hide. Love might be powerful, but the cost is still too high. I will survive this tournament without losing myself, and I will get on a ship.

			I just need to make sure Caelus is going to be alright.

			If he’s not, I need to start planning. And quickly.
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			The other contestants are already at the throne room when I arrive. The Benevolent sits on top of his rigid seat like a statue carved from cold obsidian, looming over the reception, watching a room full of Skyborns mingling with contestants. Not with joy but with a predator’s presence. Each guest’s flinch of mirth is measured. A long table set with golden plates and all kinds of decorations is piled with copious amounts of food.

			I don’t see Caelus.

			Dorian and Mae are arm in arm, dressed nicely. His face is still bruised, but he is here. She clings to his arm like a lifeline. A Skyborn couple with matching haircuts launch question after question at both of them. I’m not close enough to hear, but every few words Dorian and Mae share a smiling glance between responses.

			Talia and Jace are connected by the hands. She leads him through the crowd in a pale-blue gown.

			Orrick is in lush tan robes with gold stitching, his hair neatly combed back, pulled into a long ponytail. I almost didn’t recognize him.

			Kade is on the opposite side of the room, chatting with an audience of Skyborn, and it looks like a performance. He catches me staring, excuses himself from his conversation, and drifts through the crowd to me. “Prince boy is gone,” he says. “So, what are you going to do now?”

			He’s bluffing. “You don’t know anything,” I say.

			“I know more than you realize.” He disappears in the crowd, and a tightness cinches in my chest. If Caelus is still a contestant, he would be here, right? Along the table there are names by each golden plate. Caelus’s name is not there. The Benevolent stands and the crowd quiets.

			“What a remarkable occasion to celebrate the final twelve,” he says.

			Twelve would include Caelus.

			Rhythe lurks at the edge of one of the tables alone.

			“You have shown grit,” the Benevolent goes on. “Forsaking others to follow through on your commitment to the tournament. To this great island. To me.”

			He applauds.

			The crowd joins in obediently.

			“What better way to prepare for the third and final trial than a night of revelry?” He gestures at the doors, and they groan open.

			A stream of lowborns flood in: Saltblood, Grainfolk, Stonebound, their chests glowing with the faint light of a Heartfiller. Their clothes hang loose, patchy and worn, thin from too many washings. Most keep their heads down. Others tug at their gloves, stitched so tight it looks like fabric grown into their skin. A few gape at the surroundings in awe as they shuffle forward.

			Orrick emerges from our ranks to greet a woman who looks just like him. She has bland brown hair with leaves woven gracefully through her braid. She hands him something.

			They’ve brought people from our villages here? But where—

			My heart speeds up just as I see her. Miss Omon.

			“Contestants, welcome your special guests; tell them about your courage and loyalty. Tonight you and your guests will dine and celebrate like Skyborn.”

			The contestants stare at one another in disbelief. Horrified, Talia gapes across the room at a woman I suspect is her mother. The mother who beat her trying to stop her from coming here. I spot a boy who must be Lira’s brother. Jace’s father is here.

			A low, metallic hum rolls through the hall—music. It then transforms into a triumphant fanfare blaring. The Skyborn guests tangle their hands, spinning in loose, dizzying circles. Arms twist, legs stumble in half-remembered steps, hips swaying. Bodies orbit each other, keeping some part of themselves connected with a partner, fingertips hooked to fingertips like lifelines. Glasses clink, overflowing with fizzing gold bubbles down their wrists. In corners and shadows, some press too close. Hands trail along necks and linger. Mouths hover near ears, then slide lower.

			The lowborns stand still at the center of the room—eyes wide, shifting on their feet, uneasy and awed, watching something forbidden and divine and angering all at once.

			I elbow through the crowd to Miss Omon. Her chest glows. I told her no more Heartfillers. Her watery gray eyes fill with more emotion than I’ve ever seen. I burn with an urge to hold on to her for a moment. She tenses, holding her hands tight against her sides, and I wonder, for the first time, if she’s ever bent the rules.

			“You’re here. You’re really here,” I say. A knot wells in my throat. I don’t know if I’ve ever been more happy to see someone from the orphanage in my life.

			“They brought me up this morning,” she says, and I’m haunted by the second trial all over again, pinching myself to make sure this is indeed real.

			“Was the journey okay?” I ask. “Did they treat you well?”

			“Well enough. Thanks for sending the medicine. She is improving slowly. But she will need more. Can you get some?”

			“I’ll try.”

			She looks at me without blinking. “You look so different, Axira.”

			“It’s still me.”

			Scanning the Skyborn dancing, she whispers, “Can you really see yourself living here?”

			“I am Saltblood; I will always be Saltblood.” I pull her away from the commotion, retreating to the cold corners of the throne room for more privacy. She follows, her gloved arms one around the other, hugging herself. “Listen to me, there’s so much you don’t understand.”

			“And this must be your mother?” Kade has found us. A vein at his jaw pulses.

			“Her caregiver,” Miss Omon says. “And you are?”

			“Kade. Contestant Eighty-Seven, from Grainfolk district.”

			Miss Omon glances at me. “Axira, is this your—”

			“No.” I can still smell the blood all over the arena floor.

			Kade smirks, then holds out his hand. “Would you join me for this next song? There’s so much about Axira I’m dying to know.”

			“She will not,” I say.

			But Miss Omon slips her gloved hand into his and follows him as if lulled by a curse. I slink through the crowd, keeping a close eye on them. He speaks to her with guile and charm, and Miss Omon, who has never smiled a day in her life, chats with him as if she’s intrigued by the aura in this place. My gaze is pinned to her as the song goes on when a familiar whispered voice grabs my attention. Talia.

			“Of course that stuff about Rhythe and her isn’t true,” she says to Lira, detached from Jace for a moment.

			They’re talking about Ivy. I slip backward into a throng of people to eavesdrop out of sight.

			“She’s just saying that,” Talia continues.

			She? Me.

			“But Ivy’s around now,” Lira says. “Rhythe said he wants her in.”

			“Because Ivy’s smart. She never talks because she’s taking mental notes on everyone and everything. She’s good to have in the group.”

			Lira taps her foot. “I don’t know.”

			“You believe Axira? Come on.”

			“What reason does she have to lie?” Lira asks.

			“She wants our alliance broken up,” Talia says. “I overheard her and Caelus whispering about it.”

			My heart beats so loudly I expect them to hear it.

			“Look, if you think Rhythe is playing games with us—” Talia goes on.

			“I don’t,” Lira says. “I said I wasn’t sure. Don’t tell him I said that. I never said that!”

			“Would you calm down? All I’m saying is if Ivy is a distraction to him, we can get rid of her during the third trial too. He’s so focused on Axira and Dorian, he won’t notice. Add her to the list.”

			I back away, stumbling from the shadows, looking for Miss Omon. The walls feel like they’re closing in. Ivy is nothing to me, but now that Talia and Lira are after her, it feels like I should do or say something.

			Caelus, where is Caelus?

			Miss Omon’s song with Kade is ending, and I march up to her and seize her arm. “She’s had enough, thanks.”

			“Axira—” she starts, but I pull her away more forcefully this time, sobered by my eavesdropping. This isn’t a game. Kade will kill to get anyone out of his way. I rue the moment I kissed him and even hinted that I could be interested in matching with him at all.

			“He’s not safe,” I whisper to Miss Omon, walking quickly past the granite statues, cutting through the throne room to the doors. I reach for the handle, but a guard steps in my way. “I wanted to show her my room,” I say. “We were told our guests are treated like Skyborn tonight.”

			“You have seven minutes,” he says. “I will start walking in that direction in two.”

			I pull Miss Omon along as fast as I can down the hall, up the stairs. She plods to keep up. When we make it to my room, I open the door and close us inside. Her eyes sweep the space and her breath catches, shallow and sharp. Her gloved hands hover in front of her, unsure what to do in a place like this.

			“It’s so—” Her eyes water, and this time, an actual tear falls down her face. I rush her a tissue, wiping her face, more roughly than I mean to. A tremor passes through her jaw. She walks to the window, looking out at the moonlit sea. Then she stares at me like she’s never seen me before.

			I take a deep breath. “Listen—”

			“No, you listen to me.” She grabs my bare hand tightly in her gloved grip. “You take this. You take all of it. And you don’t feel bad for any of it. Do you hear me? Your parents would roll over in the sea if they could see how far you’ve risen.”

			My brows kiss.

			“My parents hated the Skyborn and their rules.” My mother was never brave enough to disobey. My father defied them to honor my mother. It cost him his life.

			“Yes. And it is a privilege to have that choice. A privilege they are offering you. A privilege you could have forever.” She shakes my hand.

			But Caelus’s words about the magic die on my lips. The more Miss Omon knows, the more she is at risk if questioned.

			She steps closer, speaking lower. “Maybe we can make arrangements for Serafina, say that she’s your sister. There is a man who forges papers in Brine End. What if we could get them to let you bring her here and raise her as yours? The others and I will be fine.”

			“You want me to stay here?” I ask.

			Her chest glows.

			“What did they give you?” I say, realizing whatever she’s on is more than one standard-issue Heartfiller. I’ve never seen her like this.

			She touches the spot where the Heartfiller disappeared. “They didn’t say.” She blinks slowly, like she’s trying to pull the words into focus. “Or maybe they did.” She rubs her temple with the heel of her palm. “It’s…a little stronger than usual, but I’m okay.” She offers a weak smile, but her eyes drift to the side, unfocused. “Just tired. Everything feels thick. Like walking underwater.” She fidgets with her shirt. “There’s no one tougher than a Saltblood. You can win, Axira, and never have to smuggle again.”

			I stare at her, my heart thudding, the edges of the world suddenly too sharp. Her voice is too eager, too certain. This woman who taught me how to be unreachable, untouchable, is now pleading with me to settle, to become the very thing she hates.

			I pull my hand free from her grip, stunned by how cold the glove feels now. “No.” My voice cracks, but rises. “I will never be a Skyborn. We are getting out of here. I have a plan. The less you know the better. But I am coming for you soon. We don’t need to trade Saltblood chains for Skyborn ones. They’re not free here. Can’t you see that?”

			“I see these nice walls, this safe palace, that full table.”

			“You’re wrong.” It hurts to see how dulled she is because of the Heartfiller buried in her chest. I’ve watched her live under their haze forever, but now I see them for what they really are—chains, disguised as escape. Giving a veneer of happiness that isn’t actually real.

			“You have your father’s ambition. And none of your mother’s discipline. I hope you know what you’re doing. Swim with the current, Axira, or drown.”

			A chill skitters down my spine. My mother’s words. I can still hear the exact tenor of her voice when she said that to me time and time again. When I would get my foot stuck in rocky clefts along the shore and try to force it out of the hole without turning it this way or that. When I would jam up the fish storage door, shoving the key in the lock upside down, over and over, convinced it would work with enough force. Or when my fishing line knotted and I pulled it tighter and tighter until the whole thing became useless. My mother always said I was fighting the right way of things.

			My father would come behind her and say, “Like water carves its own path, Axira finds her own way.” The storage door eventually did open. It also damaged the door. And I cut that knot out of the fishing line, tied two ends together, and it was as good as new.

			I know I am right about this too.

			“Will you wait for me?” I ask. “I’ll send as much notice as I can to alert you when I’m coming.”

			She doesn’t respond right away. “I’ll wait, Axira. I’m scared. But I will wait.”

			A rough knock at the door shatters the silence. It’s the guard.

			“We wouldn’t want the Benevolent to think you’re not enjoying his generous party,” he says.

			Miss Omon strides past me out the door. And the Mercyenforcer keeps in step with her. I walk listlessly behind them, feeling less sure than I did this morning. So much is on the line and yet I don’t know if Caelus is even still a contestant or what he admitted to.

			I have to find him. Wherever he is. Now.

			I let the distance stretch between us, falling behind. At the next corridor, I veer off toward the other contestant rooms. That’s when I hear it—a voice, low and sharp, barely above a whisper. The sound stops me cold. For a split second, I think it might be Caelus. I edge closer, round the corner, and spot Kade with his mouth pressed to the throat of a raven-haired woman, her dark curls coiled with thin gold threads and her dress bunched up around her waist.

			A Skyborn woman.

			With a signet ring on her left hand.
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			Irace back to the reception, catching up to Miss Omon and the guard just as they’re reentering the throne room. “Axira?” she asks. “Are you alright? You’re sweaty.”

			The Mercyenforcer and I exchange a glance. No, I’m not alright. Kade is involved with a Skyborn royal. I knew he was a liar. But this? It gives him a huge advantage. Not to mention evidence that he’s probably lying about why he’s here.

			“I’m fine,” I tell her.

			The guard stands back, allowing us to enter. The scene inside has changed. Everyone is seated at the long table as servers weave in and out to refill plates and cups. Everyone except Caelus. I dig my nails into my fist.

			I help Miss Omon to a seat, begrudgingly sliding into a chair beside her. “You should eat. The food is really good.” It pains me to say it. Scents of roasted meat and fresh bread waft past me, but my stomach turns. I need to find Caelus. I need to tell him about Kade, about Ivy, and make sure our plan can still work. I need to see…that he is okay. Emotion wells up in my chest, and I bite the inside of my cheek to urge it back down. I hate how much I think about him. How much it feels like I need him.

			The Benevolent clears his throat—a soft, deliberate sound—and backs straighten. Conversations die mid-sentence, movements still. Draped in robes that shimmer like a promise everyone believes, he surveys the assembly. He steps forward, hands clasped loosely behind his back, the glint of his jewelry catching on the sterile light overhead. “I’ve forgotten my manners and have not formally introduced our leading contestants, who have settled on a match.”

			The doors creak open just then, and the Benevolent keeps talking over it.

			But I stop listening as Caelus steps inside.

			A ripple of excitement moves down the table among the Skyborn guests. But as he emerges from the corner of the throne room, the room swarms with whispers. A few rise from their seats as Caelus strides toward the table with a limping gait, each step uneven as if it’s tight with pain.

			I grip my seat.

			One of his eyes is swollen nearly shut, a deep bruise spreading across his cheek like a shadow that won’t lift. Dried blood traces the corner of his mouth and a jagged cut splits his brow. He’s dressed in fine clothes, draped in Skyborn purple and silver. He walks toward the table, a clear signal that he is still one of us.

			“What’s wrong with the prince?” someone holding a tray of plates shouts.

			Caelus walks right past the contestants to his father. The Benevolent pats his shoulder affectionately. “Are you alright, son?”

			“I am. Thank you for your concern,” he says, waving to the guests. “And I’m sorry I am late. I am moving slower today. As you all know, I am competing in the tournament to find a bride. And well, I was a bit overzealous in the second trial and hurt myself.” He squares his shoulders, but I don’t miss the tremor in his limbs.

			I stand. He’s lying.

			Caelus’s ice-blue eyes find mine, unblinking. He gives the faintest shake of his head. Frustration flares hot in my chest. I can feel his will pressing against mine, silently pleading. Sit down. Stay quiet. He wants me to play along, in whatever new game the Benevolent has just started.

			I force myself to sit, fists clenched.

			“I thank you for your concern, but Medic Buntin will get me all patched up, don’t worry,” Caelus says, limping off the stage to raucous applause, and approaches the other seat beside me. I pull out the chair, and he eases into it with a wince.

			“Where was I?” The Benevolent strokes his chin.

			“Are you alright?” I whisper.

			“I will be fine, I promise you.”

			“He did this to you?”

			“He ordered it done.”

			I tense. He runs his hand along the back of mine underneath the table, and for a moment I let myself savor the touch. Then I pull my hand away.

			“I have so much to tell you,” I say into my shoulder, trying to keep my voice as low as I can as the Benevolent drones on about how harrowing the Trial of Loyalty was last tournament, ten years ago. And how brave his son is and how proud he is of him. “How do you pretend so well?” I ask.

			“What other choice is there?” he murmurs.

			“I was so worried he was going to pull you out of the competition completely.”

			“He’s too smart to do that. He wants me to be killed in the tournament to keep his hands clean.”

			“He fears his people.”

			“He fears their power.”

			“Because they love you.”

			Caelus’s eyes slide past me, toward a crack in the stone, toward anywhere else. What would happen if Caelus became Ethyria’s leader? When we talk about getting rid of his father, he never talks about taking his place. But we have enough to contend with at the moment. I am not going to pile questions about ruling Ethyria on top of it.

			“He asked how matching is going,” he finally says.

			“And—”

			“I told him I haven’t made any decisions. But he said if I don’t pick a match soon, he will provide one for me. He will not eliminate me. I was beginning to think getting disqualified could be a strategy, but…” His voice trails off, and after a beat he says, “He is going to make sure I make it to the third trial.”

			“Why? What’s happening in the third trial?”

			“My death, I suppose.” His eyes search mine, but something flickers there beneath the surface—something unguarded. It holds me still.

			“Only one trial remains,” the Benevolent says loudly, and it steals my attention. “Which means our third elimination is upon us. To make it extra special, we will do it in front of our special guests.”

			My heart stops.

			“You’ve started to make connections, you’ve tried out a few people and are closing in on which contestant is your truest-love match, I hope. Those of you with a solid match—well, you’ve already begun to distinguish yourselves. Trust. Devotion. The spark of something real. I want good Skyborn patriots bred out of our winning couple. So we need strong matches.” He pauses, letting the word settle, watching our faces flinch with hope and fear. “But those without a declared match?” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Love isn’t a privilege granted lightly. If you haven’t prioritized bonding with someone at your many given opportunities”—his gaze drifts across the room, landing on me—“your time is up. When your name is called, declare officially who you will partner with through the rest of the tournament. They must accept and confess feeling mutual. Then both of you may join us on the dais. If you do not have a match, you will be disqualified.”

			Kade and I lock eyes across the room. He smirks nastily. We aren’t saving each other this time.

			“Stonebound Talia Granthorn,” the Benevolent calls.

			Jace rises at once. His broad shoulders are squared and his face shines with a kind of boyish confidence. Talia confesses he is her match as he bolts up beside her, laughing, their fingers tangling instinctively like they’ve practiced it. They run—not walk—toward the front, hands raised in a burst of giddy defiance. The room erupts in applause.

			“Saltblood Rhythe Marek.”

			The name cracks through the applause like a slap. He does not move. He sits motionless, a wall of muscle and fury, arms crossed over his chest like he’s daring anyone to call him out.

			I look to see who is here at the dinner with him. But there is no one that appears to be with him.

			“Ivy,” he says.

			“Do you accept?” The Benevolent glares at him—long and cold—not even looking at her.

			“Yes.” Ivy says something too inaudible to hear before scampering to Rhythe’s side on the stage. I watch Lira and Talia for a reaction, but they give off none.

			“Grainfolk Mae Reaver.”

			A gasp and then laughter. Dorian is already on his feet, sweeping Mae into his arms like something out of a story. He nuzzles her neck, murmurs something that makes her blush, and the two of them walk to the stage like they’re already winners.

			I glance at Caelus, but he hasn’t moved. His jaw is locked. Watching.

			“Grainfolk Kade Duvrou.”

			There’s a beat of silence. Kade stirs in his chair before calling Callie’s name. She glances at Caelus, but he won’t look at her. She fidgets when she agrees, joining Kade’s side. I guess they have to pick someone or be disqualified and “help with Heartfiller research,” whatever that means.

			“Saltblood Axira Merreri.”

			My heart thunders in my chest. Caelus stares at me with a question in his eyes, a question that I don’t have an answer for. I need a match if I am going to make it to the end. The Benevolent’s left me with no other choice—declare I am in this with Caelus publicly or be disqualified. It doesn’t have to mean anything at all. He can’t have my heart. But he can have my hand.

			“Prince Caelus Altair,” I say.

			Whispers sweep through the contestants. Caelus’s eyes widen, staring at me in disbelief. His mouth parts, gazing from me to his father.

			“Son?”

			He swallows. “I, uhm, I accept.”

			The world feels like it trembles beneath my feet as the crowd watches us, smiling through whispered conversations. The Benevolent watches me with a malice I can feel as I walk to the stage.
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			Not long after the Benevolent announced the rule change, we are shuffled out of the throne room, back to our quarters like a herd of animals. No one speaks. The air is thick with nerves. The cold stone walls, etched with scars of past tournaments, don’t help. Everything is gray and pitiless.

			I thought we had until the end to declare a match. There must be a scheme here, a twist, and it has something to do with Caelus being accused of trying to fix the tournament. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, suddenly unsteady on the ground under my feet.

			This is a game of power.

			It’s always been a game.

			In front of me, Dorian’s hands are clasped like he’s wringing a confession out of them. He keeps glancing toward Mae, whispering and worrying. She nestles closer to him as they walk. She is so happy. Dorian’s decent. Not my kind of decent, but hers. Not that I have a kind of decent. A light and frantic flutter takes off in my stomach.

			“What are you thinking about?” Caelus asks. His gaze hits me like a spark. He is beside me. Now that we’ve officially declared each other as matches, we don’t have to hide talking. It’s nice.

			“How much we need to discuss,” I say. “Privately.”

			We walk the length of the next stairwell in silence. The flickering lights buzz softly, casting shadows across the tense faces of the other contestants. Everyone is pretending not to be worried that the end is so near. We’re all wondering not just who will win, but who will get away with their lives. Who will lose but at least make it home? Will anyone?

			When we reach our floor, the Mercyenforcers turn on their heels and disappear down the stairs, boots echoing until there’s nothing left but quiet. We’re left standing in the long sterile corridor. No one moves. No one wants to be the first to turn their back. I can feel the way we’re all calculating, wondering if we’ve made the right choice now that the other options have been taken away from us. The silence stretches; the corridor feels longer than it is.

			Eventually, Lira rises on her toes and kisses Orrick on the cheek stiffly. His entire face turns red. He doesn’t look at her, only down at a folded paper, trying hard not to smile. It’s awful that she’s loyal to the alliance. Is she even serious about him?

			“I need to get some sleep,” she says, reaching for her doorknob. Then Rhythe slips into his room, Jace into his. But Talia lingers until Jace has disappeared and pads to Rhythe’s room, glaring at me before stepping inside. Ivy follows at a distance.

			An alliance meeting. I don’t move. Not yet.

			Caelus’s chin hovers just above his chest. His lip is deep purple at the corner and split at the bottom.

			“Does it hurt?” I ask softly. My hand rises, almost without thinking, reaching toward his face—but I stop myself short, fingers retreating on instinct. I shove my hand in the pocket of my dress instead.

