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To Lauren, who was the first person to tell me that it was okay to be angry.
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THE HIGH HOUSES OF THE TRIDENT

HOUSE MUERTE


	Witch: Reaper

	Power: Destruction

	Magister: Ines Baylin

	Motto: “In every ending, there is a beginning.”

	Color: Red

	Mark: Skull
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HOUSE CAMBIO


	Witch: Morpher

	Power: Transformation

	Magister: Agostin Novoa

	Motto: “Only the strongest wills can shape the world.”

	Color: White

	Mark: Diagonal arrow pointing in both directions
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HOUSE VIDA


	Witch: Crafter

	Power: Creation

	Magister: Luiza Ozalla

	Motto: “Look not for what is but what can be.”

	Color: Green

	Mark: Leaf











“I may die, but first you, my tyrant and tormentor, shall curse the sun that gazes on your misery. Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful.”

—MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN



“You are the knife I turn inside myself… This, my dear, is love.”

—FRANZ KAFKA, LETTERS TO MILENA
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Present Day

MARISOL VINYET WAS IN EXILE FOR THREE MONTHS before she was allowed a visitor. Rumors claimed that the list of requests to meet her had grown embarrassingly long after only a day. She was a cautionary tale of what happened to those who challenged the Trident. She was a failed revolutionary whose unjust cause had been thoroughly annihilated. She was a disgraced noble, a magic thief.

A whispered warning.

A knife in the dark.

But Marisol Vinyet was also a nineteen-year-old girl with midnight eyes and a story to tell. Everyone wanted to be the one to hear it.

He had killed for the chance.

The Council had exiled the scourge of witchkind to the man-made islet of Santesa, visible from the coast of Coventry. Before her arrival, it had been uninhabitable. Since then, they had added a vegetable garden, a copse of fruit trees, and a tower that provided shelter. Anything else the prisoner might need was brought to her in a small boat steered by a rotating staff of welks, as those without magic were called. If she never saw the same nonmagical people twice, then she couldn’t turn them to her cause.

Though it was unclear, even now, exactly what her cause was. That was one of many things he hoped to find out.

The sun hung directly overhead, suspended in a cloudless sky. A crafter from House Vida conjured a breeze to shove their boat across the whispering tides. A morpher from House Cambio checked his body and satchel for weapons, turning the fabric transparent until they located nothing but his money, which they took, and his pocket watch, which they didn’t. Even her room—on the top floor of an endless spiral staircase—had two more witches in it, all dressed in black so he wouldn’t know what their powers were until they had to use them.

He supposed that was the point.

Marisol Vinyet sat on the edge of her bed, wearing a simple white cotton gown with puffed sleeves. Her legs were daintily crossed at the ankles, her feet bare. Her thick hair had been pulled into a low ponytail, curls creeping around her shoulders. She looked like what she was: a teenage girl. The most dangerous teenage girl in the Alban Peninsula, but a teenage girl all the same.

“Hello,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure,” he replied, gaze sweeping the area, “is entirely mine.”

They’d given her a twin-size bed, which was placed opposite the only window. Bars blocked her view of the blueberry sky. She had a desk and a chair, a stack of paper and a fountain pen, a gas lamp and a fraying rug that gave the illusion of coziness. The door he’d come through locked from the outside.

He sat at the desk, withdrawing a pad and pen from his bag. “Thank you for agreeing to see me. I’m sure you know that this is the kind of story that can build a reputation.”

Marisol Vinyet smiled, and his breath caught in response. That was the kind of smile that people fought wars for and wrote poems about. The kind of smile that drove people to madness in their desire to preserve it. It had been far too long since he’d seen that kind of smile, and he was unprepared for the unfiltered radiance of it.

“I do know a thing or two about reputations,” she said. “I also know why they’ve let you come.”

“Do you?”

Marisol gazed toward the window, her smile dying quietly. “It’s time for my execution.”