			“It’ll heal,” he mutters. He won’t look at me.

			“What did they do to you?” I ask.

			He finally lifts his eyes. They’re not the soft, calm kind of blue today, but rather a storm that rages. There’s a rawness in them like the color has been scraped thin by too much thinking, too much regret.

			“Caelus?” I say, more softly.

			“I’ve made it worse.”

			“What do you—”

			“Stick to the plan,” he says under his breath. “I’ll come again when I can.” Cold air shifts beside me as he walks away toward the stairs.

			“Caelus?”

			He doesn’t turn around, and it feels like standing in the eye of a storm all by myself. I unclench my tight fists and stride toward my door when I notice Orrick is lingering in the hall, still turning that paper in his hands. His blush from Lira’s kiss has faded. Lira, who I am sure will be sneaking down to Rhythe’s room the minute Orrick’s off to bed.

			“What is that?” I ask.

			“Aria brought it,” he says.

			“Aria?”

			“My mother. She prefers we use her first name. Makes it easier to keep a distance, you know?” He hands me the paper. I unfold it, and there is a beautiful drawing of a face I know—Ronan. The one who entered for his baby brother, and drowned in the first trial.

			“Your mother drew this?” I ask.

			“No. Someone Ronan knew gave it to my mother when she received the harvest delivery yesterday. Word’s starting to spread to the districts of who hasn’t made it. She asked Aria to ask me to give it to Finn. But that news hasn’t reached them yet…”

			Silence passes between us, and I can see Orrick grabbing the poker to impale Finn all over again.

			“And I feel horrible,” he goes on, gulping.

			“No. You were under their influence. They fed you rage.”

			Kade. Kade fed him rage.

			“That’s what Lira says.”

			“It’s true.”

			“I know. Just doesn’t feel that way.”

			I let the silence linger a moment again, hoping it gives him room to breathe. “That was nice of your mother to bring that here, and of Ronan’s friend to draw it.” I start again toward my room farther down the hall.

			He smiles after me, slow and a little crooked. “You’re alright for a Saltblood. I’ve seen how you are compared to the others.”

			“You’ve been watching us?” I ask, half teasing.

			“I’m quiet. All the quiet ones are watchers.” He tucks his hands casually into his pockets. He’s easy to talk to. His hair is tidied, and he rests back against the wall more at ease than I’ve ever seen him.

			“You seem different or something,” I say.

			He shrugs. “I feel different.” He scrubs a palm behind his head, sheepish. “Eh, I’ve always been better with one-on-one, I guess. I get tripped up with my words when people look at me or talk to me usually. But after Finn, I just…seeing that monster come out of me broke something I can’t fix. And it’s hard to feel much these days. Even nerves. Except with Lira. She started coming around after Finn, you know, telling me things about myself. And I guess I’m trying to believe her.”

			“What kinds of things?” I ask.

			As I head down the hall, he follows me. “That nobody sees me as competition, so that makes me more safe,” he says. “That I am a good listener and that’s a good thing. She says I should talk more because the longer I do, the more the nerves go away. She says I need to start using what I know about people from watching them to get ahead. She thinks I’m being too nice, minding my business.”

			Lira is right about a lot of it. And yet, she could still be planning to betray him for the alliance. But I swallow the truth. Lira’s made him more comfortable in his own skin. He deserves that. We all deserve that.

			“We could win this, I think,” he says as we pass a door that’s slightly ajar. “Everybody thinks it’s going to be Dorian and Mae. But I don’t know. I love that girl. I love who she makes me feel like I could be.”

			My heart turns in my chest. “Orrick…”

			“Yeah?”

			“Be careful.”

			Harsh voices spill out from the propped door into the corridor. Kade’s is sharp and mocking, Rhythe’s is low and cold. Orrick and I share bewildered looks. I press my ear to the frame, listening. Orrick does too.

			“I told you to behave yourself,” Rhythe chides. “You need to be focused, not underneath some Skyborn’s skirts.”

			“I’ve done everything you asked,” Kade fires back. “Keep my Mercyenforcer buddy in my pocket, keep an eye on Axira.”

			Goose bumps race up my spine. Rhythe asked Kade to spy on me? Orrick’s brows draw up, and I can feel the question he’s holding in—did you know? I shake my head.

			“I’ve kept all your secrets! You said to get rid of the contestants.” Kade exhales. “All of it, I’m doing it.”

			“Dorian’s still here,” Rhythe says flatly.

			“I followed the plan at the tea shop. Axira screwed that up. It’d be easier if I went after Mae.”

			“Mae is not physically strong,” Rhythe goes on. “She’ll crumble in the third trial without Dorian next to her. If you get rid of him, you get rid of both of them. He’s the efficient choice. But you haven’t even done that. I told you who I want gone before the final trial.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, still raw from before. They’ve been planning this. Calculating who lives, who breaks.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kade says. “I’m doing the best I can, alright? Did you even make up your mind about the prince’s girl? I don’t see how you haven’t slit her throat yourself.”

			“Don’t call her that. And leave Axira. I’ll deal with her myself.”

			My breath catches. What does that mean?

			“And the prince?”

			“As if you even could,” Rhythe snaps.

			“Insult me again—”

			“And what, soldier? You will follow orders, like you’ve been trained to if you want to get what we discussed. Mess up again and I’ll cut you loose.”

			A slow, creeping chill works its way through me, settling in my bones.

			The Trial of Strength is going to be a bloodbath.

			Kade speaks again, lower this time. “If you must know, that Skyborn’s skirts you didn’t want me under did a favor for us today. You’ll see.” Their voices move closer to the door and I pull away, yanking Orrick into my room next door.

			Orrick gives me a look, and I suddenly realize I’m shaking with anger.

			“I need to see Lira.” He reaches for my door to leave.

			I don’t stop him. I don’t say anything at all. The words lodge in my throat, cutting every time I try to swallow them down. I feel awful. Instead, I pace my room in restless circles until the moon rises over the water outside my window, its reflection trembling across the waves.

			At least Orrick was here. At least someone else knows. The pressure to do or say something isn’t just on my shoulders. Maybe that’ll make it easier to move forward. Or maybe that’ll just make it harder to stand still.

			I force myself into a long bath and slip into fresh robes, but when I sit on the edge of my bed, I instantly spring back up. If I do nothing, how am I any different from the Skyborn?

			I need to talk to Mae. She needs to know what the alliance is planning. Her and Dorian. Then maybe Orrick and I can find a way to bring the Ivy and Rhythe secret to some of the others. Talia and Lira didn’t believe me before, but maybe they will now.

			I ease my door open, heart pounding—

			When a bloodcurdling shriek splits the night.

			The sound burns through the hall like fire. I race toward the scream and find Orrick lying in the doorway of Lira’s room, glassy-eyed and frozen, frothing at the mouth.

			Dead.

			Lira is on top of him with a blade in her back.

			Also not moving.

			Also dead.

			I stare, unable to move, blinking hard over and over again, waiting for the scene to change, for the blood dripping from Lira’s back to go away.

			Talia dashes past me and falls on top of Lira’s body, beating her fists red.

			“Wake up! Lira.” She sniffles between gasps for air. “Wake up. You have to get up. The plan. Lira, we have a plan!” Her words crack with pain. She buries her face in her friend’s dress, convulsing with grief. Mercyenforcers rush in, and I still can’t move.

			I was just talking to him.

			I was just—

			Mercyenforcers try to lift Talia off of Lira’s body. She bites one person who touches her and slams her fist into the face of another.

			“Talia?” Jace elbows his way through the guards, panicked. “Where is she? Move!” He kneels beside her, resting his face on her back, his arms working around her waist, holding on to her tight.

			“No, Jace—” Talia wails. “She can’t be—”

			“I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry.” He strokes her hair, kisses the back of her head, and it makes me feel things, heavy things, near my chest.

			“We need to remove the bodies,” a Mercyenforcer says, pulling a stinger out. “Get her out of the way or we will.”

			“Don’t call her that! Don’t call her a body! Her name is Lira. Her parents were Pattie and Theodore. She had two brothers and one of them is a Grainlore apprentice, training to be a full master, knowing the best seasons and soils and everything.” Tears gush down her face.

			My father was hanged for less. I shift uncomfortably.

			She cries louder. “She always said he told her it was really hard. And he is so proud. He is so proud, Jace.” Every word rips from her lips like it’s being torn from her bones. “She has to get home, Jace.”

			The mercyenforcer lifts her, cradling her in his arms, and takes her away as she sobs on his shoulder. With Talia gone, I can see Lira and Orrick fully. She’s holding the folded piece of paper from his mother, the drawing for Finn.

			What happened?

			He was just—

			We were just—

			And he said—

			The world sways, denting black at the edges.

			I feel more than ill.

			I feel pain where my heart is.

			Wetness forms on my cheeks, and the odd ache in my chest unravels with each drop. I stumble backward, away from this horror, my gut lurching its way up my throat. Then I see Mae hugging Dorian’s shoulder.

			“Mae.” I open my arms instinctually, and she opens hers like no time has passed at all since we sat and talked. It’s as if a strong, genuine connection can outlast whatever comes. We hold each other, standing there, and I let myself cry. For Orrick, who I hardly knew, and Lira, who I didn’t even trust. But it’s more than that. I cry harder, and I realize my tears are for my mother. And my father. And Serafina, who I am terrified I’ll never see again. They’re for the orphanage, and Dockers Row. For every person I’ve never cried for before who has deserved it. I’m crying because I need to. I’m crying because I’m finally allowed to. Here, I won’t be killed for it. I cry more for the Saltbloods who can’t.

			Mae and I put our foreheads together. “It could have been anyone,” she says.

			“No, Mae. This was planned.”

			Her hazel eyes widen with fear. I look past her to more Mercyenforcers, watching. Kade is nowhere to be found. He did this. I know he did. Rhythe ordered him to. This is a game indeed, in its eleventh hour, and I’ve just met all the serious players.

			“Later,” I tell her. “We will talk later. Trust Dorian. No one else.”

			She nods, and we break our touch. It’s different from Caelus’s and mine, but still special. And I realize I’ve longed for it for so long.

			When I turn the handle on my door, the last thing I see is Rhythe watching me from across the corridor.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				III

				
					[image: ]
				

				Desperation

			
		

	
		
			33

			
				[image: ]
			

			Syra is standing over me when I open my eyes, holding a gray shard full of shadows and light. The soft surface of the Heartfiller is like ash turned to stone, but within, veils of silver ripple when it catches the light. “For your pain, Contestant Fifty-Four.”

			I scramble to sit up, pulling my covers over my gown. “My pain? I’m not hurt.”

			“Your sadness. The Benevolent has approved special use of these mourning Heartfillers.” She sets the dark Heartfiller on my vanity before shuffling quickly out the door.

			I slip out of bed and pad across the room to look at them more closely. I’ve never seen a Heartfiller like this one before. It’s the second unfamiliar Heartfiller I’ve seen since coming here. There are only three varieties, I’d thought. The ones we are issued: One for euphoria, an intense jolt of emotional elevation; one for memory, stimulating parts of the mind where memories are stored to replay them over and over for a time; and one to induce sleep. But there was the dark-coral memory one that caused all of our violent hallucinations, and now this one.

			I was sad most of the night, waking up off and on to cry, as if all the tears I should have cried my entire life had unlodged themselves. And now I feel strangely lighter. As if there’s a medicine in tears. But this…

			A mourning filler…

			I turn the smooth faceted glass in my hand before dropping it in the disposal basket.

			Sitting up, I try to pull myself together, but I have no desire to leave my room. I have no desire to leave my bed. I only wish that I could see Caelus. When did I become so dependent on him? I hate it. I finally exhale, put on fresh clothes, and drag myself to the door. He might be at breakfast. I also need to see Mae and tell her everything. I turn the door handle.

			It doesn’t move.

			I shake it.

			“Hello?” It’s locked. I wriggle the door harder, pounding on the wood. “Hello! Is there anyone out there? Let me out! Let me out, right now.” I pace my room and spot a tray of food I missed. On it is a note. It’s handwritten.

			As I look into the surprising incident of last evening to ensure this was tournament-related, please enjoy a few extra days in your quarters.

			Graciously,
The Benevolent

			We are locked in our rooms. I recklessly bang on the door again.

			No one comes. When the sky is bruised, the color of evening, my door opens, a tray of food is slid inside, and it shuts again before I can even see the deliverer’s face.

			The door is locked again.
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			The next day, I sit near the door for hours, knees tucked to my chest, listening for any sign of things going on outside. I hear nothing. No one. No whispered conversations, no boots on polished floors. The mourning Heartfiller still sits in my waste bin like a patient threat. I fish it out of the trash, then toss it back in. Over and over.

			I think about Caelus. His voice. His hand on my back. The way his presence calms the static in my chest. How sure he is that we can get out of here. His determination, his hope, his gentle and quiet defiance. I shouldn’t miss him. I do anyway.

			I try to sleep, but I float at the edge of it, half dreaming, half waiting for something to change.

			Nothing does.
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			I wake with a gasp before dawn, disoriented. I had a dream of Caelus diving into an ocean of choppy waves to save Orrick. But as he swam him to the shore, Orrick became too heavy, and they both drowned.

			My breakfast tray is already here. I didn’t hear anyone come. I eat a little, but it tastes like death. Still no word. Still no knocks. Are the others still locked in too?

			I whisper Mae’s name. Then Caelus’s. Just to hear a voice in the room.

			The mourning filler is still untouched. But now, I keep it closer. Just in case.
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			I braid my hair. Undo it. Braid it again. Then wrap it into a bun.

			Anything to fill the time.

			The dreams last night were worse. I was walking through a hallway that never ended. No doors. Just eyes, watching. I start talking out loud to Caelus as if he’s here. I tell him about the dream. About how angry I am that I miss him.

			I hate this.

			I hate how easy it is to need him.

			I press my forehead to the door. “Please,” I whisper. “Let me out.”

			Nothing answers. I consider the Heartfiller, holding it this time in my hands.
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			When the door opens, Syra is there. She scans my room without a word, spots the unused Heartfiller in my hands, then leaves. A few minutes later the door opens again. She’s returned with Dreth. His eyes drop to the unused filler.

			“The Benevolent would like to see you,” he says.
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			The doors Dreth takes me to tower over me like the entrance to a sealed vault—tall and seamless. He doesn’t speak. Just opens the doors and urges me through.

			The air shifts as I step inside—warmer, denser, and fragrant with something like crushed flowers laced with metal. Glass shelves and low tables fill the room, each one crowded with trays of Heartfillers in shades I’ve never seen. At first, I spot the familiar ones: the golden yellow of euphoria, the pale-blue haze of sedatives, the coral tone of the memory filler—standard at every checkpoint. But these aren’t standard. These are trays stacked with variations—Heartfillers in every imaginable shade and intensity of those three types. And beyond.

			I think of what Caelus told me, of how Heartfillers are harvested or replicated from someone’s truest-love kiss, and suddenly I am dizzy.

			“Axira.” The Benevolent’s voice startles me.

			I’ve only ever seen him from a distance, speaking in that glassy, formal tone that makes every word sound like an order. Thirty paces is about as close as I got in the throne room when I first arrived here. But he stands from the jeweled metal chair where he was sitting, and my chest feels like it could cave in on itself. The sooner I find out what he wants with me, the sooner I can get back to my room where I at least felt safer.

			He’s not in robes. He isn’t very tall. He’s compact and unassuming, wearing simple gray, sleeves pushed up. He smooths his hand on his pants. He looks…ordinary. My arm, pointlessly hovering near my bun for the blade that used to live there, lowers.

			I clear my throat. “You sent for me?”

			The only adornment he wears is a silver ring, dull and unpolished, a duplicate of Caelus’s. He turns it now, meeting my eyes with a warm smile. It lands like a blow.

			“You and the other contestants have had a difficult few days with the loss of Orrick and Lira. Lira was from your own district,” he says gently, and it feels fake.

			I don’t speak. I don’t nod. I just stand there, locked between instinct and confusion. I thought I’d be dragged here and blamed for something. I thought there’d be questions or punishment.

			“Did you know each other?” he asks me.

			“No.” But her body lying still and bloody on the ground still lives in my head.

			“Well, still, I imagine it was not easy to discover them the way my guards tell me you all did.”

			I stand rigidly in place, careful not to touch anything, careful to stay near the door.

			“And yet, I’m told you haven’t used your mourning Heartfiller,” he says, and my stomach curdles. “I thought we could speak in a more honest setting.” He takes a few slow steps toward one of the tables.

			“You’ve endured a great deal in a short time. And grief—” He exhales and something shifts. “Grief changes everything. Even the strongest of us can lose our footing,” he adds, and I realize he means this. It might be the first true thing I’ve ever heard him say.

			I don’t trust myself to speak. But my throat aches with the effort of holding in everything I wish I could say. I’ve spent too many days locked in a room too silent, haunted by everything I’ve lost and everything I don’t want to lose.

			He walks deeper into his lab, touching some of the unfamiliar Heartfillers on the tables. Then he pauses, gesturing for me to follow. I do, unsure what happens if I disobey a direct request right here, alone, where no one could hear me scream.

			The room opens up around us, far larger than I noticed at first. There are more tables, more colorful crystals in glass, bubbling like milk over tall flames.

			“What are those?” The question slips before I can draw it back. His mouth spreads in a wide smile.

			“I wondered if you were curious. I don’t usually allow anyone in here. I used to bring Caelus in as a boy. But he doesn’t have much time for games with his father these days.” He chuckles a deep belly laugh that’s as short as it is surprising, like he’s shown a part of himself he didn’t mean to. “They’re Heartfillers. Not the approved ones for the districts.” He removes one of the bubbling glass canisters from its hooks on the wall. “These I boil into liquids.” He grabs a glass bottle, like the ones on the tray in my room. “To turn into—”

			“Scents?” I drift closer to one of the side tables. Scents are Heartfillers in liquid form? But Scents are freely used by the Skyborn. I skim their labels, which are written in a looping script. There are some varieties I didn’t see in my room: Mother’s Voice, Unloving, Devotion, Fearless. I step back, staring at the mirrored trays holding tiny glass vials—delicate, elegant, almost beautiful. And wrong.

			More ways to twist Skyborn feelings.

			More ways to have control.

			More proof the highborn are in their own cage—a gilded one.

			“Yes,” he says. “Not mandated, of course. Skyborn enjoy their freedoms here.”

			Freedom. An odd choice of word. The Skyborn aren’t free. They don’t have a choice either. Heartfillers—in Scent form—are pushed on them at every given chance like a crutch, designed to become an itch they need to scratch. I don’t understand why he brought me here.

			“I made this for you,” he says, right behind me. I jump. I didn’t even hear him move.

			He holds a small box with my name on it. Its top is tied with a white ribbon, and in the bow is an oyster pearl that you can only find in the Dockers Row side of the Saltblood district, shining iridescent.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“Open it.” He holds it out to me. I hesitate but take it.

			Inside is a Heartfiller like none I’ve ever seen. A deep sea blue, flecked with shimmering white. It pulses softly, like breath held underwater.

			“I thought something more…personal might help.” His voice is measured, warm, kind. It makes me shift on my feet. “I had it crafted with water from the stream beneath your orphanage. I thought it might bring you peace.”

			I freeze. How does he know that detail about me? The stream was a sound I clung to in the dark. I used to fall asleep to it. It was mine. I’m not sure if I feel exposed or seen.

			“And a few strands of your hair,” he adds. “Collected by your maid from your robes. Some say grief can cling to what we shed. I don’t know if that’s true, but the more of you the Heartfiller has, the more it can help.”

			I stare at the strange Heartfiller. “This is why you called me here? To give me this?”

			“Yes. I’ve been working on it nonstop for a couple of days.”

			I curl my fingers around the glass. It’s smooth and heavy. I’ve never received something made just for me by a stranger with my feelings in mind. Something that knows where I came from. It’s devastating. And worse—it’s almost…comforting. It shouldn’t feel like a kindness. Not from him, the man who starves the districts with barely filled ration trucks. But a part of me wants to hold it close, press it to my chest, and let it swallow the ache that’s been gnawing at me for days. Anything to make the pain go away.

			“How would it make me feel?”

			He smiles faintly. “Like you’re safe,” he says. “Like the parts of home that you visit in your dreams. The rush of waves over the feet. Sand between the toes. It has the best mixes of a few fillers, including the memory one. I’ve been working with that one a lot lately, trying to get it just right.”

			He speaks like a craftsman, not a ruler.

			“And a happy surprise is that we can put some of the best feelings you’ve ever had inside this so you can feel them again.” He lifts it from the box and places it into my bare hand. It’s warm now. Or maybe that’s just me. The scent drifts up before I even raise it to my face—salt and rosemary, warm stone, and a sweet undertone like lemon bread with wild blueberries.

			“It’s just terrible that you were grieving so. I really do hope this helps.”

			A lump catches in my throat. I let myself imagine what it might be like to feel the way he promises. To stop aching. To stop waking in the night with the memory of Orrick’s and Lira’s bodies, the spear going through Finn, Ronan’s last words. Anything to stop seeing my father’s face as he kissed my mother before she was rolled off the cliff into the sea. And Serafina. The worry. The fear. Missing Caelus.

			My knees feel weak. And in my hand…it’s not escape.

			But relief.

			I want to hurl it across the room. I want to curl around it and never let go. I want to breathe it in and let it quiet everything I can’t carry anymore. I return it to the box, my hand shaking, barely able to let go.

			“I don’t want it,” I say, but it comes out a whisper.

			His face flickers with shadow. Then he smiles, wider this time, and tiny creases form around his eyes. “Grief is patient, Axira. You will take it with you at least. When you’re ready, it will be there.”

			I swallow, wanting to refuse. But his expression leaves no room for argument. “Is that all?” I ask.

			“It is. You may go. Thanks for coming to visit. It was nice to have some company in here.”

			I turn to leave.

			“You’re getting close to my son,” he says casually, as if commenting on the weather. I halt, my heart pounding, but I don’t look back. I don’t trust what my face would give away. “He’s charming,” the Benevolent continues. “I understand the appeal. But don’t mistake his warmth for safety, Axira. You are too smart for that.”

			The door opens for me, where Dreth is waiting, just as silent as before. I stride through it, back straight, but the weight of the Heartfiller in my hands is louder than anything I’ve ever carried. Heavy, like a question I still haven’t answered.

			When I’m locked back in my room, I’m flooded with the weight of the last few days all over again. If that’s the Benevolent everyone sees, I can see why so many crave what he offers.

			I set the custom Heartfiller box in the waste bin.

			Then I pull it out and put it on the vanity.

			Before I fall asleep, I move it to my bedside, disgusted with myself.
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			The soft knock on the door feels like a first breath after being held underwater too long. I’m staring at the Heartfiller from the Benevolent on the table beside my bed, where it has sat since I returned, when the insistent tap rips me out of my covers. Meals don’t come with a knock. They have a key. This is someone else. I stumble to the door on weak legs. It’s quiet for a heartbeat, then the door shifts—just slightly—opening no more than a hand’s width.

			“It’s me.” Caelus’s voice hits me like air in starved lungs. “Are you okay?” His voice sifts through the seam in the doorway. “The guards are coming back. I can’t stay.”

			“No. I mean—yes, I don’t know. I’m not hurt.”

			“I shouldn’t be here. I just…I needed to hear your voice.” I press a palm to the door, imagining it is him. The wood is cold beneath my skin. I close my eyes and lean into it, wishing it would soften, wishing it would vanish.

			“No one’s told me anything,” I say. “It’s been three days. What’s happened?”

			“No one else has been hurt.” His voice is a low rumble through the door. “My father ruled the deaths were in the spirit of the competition of the tournament. The investigation will end today. The Trial of Strength will start in the morning.”

			I suck in a breath. I’ve never felt more weak. I slide down until I’m crouched against the door, slightly ajar, forehead resting near the opening. Caelus nudges the door open a bit wider. Light slices the darkness in my room as the door opening widens a little more, just enough for our whispers to seep through. “Where have you been?”

			“My father thinks I’ve declared a true-love match with you as a cover. He thinks I’m still scheming to destroy his tournament. If he sees me visiting with you outside the tournament, he may start to question if you’re in on it. Or if we’ve…if we’ve fallen in love.”

			He’s still trying to protect me.

			“I was worried…” I say softly. “I hoped…I just wasn’t sure if something happened to you after the reception.”

			“I’m alright.” His fingers curl around the door, inching it open even wider, and my heart thuds. I’m supposed to be locked in my room. We’re all supposed to be locked away. His hand flexes, reaching for me. I can’t see his face. I can’t see any of him but his reach toward me. “The plan is still on. We are well positioned to make it to runner-up.”

			“You think?”

			“I know.”

			I barely touch the tips of his fingers with mine. The sliver of contact sends a shiver through me. His fingers bend slightly, inviting mine to do the same. We braid them together.

			“We need to break up Rhythe’s alliance,” I say.

			I tell him about everything I overheard and saw during the dinner, about Kade and the Skyborn woman, about Rhythe and Ivy knowing each other before the tournament. How Jace and Talia have no idea and are still doing his bidding, planning to get rid of Dorian, to get rid of me. About Kade murdering Lira and Orrick and the Skyborn woman being in on it. And about my visit with his father.

			When I finish, he doesn’t say anything for a long moment. “We have to focus on us,” he finally says, his gaze moving to the smoky Heartfiller by my bed. “Don’t trust a word my father says. He is the enemy, Axira.”

			“You don’t think I know that?”

			He glances at the Heartfiller again. “I hope you do.”

			“I do.”

			“We also can’t save everyone, Axira,” he says more gently. “If we can break apart Rhythe’s alliance, good. If we can’t, we have to focus on being as strong as we can tomorrow. We have to make it to the end.”

			I’m not sure what to say to that. I’ve started growing attachments, not along district lines but heart ones, if there is such a thing. I don’t want Mae or Dorian hurt, and I am not convinced that Ivy is as diabolical as Rhythe. Something about her silence feels timid, not threatening. I can’t put my finger on it.

			“Haven’t enough innocent people been killed?” I ask. “How do we do nothing? How do we not care?”

			“I didn’t say we couldn’t care. But if it comes down to your life or theirs, it will be you, Axira.”

			“I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

			“The strength trial will be the hardest. I’ve seen mountain transports outside the gates. We’re going to be doing something in the Stonebound district. You won’t be in your element. But you should be stronger than you were before.”

			I sit up tall against the door between us.

			“What does that mean?” I ask.

			“You’ve been off of Heartfillers for some time now. Your head should be clearer. And we…well, I don’t know. You might feel different, maybe, after our time in the tent.”

			I recall him holding me, and I slip my hand deeper in his, swallowing as much of his fingers as I can with mine, wanting, wishing I could feel more of what we had in the tent right now.

			“Those feelings…” He hesitates. “They can make you stronger. There’s power in strong connections.”

			“You’re saying we have a strong connection?” It comes out like a question, but my heart squeezes like it’s a wish.

			“We do. You know we do. Do you feel any different?”

			Now that he mentions it, I did feel stronger before we left the arena. I have felt weak in other ways: unable to stop thinking of him, crying so much about so much death. But when I think of Caelus, when our hands are like this, I feel ready for whatever the next trial will bring.

			“I think I do.” Maybe it’s foolish. Maybe I’m imagining it.

			But he’s saying it’s real.

			I stare at our hands tangled together, then slide my hand over the curve of his wrist and follow upward. He doesn’t pull away. I trace his strong arm and solid shoulder, imagining even this closeness can strengthen whatever power our connection gives us.

			My fingers find his neck. I trace his jaw, the slight roughness where he hasn’t shaved, a shape that I’ve only seen but never touched. He’s still and quiet, like he’s holding his breath. My thumb brushes the hollow beneath his cheekbone, then higher, over the arch of his brow, down the bridge of his nose as if I could memorize him.

			And then my fingers reach his mouth.

			He exhales against my touch. His lips are soft, slightly parted. I let my thumb rest there, just for a moment—just long enough to feel the warmth of his breath, the realness of him. The patter in my chest picks up. His lips are full. Something about the feel of his mouth makes me ache.

			“I wanted to remember,” I whisper. “In case you vanish again.”

			“I won’t,” he says, his voice rough. “I would hold you if I could. To help with tomorrow, I mean.” He clears his throat.

			“You can. For a moment.”

			“I have to keep an eye out here.”

			“A moment. Caelus. Please.” My words are a breath, a desperate plea. “If it could make us stronger. If it could help us be ready for whatever comes tomorrow. We have to.”

			I can hear him breathing, thinking. I rest my hand on his chest where his heart works harder than mine. The door shifts open another few inches, the wood groaning softly in protest. Light from the corridor cuts through the darkness in my room like a sliver of moonlight—and then Caelus’s face appears.

			He’s more striking in the dim light than I remember—unnaturally beautiful in a way that almost hurts to look at. His bruises are gone. His long white hair is not braided today. It spills around his face in loose silken strands, catching the light like frost on glass. Shadows cling to the edges of his features, but his eyes—goodness, his eyes—they cut through me like shards of glass, piercing and sharp, like the heart of a glacier. They flicker down to me, holding something fragile and aching.

			He pulls me up to standing, still connected by our hands. Then those eyes soften. He leans forward. Not fully into the room, not yet. But close enough that I feel the heat of him. I step back, pulling him through the doorway into the privacy of my room. He doesn’t resist as I guide him, one slow step, then another, eyes locked on mine, transfixed. The door creaks softly behind him, then stills. His hand doesn’t leave mine. Our fingers are still laced together, warm and trembling. The knot at his throat bobs.

			“Axira,” he says. “You’re okay. It’s so good to see that you’re okay.” I watch the words come out of his mouth, unable to look away from the lips I just touched. How would they feel against mine? I think he might be shaking. Or maybe that’s me. “I shouldn’t be in here,” he murmurs.

			I tighten my hold on him. But he is. He’s here. And I feel more hopeful than I have in days. It makes me feel more alive. He lifts his free hand and brushes a strand of hair from my cheek. His touch is featherlight, so soft, and it kindles something inside me. My skin tingles as if my body’s only just learning what it means to be touched without violence or command.

			“You look…” His throat moves as he swallows. “I love the way you look right now.”

			My skin is crusted and puffy from crying. There are no colorful pastes and brushed powders all over me. My cheeks flush. I look away. I look like me. Not like the me Syra, the Citadel, wants me to be. But, truly me. That’s who Caelus sees. That’s who Caelus likes.

			He guides my gaze up, tipping my chin, and we lock eyes. “I can’t think of the words,” he goes on. “I’m just so glad you’re alright.” He tugs on my arm, pulling me against his chest, and I sink into his hold. His arms swallow me, his chin resting on my head. The hum of his heart calms mine.

			I do feel stronger. I do.

			I look up at him. His gaze dips to my mouth. “I want to kiss you,” he says.

			My heart pounds. I’m a string, stretched taut, about to snap. “I want to kiss you too.”

			“For strength.”

			“Yes, tomorrow. The trial.”

			He swallows, his gaze still on my mouth.

			I can kiss him.

			Just once. For strength, for power, for freedom.

			It can mean nothing more than that.

			He slims the distance between our mouths.

			This is practical.

			This will make me strong.

			This is what I want.

			The first touch of his lips is barely that—a breath, a question, the lightest pressure. My mouth parts instinctively. Not from knowledge, but from something deeper, want. I yearn to suffocate the space between us. To consume him completely.

			He pulls back for a second, as if to ask if I’m okay, if I want to do this.

			I open my eyes. “Don’t stop.”

			He kisses me again, deeper this time, slower. His hand rises to cradle my jaw and I press into it, leaning toward him like he’s the first solid thing I’ve touched in days.

			I didn’t know a kiss could feel like this—not cheap, not forced, not painful, but reverent.

			I didn’t know a connection with someone could radiate through me like sunlight through glass.

			I didn’t know a kiss could feel like letting him touch my soul. Like his fingerprints will always be there.

			I feel weightless and entirely anchored all at once. He comes up for air and breathes against my skin, and I wonder if it feels the same for him as it does for me. He looks at me, gaze burning with a care, a concern, a longing, a question that I cannot answer.

			Do I love him?

			Could I?

			My ribs flutter like wings trapped in a cage. I hook my arms over his shoulders, pressing our bodies back together again, wanting more of him. All of him.

			He kisses me again—harder this time. Like something inside him has come alive. I gasp into his mouth, and he swallows the sound, pressing me back until my spine meets the wall. A sound I’ve never heard escapes me. His hands find my waist, gripping like he’s afraid I’ll vanish if he lets go. My hands are clumsy, roving for skin to touch. His arms. His neck. I don’t want to let him go. My fingers slide into his hair, tugging him closer, needing more. He holds me so tight, he kisses me so deep, I am a part of him.

			It’s overwhelming and somehow still not enough.

			I lose track of time. Of breath. Of how my name sounds when he whispers it against my neck. I part my lips for him again, and he groans softly, a low rough sound that makes me tremble. His thumb brushes the hollow beneath my ribs.

			Then—

			He tears away.

			Like he’s been burned. Like the wall that belongs between us has reasserted itself all at once. He stumbles back a step, his breath ragged. My hands are still suspended in the air where we stood. I’m trembling, my lips are thick and swollen. My body burns in a way it never has. But it’s my chest that aches most—to touch him, to hug him again.

			He lingers, speechless, a heartbeat more, chest rising and falling fast. He peeks out in the hall, his brow slick with panic. “I need to go before we are caught and it ruins everything,” he says hoarsely.

			“Right.” I straighten my disheveled clothes. “Thank you, for, uh—I, uhm, feel very ready for tomorrow.”

			“Good. I do too.” He gazes off bashfully, and a smile tugs at my lips. Then I scrub it off my face. What am I doing? The walls wedged between us feel like they are threatening to fracture in on me. Loving him will cost me a ship. Loving him means losing Serafina. That’s not a thought I will even entertain.

			“We can’t do that again,” I say.

			“Why would we need to?”

			“We won’t. The trial is tomorrow.”

			“Agreed.” He turns to go.

			I collapse onto my bed, torn between savoring the scent of him all over me or crying myself to sleep.
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			They come for us at night.

			Kade and Rhythe’s list of targets claws at my mind—it’s kill or be killed. Mercyenforcers drag us down the hallways with hushed voices, ordering us to be quiet.

			“Trial of Strength?” Jace whispers to Talia, and a Mercyenforcer’s fist slams into his face.

			“You’re hurting him!” Talia cleans the blood from his swelling lip with her sleeves, glaring at the guard. “We have to be our strongest today.”

			The Mercyenforcer raises his fist at Talia.

			“Do it, you waste of space.” She presses her shoulders back, edging her chin up as if the feelings she and Jace share now are real—and it’s made her bolder. Stronger in a different way. The guard touches the almost faded bruise on her face, the bruise she came with, smiling. She snatches her head away from his hand.

			Rhythe watches Talia and Jace comfort one another with creases hardening above his brow. He doesn’t like it. Losing Lira has shaken the ground beneath her, tipping her into Jace’s arms—the opposite impact Rhythe hoped for when he ordered Kade to kill them. Maybe now Talia will believe I was telling the truth about Rhythe plotting behind the alliance’s back with Ivy.

			The longer we walk, the more groggy I feel, like I haven’t slept in several nights. Caelus joins us at the entrance to the palace, taking his place in line beside me rigidly. The scent of him sharpens my stride.

			The Benevolent is plotting to have him killed during the third trial. But we are going to survive this, whatever it takes. Even if I have to get rid of Kade myself.

			“Into a transport, everyone.”

			The transports are small, only big enough for a few of us each. Rhythe breaks from the lines first, stepping into the first vehicle, cutting a sharp glance at Talia and Ivy, signaling them to join him. Kade lingers behind like the snake that he is. Dorian and Mae are already inside a different transport with only two seats left. Kade pulls Callie along to take the seats, but I squeeze Caelus’s arm gently and side-skirt them, stealing the open seats. This is my chance to talk to Mae. I try to exhale but can’t as the doors to the transport shut.

			When the door closes, Mae leaps into my arms for another hug. “Did you sleep? I couldn’t sleep at all.”

			“I slept okay.” I was up most of the night worried. Rhythe plans to “deal with me.” Syra is convinced Caelus won’t survive the tournament. Kade has a kill list.

			Caelus is deathly still beside me, staring out the window with a fear in his eyes I haven’t seen before.

			“Hey, we have to think like winners,” I tell him.

			“I am. You will be fine.”

			“We will.”

			“Right, that’s what I meant,” he says, but I don’t buy that he believes the words he’s saying.

			The transport groans in motion beneath us as we leave the Citadel, turning sharply east toward the mountains of Ethyria. The usual warmth in Dorian’s brown eyes has frozen over. His shoulders are bunched tight with tension, and each bump in the road jerks his frame like a doll on a string. “Mae told me Orrick and Lira were targeted by another contestant,” he says, looking between us, as if searching for the truth.

			“Yes,” I say. “And you’re on the list too.”

			Mae turns to Dorian. His jaw grinds as if he’s trying to swallow the truth whole. I rush to explain—about Rhythe and Kade’s conversation, Ivy and Rhythe’s secret love, and how Lira and Talia whispered about getting rid of Ivy. When I’m done, no one speaks. Dorian stares out the narrow viewport, his reflection ghosted in the dark glass.

			“They’re probably after me as well, if that makes you feel any better,” Caelus mutters.

			“Dorian,” Mae whispers. “I’m scared.”

			“Don’t be,” he replies, too quickly, pressing his shoulders back into his seat as if he could will himself to relax. “I just have to be smart.” But the way his throat tightens around the last word betrays him. Mae folds her arm across her stomach. Dorian pulls her closer.

			“Caelus and I are going to make sure you both win this,” I say.

			Mae’s head tilts. “Don’t you want to win yourself?”

			“I mean, yes. I meant, survive. May the best”—I clear my throat—“couple win. But we will do everything we can to help you both stay safe.”

			“Thanks,” Dorian says, smiling tightly before moving his forlorn stare back to the window.

			We continue our descent in heavy silence. Through the narrow window, the spires of the Citadel shrink behind us. For a moment there’s peace in the whitewashed streets and gardens we pass, an order held tight by steel and tradition. But then we reach lower Skyhaven, where Caelus and I strolled during our date the other day. Someone has painted messages on the walls of the outer watchtower in pale gold:

			No Crown Without the Prince

			“What’s this place called again?” I ask.

			“The Industry Quarter,” Caelus says.

			I press my nose to the glass. As we descend the winding mountain paths, the signs multiply—scrawled across stone fences and etched into frost-flecked windows:

			Pull Him Before They Kill Him

			Succession Matters

			Clusters of highborns stand near the road in hushed knots, watching the transports pass. A few hold candles. One woman clutches a torn purple cloak with the Skyborn symbol stitched into the fabric. Her lips move in a chant we can’t hear.

			And then we see barricades. Not official ones, but piles of debris—broken crates, firewood, overturned carts—stacked along a narrow service lane. A young man throws a stone at one of the pylons. Another sets fire to one. I gasp. Deep fear presses like pins behind my eyes. What’s happened? What will happen because of this?

			“What is it?” Dorian shifts closer, then pulls back from the window with a pensive glare.

			Mae takes a look after him, and her breath catches. “I don’t understand.” She’s pale.

			“They want me pulled from the tournament.” Caelus scrubs a palm down his face. “This is not good.”

			The Skyborn were so upset when they saw he’d gotten injured. Now this?

			“I don’t understand,” Mae says again.

			“His father had him beat to a pulp and made him lie about how he got hurt to everyone,” I say.

			“Axira.” Caelus’s glance cuts.

			“It’s time they know the truth.” I turn to Mae and Dorian. “His father is a monster, whether you can see or not.”

			Mae stares at me as if the words I’ve just said are in a language she’s never heard before.

			“So let them be mad,” I continue. “Let them rage. Let them burn this whole place down!”

			Dorian doesn’t argue. But I’m not sure if he agrees with me. His silence is grim.

			The transport stops suddenly, lurching us forward in our seats. Through the viewport, I catch a glimpse of a checkpoint ahead—blurry figures moving in the mist, voices raised, a single flare of fire. A hand reaches inside, dragging down the shield over our window, closing us off from the truth of what’s happening out there. The transport rumbles onward in silence, leaving Skyhaven behind as it plunges toward the Stonebound district—where the streets run narrower and the cliffs are steeper.

			“Is this true, my prince?” Mae asks Caelus, suddenly casting her eyes down like a lowborn. “The people do love you. I saw that myself. There must be a reason…I guess your father could resent that, perhaps? But I’ve never seen him do anything unkind. Confusing at times, yes. But he has his ways of doing things because he understands happiness in a way we can’t. The crops. The fields. Rations. It doesn’t always feel right. But we have to trust that it is. The crops we burned were full of poison. He was protecting us.” She nudges Dorian. “Right?”

			“Right,” Dorian says stiffly. “We have to trust our leader, wherever he leads us.”

			“No,” I snap. “No, that’s wrong. He poisoned the crops. That was perfectly good food.”

			She cracks a smile as if she’s waiting on me to say I’m kidding, but when I’m silent it quickly fades.

			I grip her arm gently over her sleeve. “Mae, you believe the Benevolent gives us Heartfillers out of kindness—because you’ve been raised on the lie that he wants us happy. But that’s the story he fed you to keep you starving for the love he forbids. The Heartfillers, the pamphlets. It’s all manipulating you to follow a person who couldn’t care less if you live or die. That feeling—that some of his orders don’t feel right—is because they aren’t right! Being hooked on Heartfillers to feel good isn’t freedom, Mae. It’s a prison.”

			She blinks long, swallows hard, and then turns to Dorian. “It’s too much.” Her voice cracks. “This is just all too much.” He strokes her hand.

			“Caelus,” I say, “you have to tell them the truth. They’ll believe you.”

			“He had me beaten. It’s true.” Caelus’s chin rises, but I don’t miss his flinch. “Wasn’t the first time.”

			Mae sucks in a breath.

			“Why do the people love you so much, Caelus?” she asks. “Is it because they know he hurts you?”

			“No one knows that,” he says.

			“Then why?” I ask, curious too.

			He shrugs. “I don’t know.”

			“When did you first notice the people treating you differently?” I ask. “Shouting your name and cheering louder for you than him?”

			He settles back uncomfortably. “This feels like an interrogation.”

			“It’s just a question.”

			“It feels like an assault.”

			“It shouldn’t.”

			His jaw shifts. “Well, when I was little, everyone loved seeing my mother and me out and about. She was very loved. She spent all her free time in the medic facilities helping out. I remember once she spent several nights away from the palace when I was small, to be with a Skyborn girl who was having a serious injury tended to. The healing process was brutal, with fits of fever, fighting off infection, things like that. My mother didn’t leave her side.” He exhales slowly, not quite meeting my eyes. “But if you’re asking why they love me…I guess it started the day I helped the Skyborn girl near the Matched Quarter. She’d fallen when a merchant cart rushed through the streets too fast. Her leg was twisted so badly. No one would touch her, and the medics…they were waiting for clearance.”

			“What did you do?” I ask.

			“I carried her. Just lifted her off the street and brought her to triage myself. I was fifteen. I didn’t think much of it. It was protocol, really—an injured citizen impedes district function. Stabilizing her restored order.”

			“But that’s not why they loved you,” I say.

			“No.” He pauses a beat. “When I set her down, she kept holding on to me. She was shaking. Back then, I’d never felt that kind of desperation in someone’s grip. I didn’t know what to do with it. So I let her hold on for a moment. A long moment. Until she was calm. I returned her to her family myself days later. I still visit them sometimes.” His tone is measured. “And when the Skyborn who’d accidentally injured her was scheduled to be publicly punished for hurting a fellow highborn, I asked for mercy. Mercy on my father’s behalf, of course.”

			They love him because he has the heart his father pretends to. His mother’s heart.

			“The day the girl returned home,” he continues, “there were flowers outside the palace gates, people were singing my mother’s name and ‘long live the prince.’ My mother had been dead for several years by then. So I don’t know. I remind them of her, perhaps. The Citadel was right in the people’s hands when she was alive, touchable. She was part of them. Now she’s dead.”

			The transport stops again, but no one moves. Mae’s glassy eyes are fixed on Caelus like she’s seeing someone entirely new. Dorian studies him with a guarded expression—part suspicion, part something else. I can’t look away. Before any of us can speak, the door opens and we’re pulled out, one by one.
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			It’s barely light outside.