The guards seemed unsurprised by her conclusion, which she delivered with the straight-backed posture of a soldier. Whatever her cause, she had accepted that she might die for it long ago—and she wanted her last words to mean something. He thought of the wide-eyed biographer whose throat he had cut and whose body he had sunk in the river. This story would have taken that man from cheap serial literature to prestige narrative nonfiction, if he’d lived long enough to write it.

“I don’t know where to start. All the times I imagined this…” Her lips twitched. “Well, not this exactly. I knew I’d want to tell someone the truth of me, but I didn’t think it would be you.”

His fountain pen glided across a new page of his notebook like a dancer improvising a routine. Once he’d filled half the lined paper with preliminary notes, he met Marisol’s gaze again.

“Well, it’s me,” he said. “And, for the record, I highly doubt that the story you’re about to tell me is the truth.”

“It’s my truth. Isn’t that all that matters?” Before he could form a reply, Marisol was turning to the nearest guard. “Could you get us both some tea? Black is fine.”

He expected the guard to laugh—or to simply ignore her. She was a prisoner, not a guest. A convict who carried herself like aristocracy was still in chains. But the guard crossed to the door and disappeared down the stairs.

Marisol shrugged in response to the question he hadn’t asked. “We’ve been trapped here long enough to reach an understanding.”

“And what is it that they understand?”

“I’m harmless.” Her brows lifted imperiously. “And I like tea.”

Soon, a silver tray was set on the desk. Two cups, a small kettle. Containers of sugar, honey, milk, and cream. A bag of black tea leaves sat on the floor of each cup. They mixed their own, and he only half expected his beverage to be drugged. He still drained the whole thing, because no one here would hurt him.

They could. But they wouldn’t.

“I still don’t know exactly where to start,” Marisol said, swirling more honey into her tea. Her long lashes lowered, giving her a look of lazy contemplation. Steam caressed the lovely lines of her face. “But I guess the story you really want begins a year and a half ago, the day I first met Gaspar Ruiz.” Her expression hardened, as perilous and distant as the peaks of a mountain. “The man who ruined my life.”






ONE YEAR AGO






[image: Chapter One.]

DESPERATION WAS A POWERFUL MOTIVATOR. CATALEYA Donant let it push her to rise before the sun.

She hadn’t slept, because she wasn’t a morning person, and she needed to be a morning person for her plan to work. The other children in the orphanage were still sleeping, her shared room a chorus of even breaths, light snores, and the nonsense that Sofía always murmured under her breath. Caya got dressed in silence, finger-combed her curls, and crept out into the hallway. She could hear the matrons downstairs making everything perfect for today’s scheduled tours. Everything needed to be perfect—but not for them.

After all, in a truly perfect world, today was the day Caya would be adopted.

At seventeen, her chances were laughable. Aspiring parents wanted newborns and toddlers, children they could nurture young enough to overcome any perceived flaws in their nature. Even three weeks into the Coronet, Kindred Orphanage saw increased foot traffic from welks hoping to add to their own familial numbers or witches hoping to seem like magnanimous benefactors to their neighbors and inferiors. Every year, she hoped and she tried. Every year, she was passed over for the younger children.

Caya had come to the orphanage at eight years old, and the matrons’ eyes had filled with the kind of pity that made it clear they knew what she didn’t: She would never have a family again. For a while, she had accepted that. The matrons became her parents. The other orphans became her siblings. She played games and did chores and had three meals a day under a roof that only sometimes leaked. But with her eighteenth birthday approaching, her bed would be emptied to make room for a newer, younger orphan—and Caya would be turned out on the streets to make her own way in the world. If this was her last chance, she would give it her all.

The streets of Rojanea were unkind to a woman alone.

Caya glided down the stairs, coming to a stop by the broom closet. The door hung open, most of the cleaning supplies removed for use, but she found a mop and a bucket near the back. She followed the hum of voices to the dining hall, where Mother Lupe and Mother Felicia were having a loud argument about whose turn it was to chop the onions for tonight’s stew. Mother Lupe wore a simple pale blue dress with a wide skirt beneath a half apron; Mother Felicia was in mint green, her braids hidden beneath a matching bonnet that was dotted with fake pearls. Caya knew they were fake because she’d stolen one once, only to be laughed out of the market stall where she’d tried to fence it. A valuable lesson, in more ways than one.