			The world tilts. Jagged peaks cut into the sky on every side, sheer drops yawning just behind the narrow ledge we’ve stopped on. The ground feels like it could slide out from beneath me at any second. My gut lurches. It’s all cliffs and shadows and wind that howls like it wants to take me with it.

			We are lined up as couples. Dreth stands with his arms crossed like a slab of stone—his cold, gray stare sweeps the line of us without a flicker of emotion, as if he’s measuring which of us will die first.

			“Survival packs,” he says. Bags are tossed at our feet, hitting the ground with a heavy thud, the metal inside clanking together. The bags are thick, weatherproofed, and scuffed from use. A rope coils out from the unzipped side of ours like a snake. Other hooks, tools, and a few sharp blades spill in a jumble of steel. “Rations are on the inside pocket. Use them wisely. Flint for fire, emergency flare, a pot.”

			No one moves, hanging on his every word.

			“And for the wildlife out there.” A Mercyenforcer with an arm full of steel tosses a heavy-handed weapon before each pair. Dorian and Mae have a long blade with a dark hilt, Talia and Jace get a pair of hand axes, and I catch Talia eyeing Ivy coldly. Kade and Callie have some kind of curved swords that gleam like they’ve never seen rust. Rhythe takes a brutal spiked thing that looks like something pulled from a bad dream for him and Ivy. We’re handed a broad dagger curved slightly at the end. He makes a second pass to give each of us a few smaller throwing blades. I stick one in my boot, the other against my ribs.

			“Listen up. The rules!” Dreth shouts.

			Silence tightens over us like a noose.

			Then Talia yelps as a Mercyenforcer grabs her arms from behind and another shoves a dark blue crystal into her chest. They move down the line.

			“You’re each being given a slow-release sedative Heartfiller,” Dreth goes on. “Our most potent variety. By sunrise three days from now, it will induce a deep, long sleep, leaving your physical faculties completely useless.” He lets the silence balloon until it feels like it might burst. When the Mercyenforcer steps to me, he skips over me.

			I blink.

			Then I look at Caelus.

			He shakes his head subtly, turning his attention back to the instructions. Did he trick them to get me skipped over? I watch him with narrowed eyes, waiting for someone to catch it. But no one does; they’re all watching Dreth.

			“To pass the trial,” he continues, “you and your truest-love match must make it to the base of this mountain together at the same time…before you fall asleep.”

			The thought curls cold and sharp inside me. Caelus and I share a glance. I can forage fine, feed myself out here. And I know my way around these mountains a bit, from my courier routes. But I don’t know the first thing about climbing. I search his storm-ravished gaze for some assurance. What I find is a flicker of defiance.

			Voices murmur in panic.

			Dreth raises his. “There are antidotes to the Heartfiller you’ve just been given at the summit above us.”

			“How many?” Kade shouts.

			“Not enough for everyone. The Trial of Strength tests all the ways love requires you to be strong. Physically for the climbing and hikes, mentally to resist the hazy mind as the Heartfiller wears you down, and emotionally strong enough so that if your match dies, you are able to explore connection with a remaining contestant if you still want to try to win.”

			A cold silence blankets the group.

			Behind me, I hear a stifled sob, and someone else mutters a curse under their breath. Everyone knows what this means. Many of us—most of us—won’t make it through this.

			I stand there unable to move, eyes drawn to the craggy mountain peaks. The sun spills molten light over the cliffs, setting the frost-glazed stones ablaze with color—crimson, amber, and pale rose. The air is crisp, scented with pine and cold earth. Its beauty stills and sickens me. These peaks that shimmer like jewels will be our graves in a few days.

			Dreth calls a huddle of the other Mercyenforcers, and Dorian breaks the silence among the contestants, whispering to me. “We’re going to climb tethered together so I can bear most of her weight,” he says. “Mae’ll never make it by herself. We’ll be stronger together.”

			“Wind speeds up through narrow passes and over ridges,” Caelus tells him. “Avoid them. Valleys, sheltered areas will have calmer winds. If the wind changes suddenly, move. It is not safe.”

			“Got it,” Dorian says.

			Mae smiles a real smile that hugs her eyes—rare and too fragile for a place like this.

			“And don’t store those weapons they gave you,” I say. “Be prepared to use them.”

			“You visit Stonebound often?” I ask Caelus once Mae and Dorian have moved on to rummage through their bag.

			“I know this island like I know the beauty mark on your face and the one on your neck. I study the things that matter.”

			I’m not sure what to say. So I don’t say anything at all.

			“You’re agile, you’ll be fine,” he continues. “We are stronger together. You have to trust me, watch your footing, things like that.”

			“You’re not worried?”

			“I can’t afford to be. I need to take that magic from my father. And I promised you a ship.”

			My heart twinges. Right. I am leaving here soon.

			Caelus touches my chin, making me face him. “The deeper our connection grows, the stronger we are, remember?”

			I swallow, forcing down the sudden, rising panic, the image of Serafina on the back of my eyelids. Our connection can’t grow too deeply. That would consume me whole, complicating things. Our kiss made that clear. I have to leave here, leave him, leave this power that I feel when I’m with him.

			He cannot have my heart. There’s a little girl in Dockers Row and an orphanage who I’m realizing it belongs to. Caelus and I are strong allies. The best here. That’s all I can give him.

			I hope it’s enough to keep us alive.
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			I’m tired. So very tired.

			Sun bleeds over the jagged horizon as we wait for Dreth to release us to begin the trial. Below, past the cliff’s edge, is a plummeting haze of nothingness. The ground is imperceptible.

			Three more sunrises.

			Find the antidote. Reach the ground with Caelus.

			Only I’m not on any Heartfillers. But he is. He needs that antidote before he falls to his death and I die stranded out here. First, we’ll reach the summit. Then, we’ll climb down.

			“When they say go, run. We need to get as far as we can to the other side of this peak,” Caelus says. “Shorter climb on that side.”

			“What about Rhythe?” I ask between my teeth. We can’t play this game like there is no one after us. We have to deal with Rhythe or we won’t have a chance to make it to the end. The Benevolent wants Caelus dead in this trial! And we know Rhythe and Kade are plotting.

			“We focus on the antidote.”

			I don’t agree. We should disrupt his alliance, peel off whoever we can. That will help us figure out what he’s planning and how to stay alive.

			One of the Mercyenforcers raises a hand. The air is sharp enough to cut. Contestants stand in a semicircle on the rocky cliff edge. Beside me, Mae breathes clouds in the frigid air, her hand clasped tightly on Dorian. Talia grips her hand axe, and Jace has their survival bag strapped on his back. Their eyes are locked together, waiting for the horn. The others are too far for me to make out the fear on their faces.

			A heartbeat.

			Two.

			“Go!” The Mercyenforcer drags his fist down as a siren wails.

			Caelus is a blur passing me. Dorian lunges, yanking Mae with him, and her boots slip on wet rock. I throw myself toward the tree line. But a hand grabs me from behind, pulling me back.

			It’s Kade.

			I shove him off me. He growls and charges, but I sidestep and he staggers past me into Jace, who is swinging a hand axe. Kade grabs his curved sword. They circle.

			“What’s your issue with me, Kade?” I spit.

			But Kade growls, fully focused on Jace now, and I stand there wanting to scream at Talia—who is hovering nearby—to see that Rhythe has put Kade up to this. He wants her loyalty, whatever it takes, even if it means taking Jace from her. He wants to use her somehow. That’s why he was so interested in recruiting me. Whatever he is after, she shouldn’t trust him.

			“Axira!” It’s Caelus.

			Talia glances at Kade warily on her way to the grove of trees behind us, begging Jace to come with her. Jace steps back toward her, keeping his eyes locked on Kade. When they’re out of sight, Kade spins and flings a throwing blade straight at Dorian, who’s ducking into the forest on the other side of the clearing. It catches him in the leg, slicing into his flesh. He howls.

			Warm hands wrap around my arm. “We need to get far away from everyone,” Caelus says.

			We take off, past Dorian limping with Mae, and disappear into the trees as well.

			A pop cracks once. Someone screams. Horrific sounds of death.

			I don’t look back.

			I run as hard as I can. I run until my legs feel like they may give out. I run with the sound of Caelus panting behind me, urging me to go faster. I run until the shadows of the forest are thick enough to hide in. Then I collapse against a tree stump to catch my breath, and instantly stiffen.

			I hear Rhythe’s voice.

			Caelus crouches beside me behind a cluster of frosted boulders. We cover our mouths to hide the clouds of frigid breath our exhales make. The wind cuts through the pass, sharp enough to rattle the pines overhead. We huddle closer, just close enough to catch the sharp edge of Rhythe’s voice as he gestures to his alliance. Jace lingers nearby.

			“Talia, Ivy, you two stay together, keep each other safe,” Rhythe says, tone cool but commanding. “I’ll get the antidotes for us. I’ll get there first and take as many as we need. Hide, down here. That’s the safest move.” His eyes flick briefly to Ivy—so brief the others might not notice.

			“I’m not hiding,” Jace says.

			“You are if you’re with us,” Rhythe says.

			“Forget that. Talia, let’s go.”

			“She’s with us,” Rhythe says.

			Talia’s gaze darts between them. It’s either betray her alliance or her love.

			Finally, she crosses her arms. “And if you can’t get enough, who are you going to give the antidotes to?” she asks Rhythe.

			He doesn’t flinch. “That won’t happen. If it does, the antidotes I do get will go to whoever proves most loyal to me,” he says, like it’s a currency he controls, sounding like the Benevolent. Ivy doesn’t look at him. She doesn’t have to. He’s lying. He’s going to give an antidote to Ivy.

			“I don’t trust him,” Jace says.

			“Then climb with me,” Rhythe says. “Don’t go at it alone. Maybe we can grab more antidotes if we’re together. We can get them by tomorrow’s sunrise, then spend the next two days on our descent.”

			Jace folds his beefy arms across himself. Talia’s arms fold too, loosely, but not relaxed. Her brow furrows in deep thought, but her stillness is unsettling.

			Jace waits for her to object. She doesn’t, so he finally says, “Fine.”

			“We have to do something,” I whisper, and Caelus’s hand gently covers my mouth.

			His breath is warm on my ear when he says, “We have to get far away from them, get that antidote, and get to the ground.”

			I shake my head but can’t tear my eyes away from the alliance a stone’s throw away. If Rhythe is leaving them here, this is our chance to ensure he’s disqualified. If he’s gone, he’s no longer a threat. Rhythe shoulders his bag with his gear. When his back is turned, Talia eyes Ivy narrowly.

			“Tent here?” Ivy asks, missing it completely.

			“No, deeper into the woods,” Rhythe says. “South, it isn’t as steep.”

			The four trek deeper into the forest, and I don’t move until the earth stops crunching under their feet.

			Caelus’s body is still tense beside me. “Are you alright?” he asks, and I realize my hands are trembling.

			“I’ll be fine. Talia and Ivy are going to camp out here and let Rhythe do the search?”

			“Jace is not coming back,” Caelus says darkly. “Kade will intercept him somewhere and kill him, I’m sure. Or Rhythe will do it himself.”

			An icy shiver fingerwalks up my spine. Dorian. Mae. I hope they’re okay. “I should have pulled Ivy aside when it was obvious she wanted to talk to me,” I say. “I don’t believe she’s as diabolical as Rhythe is. There’s something else there.”

			“Even if that’s true, when could you have? You can’t be sure she’d even believe you. She’s been stuck to Rhythe since the beginning.”

			“Mmm, maybe.” Ivy’s been curious about me compared to the absolute silence she gives everyone else. And there’s something in the intense way she stares, like there’s a puzzle piecing itself together in her mind. “She doesn’t say much, but when she looks at me it feels like she wants to talk to me.”

			“Axira, you have to be in this for yourself. You have to be Saltblood, through and through.” His hand touches mine, as if trying to anchor me with his words.

			“Says a Skyborn who knows nothing about where I’m from.” I shift back on my heels, away from him slightly.

			“I know enough to know that you’re starting to care too much.”

			“About them?”

			“About everything.” For a heartbeat his expression unravels, all the polish giving way to worry and fear.

			An awkward silence blows between us.

			“It’s not just about them, Caelus,” I finally say. “Rhythe is after you and me. He said he was going to ‘deal with me himself,’ whatever that means. Any way you look at this, breaking up his alliance and weakening him actually helps us. If we can pull Ivy away from him, he won’t have a match. He would be disqualified. That makes everyone, including us, safer.”

			His mouth pulls taut. “Feels like you’re carrying their problems. And I expected—”

			“You expected what?”

			“I thought you would be more heartless.”

			“You what?”

			“I meant…that didn’t come out right. You’re not what I expected, in a good way. When Lucent and I decided to hire you…” He sighs. “This is not the time for this. We have a long day. We have to start climbing.” He touches his chest where the Heartfiller disappeared. “I’ll be stronger today than tomorrow and the next day. These are more intense for Skyborn.”

			He’s right. I’d almost forgotten. His sedative will take effect sooner. We don’t have the same time the others do. He brings a hand to my cheek, his thumb gently stroking my jaw, fanning feelings I’ve decided to bury. “I want you to have your ship, Axira.” He whispers it like a regret. “If that’s what you want, I want you to have it. And sometimes I worry you’re losing sight of that.”

			My ship.

			He’s trying to protect me. Again. It’s endearing.

			“I want many things,” I say. “Most I can’t have. But what if we could convince Ivy to not trust Rhythe? She doesn’t seem calculating and cold like him. She’s distant, but do you think she’s vicious? Do you think she knows about the people he’s been plotting to have killed?”

			Caelus shifts his weight. “It would surprise me, I suppose. She seems smart, but docile.”

			“She’s our best bet to get Rhythe disqualified,” I say.

			“This feels like a waste of time we don’t have.” His eyes plead with me. “Trust that I can get us through this without them.”

			I glance away. I have to be smart. I can’t lose myself in the way he looks at me. I can’t trust only in this power we have. “It’s not a waste,” I say. “I’ll convince Ivy to come with us.”

			He doesn’t fight me, reshouldering our bag. And I’m grateful. It’ll be good to have someone else around for him to look out for and to look out for him.

			We follow Rhythe and his group at a distance until late afternoon when they stop to pitch a tent.

			Jace says a long goodbye to Talia, assuring her that everything will be alright, and it kills me that I know she’s never going to see him again. But I can’t blow my cover. I’m not a help to anyone dead.

			When Rhythe and Jace are long out of earshot, Talia and Ivy start a fire. They move around the camp with a friction that can be felt. Caelus shifts his weight from one foot to the other, impatient. I feel it too—that crawling sense of time thinning out.

			The forest has grown quiet as the sun burns lower, hardly warming in the bitter cold. Caelus doesn’t dare whisper and risk being overheard, but I can tell from the intensity of his stare that he wants us to get climbing before the sun is completely gone and we’re down one day. Climbing at night is too great a risk. But I have to wait for the right moment to approach Ivy so I don’t tip off Talia. She’s still grieving, and she’s the hotheaded one.

			Talia paces, muttering to herself for a while. Her movements have the jerky rhythm of someone trying not to come apart. Ivy doesn’t say much, just stokes the fire, sharpening a blade. Her expression is locked in that neutral, unreadable calm that makes her so hard to pin down.

			It’s nightfall by the time Talia announces she’s going to lie down for a while. Ivy nods, eyes still scanning the tree line, sweeping past where we’re concealed by brush. Shortly after the tent flap rustles closed behind Talia, I decide it’s time. This is it. Ivy’s sitting by the fire now, alone, her fingers tracing idle circles in the dirt. There’s tension coiled in her shoulders, like she’s expecting something bad to happen. I wonder what she’s thinking about. I can’t ever tell if she’s sad, worried, scared. Does she know I told Talia about her and Rhythe?

			I slip out from the cover. Her gaze snaps to me before I even make a sound, and I raise my hands in peace. “Ivy,” I say. “Don’t panic. I need to talk to you.”

			She doesn’t move; her hands hover just inches from the knife she’d been sharpening. I can feel the calculation behind her stare—more measured risk than fear.

			I raise my hands higher. “I’ve never tried to hurt you. And you’ve never tried to hurt me. Nothing is different.”

			“You shouldn’t be here, Axira. They don’t like you. It’s not safe.”

			“That’s what I came to tell you, Ivy, it’s not safe for you either.”

			She finally moves, shifting her weight forward slightly. I can feel her mind turning over every angle, every consequence, considering if and why I’d lie about something like this. She stands, glances at the tent, and gestures for me to tiptoe over.

			I follow, careful not to disturb a single twig underfoot. We move just past the edge of the firelight, into the cover of low-hanging pines. If Talia wakes up, who knows what she’d do. If this is a trap and Kade is watching, I’m dead. Ivy stops beneath the dark needles, far enough that our voices won’t carry. But close enough to keep her eyes on the tent.

			“What is it?” she whispers.

			I tell her everything.

			How Kade is behind Lira’s and Orrick’s deaths under Rhythe’s orders. How I know she and Rhythe knew each other before the tournament and they are hiding it. How Talia vowed to Lira before she died that if Ivy was really scheming with Rhythe, they’d get rid of her during the third trial.

			Ivy blinks once. Then, again—too fast, like she’s trying to not panic. “You think Rhythe is in love with me and he’s doing all this to protect me?”

			“It looks that way. I overheard his hallucination in the second trial—he was terrified, talking with you about losing ‘everything.’ ”

			Ivy’s mouth twists like she’s bitten something sour, and in true Ivy fashion she says nothing. But I can see it—the tension in her jaw, the subtle shake in her hands. Her mind is a locked vault I wish I could pick.

			“You’re not safe in his alliance,” I say.

			“You just want to stop us from winning.” But when she says it there is no gleam of ambition in her eye. No conviction or weight or passion to her words. Only fear.

			“Talia could be plotting to kill you the first chance she gets,” I say. “And Kade and Rhythe’s relationship is volatile at best. If Kade turns on Rhythe, you’d be a natural target. Winning isn’t a luxury you will have, Ivy.”

			“So what, I’m just dead?” she asks.

			“No. Come with us. We can at least get you to the ground safely.”

			The tightness in her shoulders releases some. She presses her lips into a thin line. “It’s not like you make it sound between Rhythe and me. Not exactly.”

			“Well, that’s how it looks. And on this island, how it looks is all that matters.” We thought this was a tournament to win a chance at being in love, but it’s just a machine to feed the Benevolent’s power.

			“Well, it’s not!” she says. “If it were up to me I would have never entered this mess. I wouldn’t have done the things he asks—I—”

			She talks like she’s his prisoner.

			“If you stick with us, we can do our best to keep you alive.” I don’t know what I’m saying. I don’t know how this list of people I’m agreeing to help continues to grow longer.

			Ivy doesn’t move right away. She stares at the tent where Talia vanished, arms tight across her chest like she’s trying to hold herself together, eyes glassy with some emotion she’s trying hard not to let spill. Then she exhales. “Alright, Axira. I’ll come with you.”
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			Caelus had us up before sunrise at first light, hiking nearly an entire day with very few stops. Everything aches. My feet feel less like feet and more like stones that have slipped beneath my skin. The sky above bleeds toward dusk, and my steps are increasingly unsteady. There’s been no sign of Kade. No sign of Rhythe. And I’m not dumb enough to believe we are actually lucky. They are out there somewhere, plotting. I can feel it.

			Caelus leads us through the mountains now to more ridges we have to climb. I’m behind him and Ivy is behind me. Our boots crunch and the air thins with every breath. No one talks. My limbs are sore, and my mind is occupied with the growing cold and promise of a harder climb tomorrow.

			We forage as we go. Ivy spots a clutch of frosty leaves that burn when I touch them. But she stuffs them in her pocket, saying if we can steam them, we can eat them. I find a few edible roots curled like knuckles beneath the dirt. Caelus moves ahead, his long strides smooth on the uneven ground, occasionally glancing back to check our pace. Every time his gaze lands on me it’s like a tug on a cord I didn’t know I wanted to be tethered to.

			When we reach the top of the climb, the ground ends in a sharp jagged wall. It’s not the tallest we’ll face, but after an entire day of hiking, it looks brutal. Caelus scans the rock, assessing its angle, its handholds, the risk. “The stretch is short, but steep,” he says, tightening my harness before checking his own. “Axira, with me.”

			“Ivy is going to be with you,” I say before I can stop myself, remembering I am getting on a ship when this is all said and done. I can’t rely on him forever. “You can guide her up safely.”

			He pauses, looking over at me. There’s longing behind his eyes—curiosity, or maybe disappointment? But of the three of us, he is physically strongest right now since the filler hasn’t kicked in.

			“I can manage,” Ivy says. “Heartfiller or not.”

			“No, really. We should use your strength while you have it, Caelus. Besides, I’m already strapping in.”

			“Axira—” Caelus says, but Ivy’s already started rigging her gear to his.

			“It’s already in motion; let it go,” I say.

			His jaw ticks, but the cinch in his shoulders is fear, not anger. I’m distancing myself. He can tell. His hands move with careful precision as he explains each knot and clasp to me. After all, I have to get on a ship.

			When he’s finished, he asks, “What questions do you have?”

			“None, I’m a quick study. Let’s go.”

			I climb beside them on my own line. The wind picks up the higher we go, tugging at my hair, biting through my clothes. My fingers are already raw and we’ve barely started. Caelus’s stare pins me to the rock every several minutes, so sharp there’s no way I’m falling off.

			“The ridge narrows near the top,” he calls over the wind a while later. “But there’s a foothold just below it—right there, see? Push off with your left, keep your right steady.” He waits for me to do it. I wedge my foot into the hold and hold every muscle in my body tight. Then I step up.

			“Good,” he says, keeping a cautious eye on me while he guides Ivy. “Now if we can do that a dozen more times, we’ll be there.” He gazes up, a hand at his brow. “We need to move; the light is fading quickly.”

			The climb is harder than it looks. The rock is crumbling in places, and my shoulders burn from the strain of holding myself steady. The valley yawns open beneath us, a dizzying drop that steals my breath when I look at it. I force myself to focus—one hand, one foot, one breath at a time.

			Repeat.

			One hand.

			One foot.

			One breath.

			Again. And again. And again. My heart races, but I find a rhythm.

			Then, I spot the ledge at the top.

			One hand.

			One foot—it slips.

			Ivy screams. Panic flares white hot as my body lurches backward, weightless.

			“Axira!” Caelus’s voice slices through the air. My cord jerks tight, snapping me back against the wall with a jolt that rattles my bones.

			“I’m okay,” I call out, digging my nails into the stone, pressing my face hard against the rock. My breath is coming too fast, my heart hammering in my chest.

			“Balance yourself,” Caelus says, his voice strained. “Catch your breath. There are two good holds above you.” There’s a pause like he wants to say something more, but he doesn’t. Instead, he watches me climb the next little way, his eyes glued to my feet and hands, guiding where I place each one.

			Once the ledge at the top is back in my sight, he restarts his ascent, twice as fast as me. Ivy helps him, pointing out better holds, adjusting his clothes when the wind wrestles them. She’s a good help to him. Good. He deserves that. Maybe they will be fast…friends.

			By the time we reach the ledge, my body is shaking. Every muscle feels like it’s melting into static. I collapse onto the rock, fingers red, nails broken and ripped off. My legs don’t want to hold me. My arms feel hollow. Even my thoughts are slow and fuzzy around the edges. An intense need to rest pulls at me like an anchor.

			Ivy undoes her gear. She murmurs a quiet thanks and Caelus thanks her in return. I unclip my harness with trembling hands. He comes over to help me, our fingers stumbling over one another. His are steady, sure, and quick. When we manage to get me out of my gear, I sit, my legs protesting.

			“You did good,” he says. “Are you alright?”

			“I am fine, Caelus. Just tired.”

			“We have another long climb tomorrow, a break, and then one shorter one.”

			“There’s another way,” Ivy says between guzzles of water, and I wonder how she knows anything about this place. “If we hike to the west end of this mountain, it’ll take half the day, but it’s inclined. We can climb the other side. It’ll be one climb tomorrow instead of two.”

			“How do you know so much about the Stonebound district?” I ask.

			Her eyes cut to me, lashes blinking quickly. “Just picked it up from eavesdropping on Stonebound. They made maps.”

			“Aren’t you glad we brought her?” I ask Caelus.

			He smirks. “You’re right; is that what you want to hear?”

			“Yes, actually, thank you.”

			He smiles—a real one this time, not the polite curve he gives Ivy or the clipped smirks he hides behind strategy. It’s full and unguarded, softening the sharp lines of his face, creasing around his stormy eyes. Even in the fading light, it breaks me. Something in my chest stutters. I hate how easily he does that—how one look from him can unravel me more than any mountain could. My gaze drops before I can stop it, landing on his mouth. The curve of it. The way his lips part just slightly with each breath, like he might say something else, something reckless, if the silence stretches a second longer. He doesn’t. Neither do I. But the air between us thickens with everything unspoken.

			Focus on the ship.

			“Let’s find a place to make camp,” he says, offering his hand to me. Fingers open, steady, waiting. “We rest. Then, we’ll hike west as you say, Ivy. We’ll have to make it all the way to the summit tomorrow.”

			“Is that enough time?” I ask, my hand hesitating to take his because I know what it does to me when I let him hold me. The sharp edges of the world will bleed into nothing, and this close to the end, I need to be keenly aware of every jagged edge. Still, I reach up. Our fingers brush, then his lace around mine, warm, sure, and calloused. It makes me want more of him. All of him. It makes me want everything I can’t have.

			“It’s going to have to be,” he says.

			I slip my hand in his and he pulls me to my feet. I sway, the weight of my body feeling like it doubled in an evening. He holds tighter to my hand, like he doesn’t want to let me go. And for a breathless, treacherous second, neither do I.

			We stay there, connected.

			I am stronger because of this.

			For now, I need this.

			But now can’t last forever. So once I’m steady on my feet, after a few beats of Ivy staring at us awkwardly, I peel my hand out of his. He hands me my water.

			“Dehydration will only make things harder,” Caelus says. He picks up our pack and attaches it to himself. I consider arguing to have it back, but the ground feels shaky. I guzzle from my bottle. I need rest.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask him as we start the hike to find a spot for camp. Ivy circles around us, keeping her eye out for more food to forage.

			“I’m fine.” The fatigue lining his eyes calls him a liar. The Heartfiller is starting to set in.

			We find a spot nestled in the trees under the crest of the ridge, sheltered on three sides. Up ahead, a steep drop opens just beyond the edge. Ivy’s yawning before she’s even taken her pack off.

			“It’s good you came with us,” I tell her.

			“Sure.”

			I shuffle on my feet with more questions about what’s going on between her and Rhythe. Why does he seem to care about her, but she seems miffed by it? She’s not a person of many words. But she’s observant. A watcher, like Orrick was. I bet she knows more things that could help us.

			“Do you…” I start. Ivy stops unzippering her bag, waiting on me to finish. “Do you love Rhythe? Do you have some kind of connection with him? Or is it just one sided?”

			She shakes her head, already pulling a folded thermal blanket from her pack. “I don’t want to talk about Rhythe. I came with you for help. That says enough.”

			It doesn’t.

			Not even close.

			She stuffs something in her bag before crouching near the fire Caelus is building, clearing away sharp stones and smoothing out a patch of ground with the side of her boot. Her movements are mechanical, like she’s working to keep her thoughts at bay.

			I try to think of a way to respond that doesn’t push her away. I’m not sure how to build a connection of trust with someone who doesn’t seem to want one. And she’d have to trust me deeply to open up about whatever she’s hiding about Rhythe.

			“I don’t mean to pry,” I say gently. “I’m only asking because if you know anything about him that could help us outsmart him, that would keep all three of us alive.”

			She unrolls the tent and props it up over the cleared earth. Then she pulls off her gloves, tucks them into her coat pocket, and begins arranging her pack as a makeshift pillow.

			“Ivy?” I press.

			“I’m second-guessing coming with you two,” she finally says, a bite in her tone. “My fate was already sealed. Maybe it’s foolish to think I could escape it.”

			I shift closer, still sitting near the edge of the fire’s reach. I signal Caelus with a subtle shake of my head to give us space. When he is out of earshot, I say, “What do you mean, your fate?”

			“You’re worse than my mothers with all your questions.”

			I didn’t think Ivy had parents. They didn’t come to the dinner. “Are your moms alright?”

			“Their tenement is struggling, but others have it worse.” She shrugs, opening a small pouch of rations.

			“You were saying, about Rhythe. And your fate?”

			She sighs deeply. “Rhythe picked me.” She doesn’t look at me. “There is no getting away from him. We grew up together in the same tenement…I shouldn’t be saying this.” She plays with the ends of her tightly coiled hair, those gray eyes glistening. “My breeding parents were killed when I was a baby.”

			“I’m sorry, Ivy. How—”

			“It doesn’t matter. I didn’t know them.” She pulls her bag closed roughly. It clearly does matter. It matters a lot. “I’ve seen pictures. But my mothers who raised me adopted me, so I didn’t have to leave the tenement for an orphanage. Rhythe never knew his father. And his mother, well, she shouldn’t have died. But Mercyenforcers killed her anyway. So, Rhythe and I were stuck together a lot. Since we were little, he’s just always been there, through all of it, whether I like it or not. It was fine. But he’s different now. Still, there’s no escaping him.”

			“Well, we will help you as best we can.”

			“Yeah, Axira, but plans fail, and I’m just not sure if I’ve made a mistake. Maybe Rhythe is right about everything.”

			“Right about what?”

			“Nothing. Never mind.”

			“You talk like you’re some kind of sacrifice of his.”

			Her cold eyes meet mine in bone-chilling silence. The fire crackles behind us.

			“Goodnight, Axira.” She tucks her blanket under her arm and climbs inside the tent.
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			I try to sleep but can’t. Caelus is in his own tent. I insisted. He didn’t argue. Maybe he’s beginning to see the wisdom in us facing that this power we’ve found between us will soon come to an end.

			I toss and turn, my mind sifting through Ivy’s words, trying and failing to excavate more meaning. I still can’t sleep, and somehow I am also deeply fatigued; every muscle in my body groans. I give up trying, climbing out of the tent and pacing through camp, hoping the cold air might clear my head. To my surprise, Ivy’s sitting on a stump by the dead fire, hugging her knees. I start toward her. That’s when I see it—a glint of silver between the trees.

			A rustle in the woods.

			Low voices.

			A shout.

			Then a hiss. Sharp and close.

			A blade thuds into a tree beside my head. I flinch back, heart slamming against my ribs. Another flash of metal, closer this time. And from the dark, familiar figures emerge—Rhythe, Kade.

			We’re under attack.
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			Kade crashes through the trees like a boulder in human form, all muscle and fury, a curved sword in his hands. The moon glints off the blade as he swings it in a brutal arc, yelling and charging toward us. There’s no sign of Callie. Then, I remember the pop and scream when the trial first started. She must be dead.

			“Move!” Caelus shouts, lunging toward Kade and Rhythe.

			Steel rings out as Caelus’s blade blocks the sword, shattering the night’s silence. Kade doesn’t fight like a soldier. He fights like something caged too long and just set free. Wide, messy swings meant to break whoosh past Caelus with narrow misses. I whip out the blade against my ribs and dive for Ivy, dragging her backward as Kade’s weapon whistles through the air toward her. She cries out, breath catching in her throat.

			“Grab whatever you can,” I scream at her.

			Caelus charges at him, and Kade rips out another weapon, an axe, one I swear I saw in Jace’s hands.

			Jace. Talia. Where are they?

			And then—another blur.

			I whirl around—Rhythe.

			He moves fast and silent. His spiked weapon cleaves through the night toward me, his eyes darting past me to Caelus, who is now behind me fighting Kade. I parry just in time, lunging inside the arc of his swing, knocking his forearm off-line with the flat of my blade. His eyes are calm. Too calm for the chaos he’s unleashing.

			“Out of my way,” he says, stepping around me. He wants to get to Caelus, but I block his way. “This isn’t how it was supposed to go,” he spits, lunging.

			He’s stronger than I expected. I pivot on instinct, fighting my body’s deep fatigue, twisting under his arm and slashing upward. He jumps back, graceful, his spiked weapon spinning before settling in front of him again. I slash at him, feinting left, then twisting right. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Caelus lose ground. Kade white-knuckles his axe. They’ve moved farther from the trees, closer to the mountain’s edge. I can’t breathe. Kade’s axe is slow but heavy, and each strike forces Caelus to dodge or deflect. His prince training shows—clean footwork, precise cuts—but the axe is battering through his defenses like a hammer on a chisel.

			Then, he trips.

			And hits the ground.

			A bloodcurdling shriek rips from my throat, my body moving in his direction, paces ahead of my mind. Then Rhythe slams into me, knocking me aside. My blade flies from my fingers, lost in the brush.

			I hit a tree, and it feels like a stone wall. Rhythe runs past me. Ivy stares frozen, watching this carnage unfold. “Do something!” I scream at her, trying to regain feeling in my arm and searching for the backup blade against my ankle. But all I feel is skin inside my boot. My heart rattles, my throat drying. Then, I remember the driftwood-handled blade my father made me. The one Caelus got back for me. My fingers lift, brushing through my hair until they find its small, familiar shape tucked deep in my bun. I drag myself upright.

			Kade heaves his axe high, preparing to bring it down on Caelus, while Rhythe closes in from behind. But Caelus surges up, rolling to his feet and pivoting around a nearby tree trunk. As the axe swings down, he ducks low—just in time. The blade bites into the trunk with a solid thunk. Kade yanks the handle, but it’s wedged tight. Seizing the moment, Caelus drives his shoulder hard into Kade’s gut, slamming him back.

			They both stagger. Caelus lashes out with a quick slash. Kade catches his arm mid-swing with a snarl. As Rhythe closes in, Caelus twists free just enough to hurl his blade whirring through the air. It hits Rhythe, sinking into his shoulder. He stumbles back, clutching the wound.

			I force my aching body into motion and dash toward the tent. Ivy screams something, but it’s muffled.

			I spin.

			She’s gone.

			No—she’s moving. A figure in the shadows of the trees has her, dragging her backward, hand clamped over her mouth. Ivy’s legs kick uselessly, heels skimming the ground. She claws backward, pulling on whatever she can on her attacker. I spot unmistakable blond hair.

			“Talia?” I gasp.

			Her face is ghost pale, grief carved deep in every line. Her eyes flick up and lock with mine, and for a moment her mask slips. I see it all: The rage. The grief.

			Jace.

			Jace isn’t here.

			“Talia!” I break into a sprint with my climbing pack at my side. She’s crying. She doesn’t even wipe the tears away. “Where’s Jace?”

			Hearing his name stops her dead in her tracks. “Don’t say his name,” Talia chokes.

			“Everyone around you is disappearing,” I say. “It’s Rhythe, Talia. Why do you think Ivy is with us?”

			More tears pour down her face.

			“What happened to Jace, Talia?” I press her again, begging her to see reason. But her grip on Ivy tightens. I edge closer. Ivy’s wide eyes dart between us—terrified. “Rhythe is controlling Kade,” I tell Talia.

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about! Kade hasn’t been in on the alliance this whole time,” she says. “He’s just around now. For this.”

			“Talia, think,” I say. “Lira, Orrick.”

			She shakes her head. “No,” she mutters, but there is no heart in it.

			Rhythe bursts from the shadows, cutting in front of us, positioning himself between them and me. He crouches low like he’s ready to strike. I grab my driftwood-handled dagger and drive it through the air, aiming for his head. The metal edge catches on his shoulder—but he twists away at the last second. He stumbles into me and grabs me roughly by my collar.

			“I don’t want to hurt you, Axira,” he says twice, as if repeating it makes it true.

			“Then stop trying,” I growl and shove him off of me. He lunges.

			Talia gapes as Rhythe and I tumble over each other, hitting the dirt in a tangle—then she howls in pain as Ivy bites her finger.

			“Stop it, Rhythe,” Ivy pleads. “You have to stop. You’ve gone too far!”

			His spike cuts through my sleeve, grazing my skin. I drive my elbow into his ribs and throw him off. By the time I’m on my feet again, he is too. But now he hesitates.

			His gaze flickers to where Talia is losing her hold on Ivy, then to where Caelus and Kade are now locked in brutal hand-to-hand combat. Caelus wraps his legs around Kade’s middle and twists. They slam sideways into the hard ground, and Kade grunts, wind knocked out of him. Caelus surges up, elbow smashing into Kade’s jaw. The big man slumps, dazed—but not out. Rhythe watches, distracted, frozen.

			I run, following patches of moonlight through the forest canopy.

			Ivy shoves an elbow into Talia’s side and breaks for it too.

			“She’s getting away!” Talia screams.

			Ivy’s gaining on me. I reach back for her hand. She takes it. Rhythe chases me, he chases us, around the camp, through the trees—until suddenly there aren’t any more.

			We’ve reached a mountain’s edge.

			I hit the dirt just before the cliff ends, breath tearing from my lungs. Ivy clings to me, shaking. We stare into the void, wind howling up the mountain face like a scream. There’s nowhere to go. There’s no way this ends well.

			Behind us, something moves.

			I turn fast, blade raised to face Rhythe, who glares at me. He could shove me off this mountain right now and take Ivy. I have no way to stop him. I look for hate in his eyes, desperate to cling to something I can understand. But his face is unreadable. This is it. This is the end. He told Kade he would deal with me. The moment has come. He will deal with me now. I squeeze Ivy’s hand, slick in mine, rigid at the murder in Rhythe’s eyes.

			I have nothing left.

			I tried, I fought, I ran.

			For a moment, I loved.

			It didn’t save me. It only cost me. I let go of Ivy’s hand.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell her. I’ve failed her too. With nothing left, I stare at Rhythe in his cold, dead eyes and ask, “Why? I overheard you talking with Kade. I know what you’re doing. But I don’t know why. Is this whole thing about your love for Ivy or something else?”

			Is it the magic?

			Ivy gazes between us like she’s seeing something new for the first time. The quiet thickens, moonlight glinting on the sharpening angles of his glare.

			Finally, he says, “Ivy, with me.” When he reaches in our direction, I close my eyes, waiting for the push, imagining below there is a sea. And my mother is waiting.

			But when I open my eyes, he is holding Ivy by the arm, rushing her back into the forest.
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			Caelus.

			When Rhythe and Ivy disappear into the trees, I jolt into motion, rushing back for the tent. The last I saw the prince, he and Kade were in a brawl with no clear winner. A deep, aching fatigue scrapes at my limbs. I stagger into the forest, the ground tilting beneath my feet, time unraveling at the edges. The antidotes. We have to get them before sunrise the day after tomorrow, and before we can start our descent. We’re running out of time. My limbs feel too heavy, too slow—like I’m dragging my bones through mud.

			“Caelus?” I call out.

			But there is no screech of metal. No cries. No movement. Just silence—thick, dead silence pressing in from all sides. My eyes strain in the darkness, searching wildly for Kade’s hulking shadow, for Talia’s thin frame, for anyone. Panic buzzes through me, setting my nerves alight.

			The world sways. I stumble and throw out my arms to steady myself, and my fingers brush against canvas. The tent. I lean into it, then collapse to my knees and force out a breath. The weight of the last hour crashes down at once—every sprint, every blow, every choice. My body is raw and rattling. Scrapes burn across my arms and legs, blood drying against torn fabric.

			I lower myself to the ground. It takes effort. Every part of me screams for stillness.

			“Caelus?” I try again. My voice comes out like a scratch.

			“Axira!” Caelus bursts from the shadows like wind through trees. He drops to his knees and gathers me into his arms with a strength that startles me, holding me like I am something precious. There’s just his heartbeat now, steady and real against my cheek. I bury my face beneath his chin. He’s still alive.

			“Caelus.” His name escapes my lips like a breath. In the clear sky, the moon shines bright, illuminating his face, which is a ruin—battered, bloodied, his left eye swelling, lip split wide. Cuts score his jaw, his brow, his temple. His clothes hang in tatters, streaked with sweat and red. He doesn’t speak, just holds me tighter. And I let him. Just for another minute.

			“I thought they took you…and—” The knot at his throat bobs. “You’re okay.”

			“I thought Rhythe was going to kill me,” I say. “But he didn’t. Caelus, he could have shoved me off the edge, but he didn’t. Why?”

			“I assumed my father sent him to kill me. But…” Caelus exhales. “There’s something else, Axira. Do you know about the Redwake?”

			I blink, and I can still see Miss Omon’s haunted stare, the eerie way her gray eyes became hollow when she spoke of the rebellion. The children standing beside graves in those framed pictures in my room at the palace. Goose bumps race up my skin. “I’m Saltblood. I know the Redwake.”

			“Ivy left her bag,” he says in a rush. “I went through it. I probably shouldn’t have. But look.”

			The journal’s faded pink cover is tattered and peeling at the edges. It’s covered in dozens of tiny flowers—each one folded by hand from scraps of paper, some yellowed with age, others torn from old flyers, ration slips, and crinkled wrappers. In the center are the words Let It Bloom.

			Caelus cracks open the dry pages to one with a folded edge. “Read this.”

			I settle in beside him.

			Sylvie,

			Jackie wasn’t at the market today. No one has seen her. I’m trying not to panic, but people don’t just miss market days anymore—they disappear.

			Old Lady Ruby was sewing bright-red ribbons again last night. She wouldn’t tell me why. She kept saying to stay quiet, threatening to make me hold my hand over my heart like I’m a little kid again. That scared me more than the ribbons. I took another filler. I can’t tell if it’s helping.

			Brine End feels like it’s falling apart. Smoke from the Citadel reached us this morning. People say Grainfolk burned a permit office, Saltbloods tore down the Benevolent’s statue—no one knows what’s true, only that something big is happening.

			The food carts haven’t come in forever. Mother says not to touch the fish; she thinks the guards poisoned the shore. I don’t know what to believe, but the water looks strange.

			They’re calling for help with the children. I have to go.

			Write soon,

			Gloria

			My hands are frozen. “This is a journal from a rebel family.” I swallow, hard, looking over the cover again, feeling the age of the pages. I was so young when the Redwake happened, fifteen years ago. Ivy doesn’t look older than me. “Her birth parents were killed in the rebellion.”

			“If it’s not her mother’s, it’s from someone she knows well. How else could she get her hands on something so personal?”

			“She brought it with her here, which is a risk. That tells me it’s important to her. Very important.” I still, trying to piece together an image in my mind of being one of those children in the photograph in my room, standing over graves dug for their parents.

			“I was five when it happened. My father made me march with the Mercyenforcers who did the executions.” His stare simmers with something bitterly disgusted. “I watched as he made the children dig the graves. Then he slaughtered the rebels right in front of their children.” His voice falters, raw around the edges. He stares past me like he’s still seeing it.

			I can see the line of vacant stares in those photographs. They still burn the back of my eyelids.

			“I couldn’t do anything. I just—watched.” His eyes are glassy, full of ghosts. “As the children dug, they chanted, ‘Let it bloom.’ ”

			I rub my hands over the cover on the journal where those words are.

			“But the rebels are dead,” I say, finding it harder to swallow. “Those children grew up and—”

			“Axira, you’re not naive.”

			“Ivy and Rhythe know each other,” I admit.

			“Rhythe, whose mother blew the whistle on the rebellion in exchange for Rhythe’s life. What if he’s still in contact with the survivors?”

			Rebels, Ivy and Rhythe? Is it possible the movement still exists, so many years later, after all but a handful of traumatized children were killed in the Redwake? A fire couldn’t spark from such few embers, could it?

			“That’s impossible.” But the minute I say it, I know it’s not true. The closer I get to the end of this tournament, the more it feels like Ethyria is sinking its claws into me. The idea of escape, of finding a ship and slipping away, is beginning to feel more like a dream than a plan.

			A hum explodes in the recesses of my mind, like a memory just out of reach.

			“Let it bloom.”

			Then it comes to me. In my father’s voice.

			Bury the name where the silence grows,

			Cover the truth where the cold wind blows.

			Hold it close in the ash and gloom,

			Love is a seed—let it bloom.

			“I know that phrase,” I say, remembering. “I heard it from—”

			But I can’t say it. My father’s voice is whispering treason into my mind. The frame the Benevolent gave me on the first night of the tournament, branding him a traitor. A rebel. My head throbs. If Ivy and Rhythe are rebels, why would they enter the tournament?

			“They’re planning to assassinate the Benevolent at the Ascension Ceremony,” I realize aloud. My fists clench. As much as I hate Rhythe, it’s exactly what the Benevolent deserves.

			“They could be.” Caelus squares his shoulders. “Regardless, my father cannot get word of this journal. If he suspects rebels have infiltrated the tournament, it will become a bloodbath. We have to pivot.” He paces in a circle, raking an angry hand through his moonlit hair. “We have to get to the summit, get that antidote for me so we can both climb down safely. And then you have to leave. Immediately. Skip the Ascension Ceremony.”

			“I don’t understand. The magic—”

			He grabs my shoulder gently. “Listen to me, if my father finds out rebels are in the tournament—there won’t be a winning couple. There won’t be an Ascension Ceremony. It will become a second Redwake. He’ll kill everyone, and he won’t stop at the contestants. He will level all of your villages.”

			The world unsteadies beneath me.

			“Maybe we can beat Rhythe and Ivy to the antidotes and turn them in,” I say. “If Mercyenforcers apprehend them, maybe they’ll see them as an isolated threat and spare the rest of us.”

			“My father won’t take any chances. So neither can we. Axira, you have to go. We cannot win this. I’ve been outsmarted, I’m sorry.” His gaze burns hotter than fury.

			“No, no, we can still do this.” My voice shakes, but I clench my fists at my sides. “We can beat them to the antidotes. Dorian and Mae are still out there. Rhythe and Ivy aren’t in love. Callie’s dead, and so is Jace, which leaves Kade and Talia alone. If the Benevolent has to pick a winner, it’ll be Dorian and Mae, as long as they make it to the top.” I jab my finger toward the distance, like the peak is right in front of me. “And then we can take the magic we came for.” I turn to face Caelus, heat flushing up my neck. “Doesn’t your father deserve to see his power taken from him?” I close our distance. “You can rule in his place.”

			He steps back. “That was never the plan,” he says, his lips pressed thin.

			“Well, what was?”

			“The people can pick someone.”

			“They have! You.”

			Caelus paces in a circle. “You talk about Skyhaven as if I belong there. I don’t belong anywhere. Especially not there. I don’t buy their lies. I don’t enjoy their games. I don’t fit. Either way, the original plan is too risky. It’s dead. Done.”

			“Giving up is the wrong decision.” I still him with a hand on his arm. His tortured gaze meets mine, and I can feel the weight of the world in his stare.

			He runs his thumb down my jawline, and my skin feels like fire. His stare softens into something so kind it feels slippery and sharp. “I’m sorry, Axira. We’re not doing it anymore. It’s over.”

			“It’s not over!” I throw the words at him, trembling, holding back all the things I wish I could say.

			“It is!” His eyes are dark with frustration but rimmed with worry.

			I shove him in the chest. “Why would you just back out? After everything? After Finn, and Orrick and Lira. So they died for nothing? It was all for nothing. Why!”

			“Because I love you! That’s why, Axira! In a way that doesn’t make sense. If we keep playing this game, you will get killed! I am putting you on a ship off this island!”

			I can’t move. He loves me. He loves me.

			And I love him.

			But if I say it aloud, if it’s heard and felt, I can’t snatch it back.

			And our fragile hold on surviving all of this will shatter.

			“Did you hear me?” he asks.

			I blink, hard, forcing myself back to my senses. Caelus is right. If this tournament gets shut down because Rhythe and Ivy are discovered to be rebels, there won’t be any true-love magic to steal. I should go as soon as I can. There’s no point in waiting.

			I swallow. Caelus brushes a stray strand of hair from my face, tucking it gently behind my ear. His fingers linger, tracing the line of my cheek, the curve of my jaw, the shape of my lips. Every place he touches burns in the best way.

			I let my eyes shut, drinking in the feel of him. I try to memorize it—the warmth of his fingertips, the quiet reverence in his touch—as if I could tuck it away, hide it somewhere safe that doesn’t cost me. I hold myself there, trying to capture every feeling and thought that’s rushing through me. If I’m going to make it on a ship with Serafina, I will have to let him go, completely.

			His lips graze my forehead. His fingers thread into my hair. “Love killed my mother, Axira,” he murmurs. “She loved the people of this country in a way that broke all the rules, and it got her killed. My Saltblood mother.”

			I suck in a breath.

			Saltblood. Caelus is half Saltblood.

			“No. That’s impossible. The Beloved? She can’t be from—”

			“She grew up in Anchor’s Alley, over by Brine End by that little repair shop.”

			“Fisher’s Gate. They do sails and rope repairs for Ferdy.”

			His brows dent.

			“Someone from home.” I never met the Beloved, but everyone knows about her death.

			“There used to be a statue of her in Commerce Quarter, but my father had it taken down for repairs. It never went back up. He named her the Beloved, but he didn’t actually love her. The irony is everyone else did. But they didn’t know about her lowborn blood.” He laughs softly. It’s bitter. “It’s one of the palace’s best-kept secrets. If the Skyborn knew, they wouldn’t love her or me. A half-breed Saltblood? They’d hear: rebel. They’d slaughter me.” He exhales like the weight of the world is on his breath.

			“I can’t let you meet her fate,” he says.

			His words are like a hot stone in my hand. I don’t know what to do with them. I have to let them go. His mother. His poor mother. The cost of love is always too high. I have to get on that ship.

			We hold each other, but I already feel him slipping away. My heart is hardening, my mind planning. Focus on Serafina.

			We pull apart.

			“Alright, let’s get to the top,” I say. “And get me on a ship.”
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			When dawn breaks, Caelus and I strap ourselves to the side of the cliff and to each other, swinging out, weightless. He moves in reverent silence, with methodical precision from handhold to handhold, showing me where to put my feet. We move in a natural rhythm as the dusty gold sunrise skims over the mountains. The peak, where the antidotes are, is still a ways up. But we take it slow. My movements grow more sluggish with every passing minute. I have nothing left. But I keep imagining the sun is setting over a ship’s stern.

			One day left. One more sunrise.

			Get the antidote, get down the mountain, get on a ship.

			I grip my ropes tighter, and the burn in my arms spreads through my shoulders like fire. I jam my boot toes into footholds that keep growing smaller, and the wind pushes at my back. I force myself upward, inch by inch.

			Clang.

			Metal hits rock, echoing off the cliff face. I freeze, instinctively clutching the rope as I twist to look down. Dorian and Mae are climbing close below us, roped together.

			I exhale, hard. They’re alive.

			“Guys!” The words rush from me like a long-held breath. Mae’s expression is too far away to make out. But she’s moving. She’s alive. They’re okay.

			Do I invite them to come on the ship with me? I can’t imagine what Ethyria will become once we steal the magic the Benevolent uses to keep himself in power. But Dorian would never accept. He’s a loyal follower of the Benevolent and deeply rooted here. He wouldn’t abandon that. He might even hate me and Caelus after we betray the country.

			I clip my next line, swinging toward a narrow cleft in the mountain wall. My boots scrape against the rock as I land, and my knees buckle slightly. A breeze surges past, tugging at my harness and whispering across the ravine, and it feels like a warning. Caelus and I pause long enough to catch our breath.

			Dorian and Mae reach us moments later. His dark hair is soaked with sweat, and blood streaks both his arms like he’s been through hell. His wounds are bound haphazardly with strips of cloth. His breathing is ragged.

			“Are you alright?” I call out over the wind.

			Mae shakes her head without looking up. Her shoulders tremble. Then she bursts into sobs, curling into herself. I don’t think it’s the height. This is something else.

			“They came for us,” she screeches. “They dug a blade in Dorian’s back. The blood—”

			Dorian’s complexion is very pale.

			They. Rhythe. Kade.

			I ease toward her, one foot finding the edge of the ledge, but before I can reach her—

			“Axira, eyes up,” Caelus says sharply. “The summit. We’re close.”

			His voice snaps me back. Above, the cliff finally seems to end. Only blue sky stretches beyond it.

			“Keep climbing,” Caelus says to Mae. “We’re almost there.”

			With a burst of adrenaline, I put one stubborn foot in front of the other. Mae lugs herself up, tugging Dorian along, one grueling step after another. Caelus sets our pace. I look out for others, but there’s no sight of anyone else.

			My fingers find the next hold.

			Boots scrape.

			Push.

			Climb.

			Don’t stop.

			Wind howls past my ears.

			The ropes bite into my palms.

			Almost there.

			Another ledge.

			Another breath.

			The summit’s just ahead—close enough to taste.

			I lunge.

			Grip.

			Pull.

			Up.

			Up.

			Up.

			The sky opens above me.

			An audience awaits us: the Benevolent, a few Mercyenforcers. Kade and Talia. Rhythe is pulling himself up on the other side of the ledge with Ivy beside him. Half a dozen strangers are lined up in front of the Mercyenforcers. I recognize some of them from the dinner in the palace. They stare with heavy-lidded eyes, woozy and a bit listless. Then my heart stops, recognizing one of them.

			Serafina, with her chest glowing.
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			Serafina!

			I start toward her, but a Mercyenforcer grips me hard, yanking me back. I search her small face for any marks but can’t see any. I glare at the Benevolent, my anger boiling. What has he done to her?

			“True strength is tested when facing sacrifice.” The Benevolent steps forward, and his purple robes drag across the frost-hardened stone. Behind him, the Mercyenforcers remain still, silent—watchers of this ritual cruelty. He holds a velvet-lined tray bearing eight glass vials. The antidotes gleam like molten amber, catching the thin rays of sunlight that pierce through the mountain mist.

			Antidotes—enough for each couple.

			The cold bites through my clothes. The wind whips against my cheek. Everything is too bright, too loud, yet I can’t blink. Kade grabs Talia’s hand. She glares daggers at Rhythe. Does she still not realize that Kade is the one who killed Jace for Rhythe? The Benevolent moves methodically, handing two antidotes to Ivy and Rhythe, then two to Mae and Dorian. When he reaches Kade, he stops.

			“She didn’t make it,” Kade says about Callie, I realize, before cutting a glance to Talia, who has wormed her way beside him, signaling that they are a love match now. She ropes an arm through Kade’s and reaches for the antidote.

			“Very well.” The Benevolent sets two vials in her hand before sliding down to Caelus and me. He hands the antidotes to me, despite the fact that Caelus is the only one who was given a Heartfiller.

			“One of you will need your faculties to climb back down this mountain while helping the other make it down as well,” the Benevolent says. “Choose wisely. And—” He turns, gesturing with a sweep of his hand to the strangers in the staggered line behind the Mercyenforcers. “Each of these people,” the Benevolent says slowly, “is important to one of you. I might say the most important person to each of you.”

			My throat goes dry. Serafina’s terrified eyes haunt me.

			“They’ve all been given the same slow-release sedative you’ve received,” the Benevolent continues, “except they received it a day before you. In a matter of hours, they’ll be unconscious.”

			He pauses to let the horror settle in. “You have two vials per couple. But you and your friends here all need to make it to the base of the mountain. These temperatures, at these heights, without lots of provisions…No one will last long. You’ll need to be strong, decisive, and quick.” Chatter erupts, but quiets when he raises a hand. “The first couple to the ground is our tournament winner. As always, you may seize any advantage you see.” He smiles like a wolf. “Fight for love. It’s a beautiful privilege.”

			The wind rips at us again. Behind me, people intake sharp breaths; some start cursing. The others look past the Benevolent, their eyes locked on the people waiting for them. Kade’s glare burns with fury, aimed at an older woman with brittle skin and eyes too much like his. It’s his mother. There is no mistaking the resemblance. Talia scowls at the same woman that came to the tournament dinner.

			Rhythe stares at a boy just older than Nichol with his jaw taut, as if he’s more angry than sad. The boy glances at Ivy and waves. She knows him too. I try to picture her as a rebel, but looking at her now it’s still hard to comprehend. Is she timid and passive or calculating and patient? Maybe I’ve read her wrong this entire time.

			Rhythe speaks under his breath, and Ivy folds her arms, shifting her entire body away from him. There’s something different between them. Is she second-guessing their plan to assassinate the Benevolent? Does it matter anymore?

			I look back to Serafina. She’s a small, shivering bundle of limbs in a Mercyenforcer’s grip. Her arms flail weakly, and when she tries to wriggle free, his grip tightens on her tiny wrist. She lets out a sound—not quite a cry, not quite a word, and something in me snaps.

			The world bleeds red.

			Forbidden bloody red.

			The moment the Benevolent steps away, the crowd breaks like a tide, scattering into the wind. Contestants run to their chosen people, and the Mercyenforcers release them. Serafina runs straight to me, throwing her arms around my legs. She’s burning with fever. I pull her close, even as my muscles scream. I’m barely steady, dizziness pressing at the edges of my vision. I lean into Caelus without thinking. He catches me instinctively. But he says nothing. Just watches me. Watches us.

			I glance over my shoulder. “Where’s your person?” I ask him.

			His gaze sharpens, and then widens. His mouth parts like the answer just hit him, and it’s too shocking to speak aloud. But then his gaze drops to my chest, where I’m squeezing Serafina, and I sway against him, feeling the deep fatigue in my bones.

			It’s me.

			“I’ve been drugged too,” I say numbly. Days ago, the Benevolent had said. I’ll fall asleep in hours unless I take the antidote. “They must’ve given it to me in my sleep, I guess.”

			He staggers back like he’s been struck, fists at his sides.

			“Because…” My voice fractures. Because I’m most important to him.

			Serafina coughs against me. Her breath is shallow. I look down at her, then over the mountain’s edge. The wind howls, carrying with it the scents of pine and blood and fear. Below us, the jagged trail winds down the mountain like a serpent’s spine, disappearing into mist.

			Somewhere down there is the end to this madness. Somewhere down there is an ocean. And a ship. But I can’t move. Serafina’s thin arms tremble.

			Two vials.

			Three bodies.

			The cost of love is heavy in my palm.

			“Axira.” Caelus’s voice is hoarse, distant, like it’s reaching me through fog. “You need to take it. Now.”

			I look up at him. His eyes—always guarded—are wide with something close to terror. Serafina won’t make it down the mountain without help.

			A shout breaks the silence. Talia is stumbling as Kade drags her forward like a man possessed. She shoves him off her, hard, before latching her climbing gear on. The woman who I assume is her mother follows her to the mountain edge, pleading and crying. I’m too far to make out what they’re saying, but Talia doesn’t even look at her. She drops down over the cliff.

			The transports leave in a loud rush, and suddenly it’s only us and the people we care about, lowborn people we must choose to let die to prove we have what it takes to be Skyborn.

			Rhythe still stares at the teenage boy, like he’s in some silent standoff with himself. Ivy tries to look away from him, but her gaze wanders back. Her adoptive mothers are not here; the Benevolent couldn’t trace them to her. My heart squeezes. Hopefully that means they’re safe. Ivy doesn’t appear to have anyone else here who she knows well, other than the boy. She and Rhythe both know him. Is he a survivor of a rebel family too? Rhythe tosses the boy his bag of rations, tent, and camping gear. The boy waves again, and Ivy hesitates. She waves back this time, but walks away after Rhythe.

			Dorian is fastening Mae to himself. I watch as they argue about what to do with the antidotes, gesturing with their hands. I’ve never seen them even frustrated with each other. I recognize Mr. Marsh, Dorian’s father, standing beside him with a hand on his back. The person here for Mae could be her mother or an older sister. They look similar, but not close in age. Then I recall Mae saying her mother overdosed on Heartfillers when Mae was small. The woman must be her sister. She is very frail, terribly underfed. Dorian unstoppers an antidote and throws his head back, downing it all at once. His father gives him a confident nod.

			He is leaving him here.

			Mr. Marsh takes the camping bag from his back, taking a cue from the younger boy, who’s rummaging through the stuff Rhythe left him.

			Dorian hands Mae the second vial and she drinks it, before steadying his rope and checking Mae’s ties to him. Then he grabs a hook to connect Mae’s sister to them. My heart squeezes.

			“It’s too much weight,” Caelus says, watching them.

			“Dorian, it’s too much!” I yell, holding Serafina. “It’s too heavy.”

			“We stole an extra rope and hooks,” Dorian calls back.

			That’s a relief.

			Mae smiles. It’s a genuine one lined with a hope she didn’t have earlier. “See you on the ground!” Once they’re strapped together in tandem, they move toward the summit’s edge.

			Caelus’s hand lands on my shoulder. “We should get moving.”

			I shrug him off, watching Dorian’s father, the younger fellow, and the others left here, unable to respond like a good Skyborn. Like caring for people is a dam that’s already cracked, and the water just keeps rushing through.

			“Do we have any extra gear, food?” I ask.

			Caelus points to a pile. “I pulled all that; they can have it.” I heave it over to them and apologize silently, a vile disgust writhing through me.

			“They’re being abandoned here. They’re going to die, Caelus! Just for being related to a contestant?”

			“It’s an impossible choice. On purpose. He’s making us—”

			“Desperate.”

			“I refuse to choose between saving each other and her.” I cling to Serafina as Dorian eases himself over the edge and gestures for Mae to join him. She blows me a kiss as she turns and climbs down, careful with each of her steps. When she’s suspended, hanging, she reaches for the frail woman, who timidly steps off the edge, lowering herself.

			“Of course we won’t do that to Serafina,” Caelus says. “I’m going to carry her down strapped against me. She’s not very heavy.” He hands me the antidote, nudging my elbow. “Take it.”

			But I can’t tear my eyes away from Mae’s sister, who is struggling with her footing. She squats on the cliff’s edge, taking one foot over at a time.

			Then, she slips.

			She tumbles over the edge.

			Mae screams, a gut-wrenching cry.

			The coil of rope is eaten up inch by inch as the woman falls through the air.

			“Hold on,” Dorian shouts. But when her sister’s rope pulls taut, it tugs so hard on Mae’s, it unwedges her hook from the rock. She plummets too. My shrieks fill the air. I lose all feeling in my body.

			Dorian’s lost all his color. His eyes are wide with horror, and his knuckles go white on the cliff face. The weight of two people is about to tug like an anchor on his cord.

			“He can’t hold all three on just his hook,” Caelus says. “It’s going to pull him too.”

			When Dorian’s cord pulls taut, I shut my eyes.

			The loud screams fade, growing farther and farther away.

			Serafina cries.

			I hear a distant wail, an animalistic wail, and it shreds my insides.

			Then, there’s silence. The kind that feels like death in the bones.

			Caelus presses my head to his chest.

			“No!” I break, a cry tearing its way through me so violently I shudder. I can’t open my eyes. I can’t bear to see if Dorian’s cord snapped or if he was pulled off the mountainside with them. Serafina cries harder, and I fumble to cover her mouth before realizing there is no one here to hurt her. I pick her up and hold her tightly against me. She’s stiff at first, never having been hugged before. But I press her head against me, hoping she feels how much she means to me. Hoping she feels safe. I place her tiny arms around my neck, and she begins to hold on to me tightly. I plant a defiant kiss in her hair.

			“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Caelus presses his forehead against mine. “But we have to move.”

			I nod, unable to find words, still not willing to look back. I feel numb, hollow, and empty as I set Serafina down. She refuses to let go of me.

			“It’s alright. We’re going to make it down,” I promise her. The words come out slurred, the exhaustion getting harder to fight.

			“Take the other antidote,” Caelus says, removing the stopper on the first one. He guzzles it down. “Give her to me.”

			I shake my head. “No. We hike down the long way.” The words sound absurd as they come out of my mouth. That will take forever. We don’t have enough provisions and Serafina is so hot. She needs to see a medic soon.

			“Axira, we don’t have the rations or the time to hike two dozen miles. We have to go down the cliffs. And you have to take the antidote so you have a clear head. It, too, will be intense.”

			Still, I can’t. “Serafina gets the antidote,” I say. “Her body is smaller, the Heartfillers are too powerful for her. How do we know the sedative won’t make it impossible to wake her up? How do we know it won’t slowly kill her?”

			Caelus doesn’t respond.

			“We don’t.” I grab the antidote and unstopper it. “Fina.”

			Caelus grabs my wrist. “Axira, you need the antidote.”

			I whirl on him. “You cannot expect me to let her go down that mountain attached to you after what just happened. You can’t expect me to risk that.”

			His jaw sets. “I would not promise you this if I was not certain that I can do this. I know you love her. I know the ship is for her. I will do this. Even if it costs my life.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I love you, Axira! Don’t you believe me?”

			Hearing it again rattles something loose inside me, and it feels like being shoved to the edge all over again. I shake my head.

			“Not love in this twisted, sick way my father and the Skyborn tout it,” Caelus presses, “but in the way my mother loved me. She did everything she could to make sure I see my father for who he really is. It cost her her life.”

			“That’s too high a cost.” The words fall from my lips like a whispered confession. “Losing people you care about. It’s too much.” I unstopper the vial and hold it to Fina’s lips. “Drink up, quickly, now.”

			She drains it.

			“Axira!” Caelus shouts. “How do I get both of you down now?”

			I blink, my head a world of chaos. He is right about hiking. We’ll never last.

			“Over the cliff is fastest,” I say. “You’re right.”

			He growls in frustration, but it’s done. The only way is forward. “Let’s move quickly,” he says. “We’ll see how far we can get.” He hooks us up to our gear, strapping Serafina to me with a harness. He double-checks the clips, and we start our descent.
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			The first few feet go well. My toes find holds in the rock like muscle memory. Serafina is pressed tight against my back and her breath tickles the nape of my neck. Going down is a lot faster than going up. I let out my rope inch by inch, and we manage to descend a few hundred feet. Then a few hundred more. The mountain swallows the sound of our gear clinking and the scrape of stone beneath our boots. Wind whistles sharp between the cliffs. My muscles burn and my eyes get heavier. I force them open, digging my nails into my skin to urge myself awake.

			In a half an hour, we’ve covered what took us hours to climb. We should feel proud. Relieved.

			I just feel tired.

			Devastatingly tired.

			And the weight of Serafina, as little as she is, isn’t helping.

			An hour passes. Maybe more. Soon we reach the first ledge. We hike, bent against the wind, until we reach the next cliff drop. We immediately start securing our ropes and ease over the side. The sun will be setting soon. We’ve made good progress, but I’m not sure exactly how much. Weariness pushes needles behind my eyes. The base of the mountain is thousands of feet below. The cliffs blur together in tones of gray and shadow. Serafina hasn’t said a word. She’s rigid on my back, coughing every few minutes, wheezing in the thin mountain air. The harness keeps her anchored to me, but I can feel her squirm occasionally. The tension of the straps holding her to me is crushing my chest.

			“You okay?” Caelus calls from just below.

			I nod. Or I think I do.

			We keep going, dropping another hundred feet. The setting sun casts a warm haze across the cliffs. The elevation still presses on my lungs, like the air is too thin to breathe anything but regret.

			I should have let Caelus take her.

			My legs tremble. A pulse beats behind my eyes, blooming heat. The world moves—just slightly, like the tilt of a ship. I blink. The cliff shifts out of focus.

			My left foot scrapes the rock. I pause, gripping the cord harder, and I catch myself, barely. I press flat to the wall. I try to breathe deep. Focus.

			Find one hold, then another. I try to focus. One hold. Another.

			But everything feels…far away. Like I’m sinking into myself. The wind dulls. The light dims at the edges. The burn in my limbs doesn’t flare the way it should. It’s quieter.

			No.

			Serafina’s nails dig into my shoulders. But my arms don’t respond. They’re slow and heavy like iron. My muscles lag, like I’m dragging them through sand. I try to flex my fingers. Nothing.

			The sedative.

			The thought barely registers before my limbs buckle inward, tingling and distant. My eyelids feel too thick, my thoughts, syrup-slow. “Almost there,” I whisper to Serafina, though I don’t know if we are. She shifts, adjusting her grip.

			That’s when it happens.

			She slips to one side, her weight jolting the harness between us. I reach to grab her.

			But my hand—

			My hand won’t move.

			It brushes against hers. Fingers to fingers. But there is nothing behind it. No strength. No control. Like trying to move underwater. Like trying to catch fog. “Fina,” I scream, but my words slur. My mouth is slow. My mind is faster than my body.

			The harness strap snaps taut.

			Then whips loose from my side.

			A hook tears free.

			She falls sideways, arms flailing, suspended in the open air.

			Caelus lunges for her.

			He’s too far.

			Time drips. Slows. Warps.

			She looks up at me. Brown eyes wide with pure, searing trust. A trust I didn’t have for Caelus. A trust I’ve never had for anyone.

			She doesn’t scream.

			She doesn’t panic.

			She believes in me.

			And then—she plummets.
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			Caelus is the first thing I see when I open my eyes.

			The world swims in and out of focus, blurred at the edges, like I’m dreaming underwater. My throat is dry. I blink, and the room sharpens, just enough to register the faintest glow of sunrise filtering through sheer curtains. The air smells faintly of smoke and pine. I recognize the scent before the room: his room. His bed. A cold memory slices through the haze.

			Serafina.

			She was falling.

			I gasp and sit up too fast. It feels like there is a hole in my chest where a heart used to beat. She’s gone. She’s really gone. She fell to her— I choke. I let her fall. I did this! My head swims, and I claw at the sheets, pushing them off as if I could shove off the grief. It hurts. It hurts so much.

			My gaze is drawn to the bedside table like a moth to a flame, looking for the custom Heartfiller box the Benevolent gave me. I think of the good feeling he promised, and suddenly I crave it like I’ve never craved anything. Anything to end the pain.

			But I blink and see Caelus’s bedside table, not mine. It’s not here.

			“I need it,” I rasp. My arm sweeps the table clumsily, and a few things crash to the floor, none of them my Heartfiller. All I can see is Serafina’s face. Growing smaller. No. No. “Where is it!” Every second I can’t find the Heartfiller, a heavy, relentless pain wedges itself deeper into my heart. It feels like if it burrows deep enough it could break me beyond repair. I have to stop it. I need the Heartfiller.

			I see Caelus across his room, shoving things in a bag hidden behind his wall mirror. He pulls the bag onto the bed, stuffing it with things of mine from my room. A few jewels, a fine dress. Items I can sell. But I blink, my lashes fluttering, none of it registering. He strides toward me.

			“Caelus, did they find her…Have you seen her?” My legs buckle the moment I try to stand. “Could I see her one last time?”

			“Ssshhh,” Caelus whispers, gently pulling me to him. He casts a cautious gaze over his shoulder at his door. “She’s alive. She’s not conscious, but she’s alive. That’s what they told me.”

			Tears rise so fast I can’t breathe. “Who?” I croak. “And how do you know? She fell—she—she—”

			“She hit some brush on the way down. It slowed her fall. I don’t know how, but it saved her. She was breathing. I carried you both down, tethered to me.” He shifts, revealing a bag that’s slung over his shoulder—packed, ready. “I got you both to my personal medic. She’s going with you and Serafina. I have your ship in port. You’re leaving now.”

			My mind stutters. “A ship?”

			“I promised you I’d get you off this island,” he says, quieter now. “I meant it.” His hair is wind-tousled. Dirt streaks across his cheek, and his shirt is wrinkled and half-unbuttoned. He looks exhausted, hands scraped raw. And still—he’s here. Holding me like what we have is something worth sacrificing for.

			He didn’t just carry me down a mountain—his love has been carrying me for longer than I realized.

			The realization cracks me open.

			“I—I can leave?” The words feel stolen. A ship. He got me a ship. Passage off this island.

			He nods. But if he has a ship for me, that means he is really giving up on stealing the magic. On unseating his father.

			“You and Serafina will both go, and my medic,” he says, voice low. “But I’m asking one thing—when Serafina has recovered, let my medic choose her own path. Let her be free.” He is talking so fast, but my mind is stuck. It’s over? It’s really over. A sob escapes me before I can stop it.

			But then the tournament claws its way back into my mind.

			Kade’s smirk. Rhythe’s glare. Ivy.

			“The tournament,” I murmur. “Did we get disqualified? Who won?”

			Caelus shakes his head, jaw tight. “I don’t know who reached the base of the mountain first. I haven’t seen the others. The Ascension Ceremony is this evening. If Rhythe and Ivy don’t make their move first, my father will announce the winner and make them share a kiss publicly, releasing the magic. My father will steal it, like he always does. But I don’t care anymore. I can’t.” He threads an arm underneath mine and helps me to my feet. “Come on, up you go.”

			I cling to him, muscles trembling. “How long have I been out?”

			Caelus presses his forehead to mine for the briefest second, his breath brushing my lips. “Too long.”

			Once he steadies me, he says, “You slept for an entire day. When we reached the base of the mountain, you were brought back to your room. I had you moved here while I called in a favor from Lucent’s fiancée, Rhianne. She’s one of a few allies I still have here. She got me a ship from a textile merchant acquaintance. It’s been scrubbed from the books and pulled into port for you.” He unshoulders the bag and slips my arm into its strap. His touch is steady, but everything inside me is shaking. He secures the pack on my back and gently nudges me toward the door.

			Everything is moving too fast. My thoughts are a blur. I can’t think.

			“Wait, please.” The last few days slam into me like a wall. My muscles scream and my skull pulses behind my eyes, but it’s the invisible blooming pain in my chest that pins me to where I stand. An ache carved by grief.

			Dorian shouting for Mae.

			Her shriek.

			Serafina’s nails digging into me.

			My knees buckle, and I stumble back onto the bed.

			She’s alive.

			He said she’s alive.

			But Mae isn’t.

			Neither is the older woman who was very important to her. My heart is splintering.

			“Axira, we really have to go.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You were right, Axira,” he says. “It’s really that simple. My mother was a rare Saltblood, brittle and smart. But kind, gentle, selfless. Rebellious in all the right ways. And this place killed her.” He chokes on his words. Then pauses before going on. “At first when you reminded me of her in small ways, I thought it was coincidence. But then, you showed me who you really are, how much you care for people. No matter how much I wanted to shut that down, to believe there is no one else with a heart like my mother’s, I couldn’t. I was wrong. The minute I realized it, I knew—this island would devour you too. I can’t let that happen. You have to leave. You have to be protected because your heart for other people matters.”

			I’m speechless. But when his hand lands on my shoulder, I turn into his touch. I’ve already lost too much. I might lose Serafina if she can’t recover. The thought punches the air from my lungs, and something inside me—something I’ve kept guarded and hidden and numb—finally crumbles, one chipped piece at a time.

			The world blurs through tears, sudden, hot, pouring down my cheeks. I try to blink them away but the dam is broken.

			Serafina.

			Mae.

			Miss Omon.

			The others.

			I’ve clung to the belief that being in love is a liability. That it’s better to keep people at a distance, to not need, to not ache. Because the cost of experiencing love fully is loss, and loss is unbearable.

			I haven’t wanted to ask myself the question—what happens if I chose Caelus? Not just with my words, but with my heart. What does that do to my world? What does that do to the others I want to protect?

			But the question stirs in me sharply like a cramp I can’t ignore.

			Proof my heart does choose him.

			And I’ve just been denying it to myself.

			I can’t unfeel it. I don’t want to. Now I’m supposed to walk away? Leave Caelus behind. As he stands here showing me something in my bones I think I’ve always known—true love, real love, isn’t a bargain. It doesn’t twist or demand or change. Love involves sacrifice. Making room in the heart. Whether it’s for my parents, another human, or a prince carrying the weight of the world on his back. How can I leave here and pretend none of what he and I shared mattered—when for the first time it feels like love could be the thing I was made for.

			It did.

			He does.

			“The ship will drop you at the nearest land,” he says. “I’ve loaded it with goods—things you can trade or sell.” He presses a heavy pouch into my hands. “And there’s this.”

			Gold.

			I barely look at it, my fingers closing around the pouch to set it aside. I look for him. I search for his storm-ravished eyes. Today they are bright, like hope.

			“What happens to you?” I whisper.

			His jaw slacks, his eyes tilted slightly with sadness. “Don’t worry about that.”

			“I want to worry about that.”

			“You don’t.”

			“I do.”

			He looks at me. “Axira, what are you doing? I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

			I don’t either. But I have to try. I smooth my cheeks, wiping away the last of my tears, but they’ve left a tender heat behind. I attempt to think, to untangle the knots swelling in my chest, but it’s like grasping air.

			Caelus has told me that he loves me.

			Twice.

			And I’ve never said it back.

			I’ve thought it. In a fleeting moment. In silence. In regret. But saying it out loud would make it real. Permanent. It would mean I can’t pretend this was just a moment. How do I leave here without him knowing the truth—that I love him too? That true love, real love, our kind of love, is worth making space for.

			But then, how do I say those three words—and have nothing change?

			I swallow hard. “Caelus.” I think of Serafina. Her fierce spirit. I would give anything to hear her laugh and play freely with as much excitement as she feels. To feel her arms around my neck a second time. I’d give up the ship, my future.

			Love didn’t put everything at risk.

			It showed me what mattered.

			It gave me direction and purpose, making me fight harder than I ever knew I could. Love is not the fragile, dangerous thing I was taught to fear. But something fierce. Steady. Devastatingly powerful. That leaves everything it touches changed. Like a fire refining a blade.

			Not taking that antidote is my greatest regret. If I could go back, I’d take the risk and trust the love in Caelus’s eyes. I don’t need the Heartfiller the Benevolent made. I don’t need to numb the pain. I’ve needed this. And I’ve had it. I was just too scared to look at it. I’ve spent so long believing I could protect Serafina or love Caelus. And now, it’s time to tell him goodbye.

			I can’t do it.

			I can’t bargain with love. That cheapens it.

			I can embrace it. Hold it. Protect it. Fight for it. Even if it costs me everything.

			That is a freedom not even Skyborn have.

			I stare in Caelus’s eyes, and it’s like seeing clearly for the first time.

			“We have to do this. And we have to do it together. Can’t you see?” He shakes his head, but I start again before he can speak. “Love is power, you’re right. But not in the way Skyborn think. Look at us, a Skyborn prince and a Saltblood. We couldn’t be more different, but we’re fighting, together, against all odds to free people from your father’s tyranny. Because—”

			“Because this is so important our differences don’t matter.”

			“Exactly. That is the power the Benevolent fears.” I move closer to Caelus, lacing my fingers between his. He is stiff, staring at me, unbelieving, still digesting the words I’m saying.

			“The Benevolent’s greatest lie is the claim that love isn’t what our hearts are aching for. Not a dose of feel-good, a momentary facade of happy, not numbness. But this. Something out of his control. Something that threatens the ground he stands on. Real, true, enduring, self-sacrificing love.”

			He blinks, still staring in disbelief.

			“Caelus, I’m not getting on that ship. I’m not leaving you here.”

			His lips part, but no sound comes out. “Leaving me here?” he finally says. “I can’t go with you. I am Ethyria. The people need me. That ship is your only chance at getting what you want.”

			“No, it’s not. Not anymore. I’m not taking the stupid boat,” I add, softer now, almost laughing through tears.

			“Axir—”

			But I don’t let him finish. I close the distance between us in a heartbeat, rising on my toes as my hands find the sides of his face. I pull him down and press my lips to his, tasting his surprise. He stiffens for a second—but only that. Then, he melts.

			He wraps around me like he’s been waiting forever, like he’s been drowning and I am his first breath. His arms circle my waist and lift me off the ground, pulling me into him until nothing else exists. Just his warmth. Just his mouth on mine.

			The kiss is messy at first—clumsy and desperate, like we’re both afraid it’ll disappear if we don’t hold tight enough. But then it slows. He steadies. One of his hands slides up my back, fingers threading into my hair. His other arm holds me secure against him. His lips grow gentler. He kisses me like he’s memorizing me—like he’s drinking in every second because he knows what it cost to get here.

			And I let him.

			I sink into him completely. I kiss him like I’m telling him everything I couldn’t say before—every longing, every sleepless night, every word I was too afraid to speak. That with him love is not a weapon, it is a solace. Then, I kiss him like it’s not goodbye. Because it’s not. His forehead comes to rest against mine, and we’re both breathing hard, our chests rising and falling in sync. His eyes are closed. His lips are still parted, like he can’t quite believe it happened.

			Neither can I.

			The question lingers between us—what now? I’m not leaving, so what am I doing? It feels insurmountable, but we found this moment. Against every rule, every fear, every impossible cost. We can’t stop now.

			“The magic,” I say. “You wanted to steal it from your father to do what, exactly?”

			“Without his magic, he can’t make Heartfillers, so his hold on Ethyria will weaken. I can unseat him and someone can take power in his place.”

			Someone. Not him…

			“We can bring real peace to this island. But Axira, I don’t see how—”

			“The Benevolent is the real person to blame for Mae and the others, more than anyone.” The Benevolent wants us to blame each other, I realize. Division is his strategy. But he did this. He put us in this carnage to make us desperate. The thought is freeing. “He is the one who should fall off a cliff.”

			Everyone should know the powerful freedom love gives. It shouldn’t be treated like a weapon and wielded like a whip.

			“The Ascension Ceremony is tonight,” I say. “We’re still here. Rhythe and Ivy haven’t made their move yet. And we don’t know if they’re still planning to assassinate the Benevolent or if they’ll succeed. Why can’t we show up and steal the magic as planned? Use whatever they’re planning as our own distraction to get away?”

			Caelus screws up his mouth. “Serafina?”

			“Could Rhianne smuggle her out? She got us a ship. And besides, if we can unseat your father, Serafina is safe.” We’re all safe.

			“Hmm.”

			“Walk me through how to steal the magic.” I settle back onto his bed, pulling him to sit beside me. “Explain every detail. It would be good to know the setup of the ceremony, how it will go, who all will be there, and the escape routes of the arena. We have to at least get out of the Citadel. Once we get out of the palace, we can use the same tunnels I use to smuggle Heartfillers to move through the city. Maybe we hide out in the Hollow. Or is so close to the palace a risk? Hiding under their noses could be smart—”

			He is smiling so big it makes me smile too.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Nothing.”

			“It’s obviously something.”

			“You’d topple an entire kingdom to get what you want. My mother was that way.”

			“You have to tell me more about her.”

			“I will. One day.” Grief is heavy between his words.

			I lay my head on his shoulder, remembering the first time a blade was put in my hand. “And I’ll tell you about my father.”

			And how I now know, deep in my bones—he was a rebel.
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			The palace floors are cold to my bare feet, my skin still burning from the scouring. Like the washmaiden was determined to strip off any confusion about who I am, to remind me of the lowborn underneath.

			Guards march behind and ahead of us, their stingers glinting in the torchlight, making it clear—this is still a prison. Caelus walks beside me, his hand in mine. Let them all know, let them all see. This love is not a strategy. It’s true. The heat of him steadies me. We don’t speak. No one does.

			Rhythe and Ivy are behind us.

			Kade and Talia in front.

			Dorian survived. He drags his feet at the very front, listless, shoulders hunched.

			They came for us before dinner. Caelus and I had moved to my room for my things. I found the Heartfiller the Benevolent gave me, and I left it on my vanity with a handwritten note: You may find you need this more than me. I’m ashamed how close I came to depending on it, when opening myself up to love was what my heart needed to start healing. The Mercyenforcers took us outside without a word. Scrubbed us raw. Reminded us with every slap of cold water that none of us are winners. Not yet. Then they dressed us in thin linen robes.

			The same robes they put me in to be executed.

			They lead us out of the palace, across the bridge, toward the arena.

			Inside, the world turns gold. The entire place has been changed. Regal and draped in purple with florals everywhere. The décor is a lavish display of jewel-encrusted everything, from goblets to linens draped from the ceiling. Flowers made of sparkling crystals, clustered arrangements that sparkle like a night with the brightest stars. The Citadel’s power and wealth fully on display.

			Guards flank the iron gates to the floor, and between them, I catch a glimpse of the rotunda of death.

			The Ascension Ceremony is opulence incarnate. Gold-veined columns rise from a central dais like reaching arms. On the platform sits a long ceremonial table, polished so bright it gleams like water. Two identical ceremonial chalices sit in the center.

			I’m nudged forward by a guard before I can see any more.

			We’re funneled into a small waiting room, just outside the grand arena. No windows. No voices. Only breath and nerves where everyone waits in eye-shifting silence. Caelus and I went over our plan a dozen times today. He will cause a scene, acting inconsolable, jealous over the winners. He’ll pull attention, triggering the guards to restrain him. While they handle him, I’ll move, catching the shards before they fall and sealing them in a vial.

			There are three public exits to the arena, all guarded. But there is one secret exit from the arena, Caelus explained, in case his family ever needed to make a sudden escape. That’s the route we’ll take out of the Citadel. The medic will be waiting there with Serafina. Once we clear the Citadel, I can get us where we need to go using the smuggling tunnels.

			It’s a good plan. Not foolproof, but it’s the plan we have. It will work. It has to. I know what they do with thieves. If they catch us, whatever they do will be far worse.

			We can’t fail.

			The room waits in a silence that tightens around us. My stomach knots, but Caelus’s hand finds mine. Then the air shifts as the doors to our waiting room open. The arena roars so loudly the walls tremble.

			“Courage. Loyalty. Strength.”

			I go still.

			Caelus squeezes my hand again. Not soft this time—urgent.

			It’s time.
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			Hand in hand, Caelus and I step from the waiting room into the bright sunlit arena.

			“Rhianne said there will be two specific guards who stand aside when we try to escape,” he whispers. “When it’s time, look for the safe ones.”

			I squeeze his hand in understanding, the knot in me too tight to form actual words as my bare feet find hot stone. We’re going to make it out of here. If we produce the shards, they’ll be even easier to steal. This will work.

			The heat from the torches above burns golden patterns across the floor. The entire amphitheater pulses with sound—screaming, cheering, chanting. I didn’t expect this to be such a show. The noise slams into me like a wave and knocks my heart sideways.

			Every seat is filled.

			Skyborn citizens, cloaked in finery, lean forward in anticipation like this is a meal they’ve waited ten years for. The banners above them snap with the wind—purple and silver, stitched with the symbol of the Citadel: a fist gripping a heart. Beneath them, the arena floor gleams, inlaid with mirrors and gilded carvings of statues of lovers. Pearls sear their eyes, sapphires glitter in their crowns, and trails of emeralds trace the folds of their robes. Gold filigree curls around the gemstones like vines, catching every flicker of light.

			It shifts and I notice a faint haze looming over the audience, drifting along the edges of the arena like a thin ring of clouds that wasn’t there when we were here before. Or maybe it was but I didn’t notice. It shimmers faintly, nearly invisible—just a trick of the light, unless the sun catches it right.

			“Do you see that?” I whisper to Caelus. “It’s another Scent.” Scents are like Heartfillers released as gas. “Do you know what kind that one is?”

			He glances toward the haze. “That one dulls the connection between the mind and heart, which deadens feelings of empathy—you can watch someone beg for mercy and feel nothing but indifference. Everything produced or grown in Skyhaven is soaked in it.” He pauses. “That’s why I didn’t mind when they stripped my room. Less of it for me to breathe. It’s why being in the arena with you was so refreshing.”

			Caelus grips my hand tighter than before. The others emerge behind us.

			Ivy’s eyes flicker with nervous glances, as if she’s trying to see every angle at once, searching for a way out—or a way through. I search for the fury she held days ago. The one that made me believe she might finally turn on Rhythe. But I can’t find it. Maybe it was never real in the first place.

			Rhythe is a statue, stone-faced and silent beside her.

			Kade and Talia stand together, stiff and silent—there is no love between them. Talia’s heavy-lidded eyes are swollen. I watch her for some hint of what she thinks of Rhythe. Has she broken ranks?

			As if Talia can hear my thoughts, her gaze snaps to me. Her gray eyes are glassy, but there’s a rage behind them—a storm held back by sheer will.

			It gives me a sliver of hope that Rhythe’s plan to kill the Benevolent might destroy him too.

			Dorian trails at the rear, eyes sunken, body moving like something half-dead. Still sick with grief over Mae. I move closer to him. “Dorian.”

			But he shrugs past me with a harsh glance, too shattered to want to hear anything I could say. I ache for him. He will be disqualified. When this goes wrong, will they kill him? The worry spiraling through me coils around my own fears for Serafina, the orphanage, Caelus and me getting out of here, and it’s tight and suffocating. I stare straight ahead as we move to the dais at the center of the arena.

			Two chalices wait on a pedestal carved from crystal and set in steel. The platform rises above the arena, steps spiraling up from the floor to a throne shadowed beneath golden canopies. There, seated in opulence, the Benevolent watches us.

			His glare is ice.

			“Ascend! Ascend! Ascend!” The crowd chants over and over. A rhythm of devotion, of expectation blaring in my ears as we are directed to our own raised platforms, arced around the stage. The stone floor is warm, polished to a shine so bright it reflects flashes of gold from the overhead torches. Caelus walks beside me, our hands still locked.

			We ascend the short stairs that lead to our designated platform—where the chalices glow on their gold pedestal. The platforms are high enough to give the crowd a clear view of our every expression, every twitch of doubt, every flicker of fear.

			The chanting keeps rising, louder, faster, crashing like a storm tide.

			I let my gaze drift, like I’m just taking in the ceremony—but every detail sharpens as I register it. There are more guards than I expected. Flanking each stairwell, posted at every exit, lining the base of the stage like silent statues. Each one wears the same armor—obsidian black with iridescent trim that catches the light like an oil slick—but it’s their hands that send a chill down my spine. Their arms are wrapped in thick gloves, the special kind Caelus described. The kind designed to handle the shards that will come from the kiss. I study their faces for hints at which are on our side. But they’re all stoic. Caelus gives me a reassuring smile.

			The Benevolent stands and raises a hand, and the crowd falls to a hush.

			“Welcome, noble Skyborn, citizens of Skyhaven, the heart of Ethyria. And welcome to you.” He looks at us contestants. “Faithful laborers of the lowborn.” He looks right at Rhythe. His stare hardens and ice skids down my spine.

			He knows.

			“Tonight was meant to be a celebration,” the Benevolent goes on. “A triumph of love. A crowning of those among us courageous, loyal, and strong enough to become Skyborn.”

			A murmur ripples through the crowd.

			“But grave news has come to my attention.” He steps closer to the edge of the platform, fingers interlocked behind his back. “Rumors. Confirmed. That not all contestants standing before us love Skyhaven as their performances suggest.”

			My breath catches.

			Caelus’s grip tightens.

			“And so, we must be sure. The stakes are too high. The responsibility of a Skyborn too sacred. We only welcome true patriots into our ranks.” He gestures toward the chalices at the center of the platform. “Tonight, there will be one final test. The Trial of Judgment.”

			The words slam through me.

			Ivy gasps. Kade takes a step back before catching himself. On the stand beside Caelus and me, Dorian is alone. He stares blankly into the distance, his eyes vacant.

			“Each couple will come forward. Together, you will drink from a chalice. Inside is a new Heartfiller I’ve refined and coined the Elixir of Illumination—which will reveal if your bond is true, if your love is real.” He smiles faintly, the way a vulture might smile at a dying thing. “If not…”

			He places a hand on his heart.

			“What is this?” I whisper to Caelus.

			His throat works around a swallow, but he doesn’t respond. He doesn’t let go of my hand, but it isn’t comforting anymore. It’s clammy. Uncertain.

			We are the only ones with true love here. We still have the upper hand. We’re stealing the magic and getting out of here. And if Rhythe makes his move on the Benevolent before we make the magic, we run. I squeeze Caelus’s hand, pulling him to me, wondering if he’s assuming the same thing. But before I can whisper, the Benevolent’s voice rings out again:

			“Kade and Talia. Step forward.”

			All eyes turn to them.

			Talia’s jaw sets, fire lighting behind her eyes. Kade lets out a sharp breath through his nose and strolls forward like it’s all a game. But I can see the tightness in his shoulders. The way his hands twitch slightly as he takes a chalice.

			They face each other. The silver liquid inside the cups glow faintly blue, swirling like mist trapped in a bottle.

			Together, they lift the cup to their lips and drink.

			And it’s like the arena holds its breath.

			For a moment, nothing happens.

			Then—still nothing.

			The Benevolent’s expression hardens. “Nothing,” he says coldly. “No love. Not even a flicker.”

			“That doesn’t mean—” Talia starts through gritted teeth.

			“Enough. Hold her for rebel interrogation.”

			With a gesture, he has two Mercyenforcers seize Talia by the arms. She tries to jerk away. The Benevolent strides over to Kade and grips his shoulder, holding him in place. Kade stills, eyes flicking briefly to his, the barest nod passing between them.

			My nails dig into Caelus’s hands. “Did you see that?”

			He doesn’t move, stiff beside me. But Talia almost trips as she watches the subtle, silent exchange as she’s dragged off the stage to be held in restraints.

			“As heavy as I am at your failure to find love,” the Benevolent goes on to Kade, “I’ve been moved to a heart of mercy, and there will be two winners chosen today: a truest-love match couple and one other individual. Because there is one prevailing quality worthy of citizenship: patriotism. Someone who believes in the values of Ethyria and embodies them completely.”

			Dorian shifts a few feet away, and his chin raises.

			Rhythe seethes. But he stands there with his eyes closed, as if waiting for something.

			The Benevolent’s hold tightens on Kade. “You’ve proven your loyalty to the Citadel. Long ago, as a Mercyenforcer guard, you resisted the rebels’ recruitment. When we had to remove all lowborn Mercyenforcers from their posts, you were sent back to your district, but your heart did not harden against us. You understood why your sacrifice was necessary, and you have continued to serve us loyally. Your service will no longer go overlooked.”

			A Mercyenforcer steps forward, draping a purple robe over Kade’s shoulders. But I don’t understand. Kade has been working with Rhythe, who wants to kill the Benevolent.

			“It is my honor to present to the Skyborn our patriot of the Tournament of Hearts and our first new Skyborn,” the Benevolent declares.

			The arena erupts in applause. The sound is deafening and unreal.

			Rhythe’s jaw ticks, watching now, eyes open. His fists tremble at his sides. Kade lingers with a practiced calm.

			He’s known he’d get this. He’s always known. He played Rhythe.

			Dorian breaks from the line, lunging toward the platform with a raised fist. We’ve always known there would be only two winners. The love of his life died. Of course he’s pissed. But anger right now is reckless.

			“Dorian, wai—” I almost step forward, but Caelus holds me back.

			Mercyenforcers converge on Dorian. The crowd’s cheers turn to boos.

			“You said,” Dorian shouts, “if I told you about the people she cares about—the little girl—you’d help me!”

			My blood turns to ice.

			She?

			Me.

			Serafina.

			He sold me out. He told them I cared about Serafina.

			Dorian looks at me—with apology or regret, I can’t tell—but when I glare back, he drops his gaze like a coward. I lunge for him, fury igniting in my veins—but again Caelus grabs me tight.

			“Not our fight,” Caelus hisses in my ear.

			Dorian knew about the patriot winner. He expected to get it. They manipulated him…

			Mercyenforcers try to restrain Dorian, but he thrashes wildly, ripping a stinger from a guard’s belt and jamming it into her ribs. The woman convulses, limbs twitching violently before crumpling to the ground—unable to move as the pulses of the stinger’s energy render her muscles unreachable for several moments. Dorian doesn’t stop. He launches again, this time at the Benevolent—pure rage in his eyes.

			But Kade moves first.

			He snarls, grabs a sharp spear from a nearby Mercyenforcer, and leaps off the stage. His feet slam into dirt. He marches straight to a feral Dorian. No hesitation. No mercy. And drives the spear clean into his gut.

			“A name?” Kade spits. “You gave him a few names and you expected favor?”

			Dorian gasps, collapsing.

			Blood spills between his fingers as he clutches his wound, eyes wide with pain and confusion. And despite everything—despite my fury at what he’s done—a shudder vibrates through me. Because Kade didn’t even blink. When Dorian hits the ground, he doesn’t move. Dead.

			The Benevolent welcomes Kade back onto the stage, calm as ever. He redrapes the robe on Kade’s shoulders himself. Then he clears his throat. “Well, now that that’s done, we can move on with the rest of the ceremony.” His gestures at Rhythe. “Let’s hope you and Ivy are much less of a disappointment.”

			A cold pit settles in my stomach.

			The Benevolent’s attention lingers on his son beside me. There’s something venomous there now, boiling just beneath the surface. He doesn’t want Caelus to win. He doesn’t want his son to touch the power of a true-love match. I scan the exits, wondering how Rhythe will execute the Benevolent, if that’s indeed his plan. Or if he’s lost the courage after Kade’s betrayal. I watch his hands for a place he might have hidden a blade.

			Rhythe steps forward to climb the steps alone with smooth grace and a painted smile.

			Ivy hasn’t moved from the line of contestants.

			Rhythe turns back, reaching for her hand.

			She hesitates.

			Her fingers twitch at her sides. Her eyes flick to the others—then to the chalices—and my heart is not beating. They share a glance. Rhythe holds his hand steady, as if he’s already certain of her answer. The silence sits for a heartbeat. Then, two, long enough to hope. Long enough to doubt.

			Then slowly, she takes it.

			Together they make their way to the chalices, each taking a cup. The crowd holds its breath. He whispers something only she can hear, and her spine stiffens. Rhythe drains his cup. And waits.

			But—she stops.

			And sets the elixir aside.

			“I won’t,” she says, loud enough to echo.

			Gasps ripple across the arena.

			Rhythe’s smile cracks. “Ivy,” he hisses.

			“You don’t love me,” she says, louder now. “You love the idea of me. You always did.”

			“You don’t know what you’re doing,” he says through clenched teeth.

			Tears glisten in her eyes, but her voice is clear. “I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ve seen what they have.” She points at Caelus and me. “And you destroyed it! Just like you destroyed the hope in me that I could ever have something like it. I’m done pretending.”

			Rhythe turns to the sky as if a downpour could rain on us and change her mind. I don’t like this.

			His gaze cuts across the arena.

			At me.

			But as soon as our eyes lock, the moment is gone.

			The Benevolent’s patience runs dry. “Bring them forward! Show me the truth.”

			The guards seize Ivy and Rhythe, dragging them to the chalices. Ivy protests louder than I’ve ever heard her speak. Rhythe fights back, but he’s outnumbered. The guards pin them against the stone basin of the chalices—one gripping Ivy’s shoulders, the other wrenching Rhythe’s arm behind his back.

			They will drink at the same time.

			Ivy twists her head, trying to avoid it, but a hand clamps over her jaw and forces her mouth open. The liquid glimmers as it’s poured between her lips. She gags immediately, coughing and sputtering, her body convulsing as the elixir is forced down their throats.

			My hands are slick with sweat, wrapped tightly in Caelus’s. I can’t stop imagining what it will feel like—those hands on us, dragging us forward, prying our mouths open. I taste metal just thinking about it.

			The air thickens around me, too hot, too sharp.

			Caelus doesn’t speak. He just holds my hand tighter, jaw locked, eyes forward. I don’t know if he’s afraid or if he knows something I don’t. Either way, I can feel it now—something in the plan is unraveling.

			Ivy chokes on the elixir. Rhythe swears through his teeth.

			And then—

			Nothing.

			No shiver of light, no hint of connection.

			Only the brutal sound of Ivy coughing, bent over at the waist, and the guttural rasp of Rhythe’s breath as he glares at the floor like it betrayed him.

			The Benevolent scowls. “False. Add them to the other to be interrogated.”

			The guards toss them beside Talia, letting them crumple to the base of the platform like discarded dolls. Ivy curls in on herself, shaking. Rhythe doesn’t move, his fists clenched so tight his knuckles have gone bloodless. Again, he glares at the sky.

			The Benevolent doesn’t even look at them. His gaze sweeps over the crowd, slow and heavy with judgment.

			And then his gaze finds us.

			Me.

			Caelus.

		

	
		
			46

			
				[image: ]
			

			Caelus steps forward before I do.

			My heart lurches, slamming against my ribs like it’s trying to break free.

			Rhythe hasn’t made a move. And now he’s being held by guards like a dog with its tail between its legs. If he isn’t going to try to execute the Benevolent, Caelus and I will need to create our own distraction in order to steal the magic and run.

			My neck is slick.

			Caelus must be able to sense my sudden panic, because he gives the slightest nod. A silent promise. My breath quickens. Each inhale feels too shallow, each step too light to be real. And yet—I’m moving. Somehow, my feet carry me forward, past Dorian’s body, up to the stage, even though I don’t remember putting a single step forward.

			The crowd blurs, a sea of beaming faces and applause. The light gleams off polished stone and bloodied metal.

			I catch sight of the Mercyenforcer who picked up the bloody spear that impaled Dorian. I veer, giving him a wide berth. The stage rises before us, solemn and final. The two refilled chalices are waiting.

			We stop, side by side in front of them. And for a breathless moment, time hangs suspended. Rhythe eyes me coldly, and I feel it in my bones. I could swear he shakes his head. But I blink and he’s not looking at me anymore. I can feel all the contestants watching me, waiting to see if Caelus and I have what the rest of them claimed to covet.

			I grab a chalice. Caelus does too.

			“On my say, you will drink,” the Benevolent announces, his voice clipped, each word sharpened with venom, spite curling at the edges. I loosen my stance, letting my limbs hang open, ready for the shards. I don’t know where they’ll form or what shape they’ll take, only that they will. My gaze stays fixed on the royal escape tunnel. The Benevolent signals the Mercyenforcers suddenly. They tighten in a circle around us. I search their faces, looking for some hint that one of them here is on our side. But they are unreadable, their movements synchronized, the circle closing like a noose. I feel it in my chest—a rising pressure, like the air itself is narrowing.

			The audience watches in hushed silence.

			“Now,” the Benevolent says.

			I lift my chalice. My hands don’t shake. Not because I’m brave, but because fear has locked every muscle in place. We turn toward each other and Caelus’s eyes meet mine, a promising sea beneath a glittering sky. We will get out of here. If it kills me. He told me that once and I didn’t understand it. But I do now. I feel it in the marrow of my bones, a determined strength, something supernatural that’s instinctually human.

			I will make it out of here.

			Because I cannot live through whatever is waiting on the other side.

			We nod once—together.

			And drink.

			The liquid is warm. Sweet at first, cloying, like honey left too long in the sun. Then—bitter, metallic, and wrong. It hits my tongue like rot and fire all at once, and I want to gag, but I force it down. My throat burns. The warmth spreads, fast and ruthless down my throat, curling into my gut like coiled smoke.

			Then it turns.

			The warmth becomes fire. Not heat, but hurt—searing through my chest, radiating outward in jagged lines. I double over with strangled breath, clutching at my ribs as the pain stabs deep, like something inside me is being cut open, exposed raw.

			Beside me, Caelus stumbles, gasping. His hand slams to his chest.

			I feel it then—an energy, sudden and violent, like lightning forced inward. It surges to my heart, sharp and electric, like something ancient and wild being awakened against its will.

			And then—

			Light.

			A glow bursts from beneath my ribs, pulsing through the fabric of my chest like a second heartbeat. Bright. Vivid. Alive.

			Gasps ripple through the arena. I stagger, breathless—but still standing. Still shining.

			Then I turn to Caelus.

			And my blood turns cold.

			He’s swaying slightly, his face pale and strained. But his chest—his heart—does not glow.

			No light. No answering pulse of magic.

			Nothing.

			Just silence.

			My breath catches. My body freezes.

			Caelus blinks up at me, stricken, eyes wide with confusion. He touches his chest again, as if he could will the magic to rise and glow like mine, showing we are a truest-love match. But the devastating truth is already there.

			The crowd murmurs, the commotion rising like a wave of shouts. I hear the shifting of boots, the faint click of weapons. That’s when I notice everyone is no longer looking at me. All heads have turned toward the base of the stage.

			Rhythe.

			He stands alone, arms folded across him, expression carved from stone. His chest pulses with light in a glowing steady rhythm. A radiant pulse that mirrors my own in color and cadence. Not just similar—identical.

			His heart glows in perfect sync with mine.

			It takes me a second too long to understand what I’m seeing. Then everything inside me recoils.

			No.

			No. No. No.

			Not him. Anyone but him.

			I step back, like the distance might erase the bond. How? He’s cruel when he speaks. Distant when he doesn’t. He’s terrifying.

			He can’t be my truest match here.

			I turn, hoping—desperate—for something else. For Caelus.

			He’s still bracing himself at the weight of what just happened. He presses his unmoving chest, as though if he holds it long enough, the light might come. Might flicker.

			But it doesn’t.

			There is nothing. No glow. No pulse. He looks up at me, eyes shining—not with magic, but with pain. Real, raw pain, as if he somehow believes I could truly love Rhythe more than him. None of this makes sense. His jaw clenches, and I see the exact second his heart cracks beneath the surface.

			Then his ire moves to Rhythe, who says nothing. Rhythe’s jaw is slack, stunned; his hands rove his chest as if he’s looking for some veil, some mask to pull off this lie. The Benevolent throws his head back in a mocking laugh.

			I step forward. “No. No, that’s wrong. That’s—” But I don’t get to finish.

			“Seize them both! Shove their faces together. They will kiss!” The Benevolent’s expression darkens.

			Then the air shifts.

			And the sky explodes.
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			A roar splits the sky. A shrieking thunder overhead.

			Something massive crashes into the edge of the arena. Fire erupts against the steel barriers. Smoke billows, dark and fast, swallowing the sunlight.

			People scream.

			The crowd surges like a tide, panic fracturing every corner of the stands.

			A second explosion hits the wall behind the ceremony seats, flinging dust and rubble in the air.

			“Rebels!” someone screams. Then there is the faint roar of chanting in the distance.

			I spin, coughing, my eyes burning. Caelus still stares at his chest. Still lost. Mercyenforcers shout over the chaos, pushing through the crowd toward the stage, toward us. The Benevolent vanishes behind a wall of armored guards.

			And Rhythe—Rhythe—is gone.

			But I close the distance between me and Caelus. His expression is wrecked, stricken with something worse than pain: doubt.

			I reach for his hand. “It’s wrong, it’s a lie. I don’t know how. I don’t understand the magic. But somehow, this is wrong. My heart chooses you. I love you, Caelus!”

			But Caelus doesn’t speak. Just watches me with stormy eyes. I feel the space between us stretch wider, and it feels like being pushed off a cliff a second time. I take his hand.

			“We have to run, Caelus. We have to go. Now.”

			It takes a beat—but he nods. A single, small nod. Then we move.

			We bolt from the stage. A column crashes to the floor behind us, sparks skittering across the stone. People in dark clothes with red veils over their heads pour into the arena, blades drawn. Mercyenforcers step forward to meet them. We dodge around and past them all, ducking under an archway that leads toward the royal escape tunnel.

			Then—Rhythe.

			He steps into our path with a scathing glare at Caelus. It softens just slightly when he looks at me. “Axira, you know in your bones you should come with me,” he says. “Your father—”

			Caelus lunges and knocks him off balance with a savage shoulder-check. Rhythe stumbles.

			“I’m not going with you anywhere,” I snap, grabbing Caelus’s hand, dragging him past before Rhythe can recover. Mercyenforcers flood the arena behind him.

			We sprint.

			Stone corridors blur around us, smoke curling through the cracks. We’re nearly to the exit tunnel when—

			“Wait!”

			I spin and see Ivy racing after us—out of breath, face streaked with sweat.

			“I knew,” she pants. “I knew the rebels were coming—I’m sorry. Please—take me with you. I can’t go with them.”

			Caelus hesitates, but I don’t.

			I grab her hand. “Run.”

			She does. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of a familiar pair of stern eyes at the tunnel entrance.

			Syra.

			She straightens, locking eyes with me, and my heart pounds. I brace for her to raise the alarm, to signal the guards. Because I’ve confirmed everything she once believed about me—that I’d fail the tournament. That I don’t want to be like her, a proud Skyborn. That running, betraying the highborn, isn’t just something I’ve done. It’s who I am. And who I’ve chosen to stay.

			Her mouth tightens. I wait for her judgment—a flinch, a sneer, even the faintest look of disdain. Her eyes sweep over me like I am a stain she’s sorry to recognize. Not angry. Not surprised. Just…disappointed. But Syra doesn’t move. She just watches me go.

			We tear through the winding halls, heartbeats like war drums, the thunder of boots still close behind. A rumble shakes the ceiling. Screams echo through the walls. We run, leaping over rubble, slipping through the last corridor that leads to the hidden exit. Behind us, the arena burns. The screams fade into echo. Shadows chase our heels.

			We reach the tunnel. The air grows cool, narrow, the stone walls pressing in. Mercyenforcers shout somewhere behind us, voices distant but gaining. My chest aches. My heart still pulses light. It doesn’t matter. I can’t look at Caelus now—I can feel the weight of his silence.

			But we can figure it out together.

			When we’re out of here.

			I love him, fiercely and fully. That’s all I know.

			At the tunnel’s end, bathed in the faint glow of emergency lanterns—a figure steps forward. My heart stutters as they emerge from the shadows.

			“My prince,” they say, breathless. A girl with elegant curls and smooth brown skin steps forward. The servant girl who wept over Lucent. But this time there’s no glare—just a quiet, certain nod. Her golden, jeweled eyes are piercing, darting between Caelus and me. She wears fine clothes. Clothes almost as fine as Caelus’s.

			“Rhianne!” He hugs her. Lucent’s fiancée.

			“I didn’t tip off your medic. Decided to come myself. The less people aware, the better.” She turns to me and offers a hand. We shake.

			“It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for all your help.”

			“Of course. The ship, do we still need it?” she says, but her words fade when I look behind her.

			Serafina is waiting in a rolling cart wrapped in blankets, eyes fluttering, chest rising and falling. She’s alive. She’s really alive. And she looks like she might be okay. I rush to her and squeeze her against me before taking the handles of the cart and push, running. Relief floods me, sharp and sudden, threatening to knock me to my knees.

			We are not safe. Not yet.

			But we’re together.

			And for now—that is enough.

			-The End-

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Each book I write is a unique labor of love born from some spark of inspiration that takes on its own identity and form, weaving and warping itself into a deep cry of my heart. This one was no different.

			I loved bringing this love story to life. Everything about Axira was fun, from building her name from two of my favorite Greek words to watching her fall in love despite denying it. If you read this book and only walked away enjoying the ride of the love story, go back, sift through, read it again. There is much here to mine.

			Literature is often examined within its historical context. I do hope that when this story is read many decades from now it will be held side by side with news headlines and history books.

			At the center of The Heart Trials are the transformative power of unmerited love and the unwavering belief that every human is born deserving dignity and love.

			My definition of love is shaped by a Near Eastern refugee teacher who taught thousands of years ago. He lived what he taught and invited others to do the same, instructing those who followed him to also love one another. I am struck by the power of this kind of love.

			I once heard this: You have never looked upon a person who does not matter.

			What if the world understood this? What if the world dealt with one another this way? What if we deconstructed the ways we are encouraged to think otherwise? What if world leaders held this in mind?

			What if…even if others don’t, we still do?

			You and I.

			What if we face the trials of our hearts wide open, determined to carry compassion for every single human alive? As if they came into this world loved.

			That would be powerful.
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