Both matrons turned to look at her, suspicion lighting their eyes. Caya beamed.

“I thought you might need some extra hands to prepare for the day,” she said, lifting the bucket and shaking it for emphasis. “Where do you want me?”

Mother Felicia folded her arms. “I want you to return upstairs. Whatever trouble you’ve come to start—”

“No trouble, Mother. My only goal is to do what I can.”

For some reason, this only made them more suspicious. Granted, Caya had a long and fond history with trouble. She didn’t chase it, but it still found her to be an engaging companion. She was particularly good at getting other children into it, as most mischief in the orphanage could be traced back to one of her suggestions. Wouldn’t it be fun to go cliff diving? I bet you couldn’t put this pin on Mother Lupe’s chair without getting caught. How many spice buns can we steal before they notice?

Boredom was as powerful a motivator as desperation, and Caya was so often bored.

Today, she drew herself up to her full height, squared her shoulders, and adopted her most innocent expression. “I know I’m too old to catch the eye of any of the parents, but I want to help wherever I can. You won’t hear a word from me otherwise. I swear it.”

Mother Felicia looked at Mother Lupe. Mother Lupe looked at Mother Felicia. Caya imagined herself as a player in a troupe, giving the performance of a lifetime. Her honest expression was etched in immovable stone, and her body language remained open and guileless.

“All right,” said Mother Lupe, swiping a hand over her freckled cheeks. “If only because we’re behind and could use extra hands.”

Kindred had made sure that Caya, like all the children in the home, was no stranger to work. There was a chore schedule made fresh at the start of every week, posted in their rooms and in the kitchen, and adhered to as closely as the laws of the land. Caya was meant to work the gardens, laying mulch and plucking weeds, but, if there was ever a time to do more than her share, it was here and now.

Her callused hands scrubbed pots and pans, mopped wooden floors, swept thick carpets. She dusted windowsills and straightened wooden frames, chopped vegetables for stew and beat the dirt out of welcome mats. By the time the sun rose, her cheeks had darkened from the exercise, and she’d made herself so useful that the matrons didn’t send her upstairs when the first of the parents began to arrive.

Stifling a yawn, Caya spun into the entrance hall.

It was already sparkling, but the matrons were too busy sycophanting to notice. The couple in the doorway were dressed in the latest fashion: the woman in flared sleeves with an embroidered bodice, the man in a plum tunic and dark breeches. Pearls lined her neck. Gold rings decorated his fingers. They wore their wealth as if they were walking museums, eager to show off, which meant that they had come into money very recently. The old families—even the ones who had lost their lands and their titles after the coup—tended to be more modest in their appearance. The amount of ducado they had to spend was revealed in their entitlement, their power, not in gold and jewels gaudily splashed over their bodies.

For a moment, Caya fell backward into a memory of palace floors and silk sheets, imported desserts and carriage rides. A musical giggle rang in her ears, a relic from another time. A better time. A time when the Seawards reigned.

Then she forced herself back to the present, where she was a beggar in need of someone, anyone, to give her a home.

Caya smiled. “Welcome to Kindred!”

The couple peered at her over Mother Lupe’s shoulder. She saw the matron tense, clearly debating whether to excuse Caya or ignore her entirely, and she returned to her unnecessary work with the kind of demure industriousness she hoped these people wanted to see. Maybe she was too old to be a daughter, but she could certainly be a servant. A permanent place in a household would still be better than the streets, even if that place was on her knees with her elbows buried in dirty water.

Mother Lupe stepped to the side to allow the couple farther into the house. Although it neared autumn, it was still a hot day, the air outside thick with humidity. The man waved a hand in front of his sweating face, and a handkerchief appeared between his fingertips. He wiped it over his skin until he was pink-cheeked but dry.

Caya’s smile cracked.

He was a witch.

As the man passed the cloth to his companion, Caya’s fingers tightened around the handle of her broom. A crafter from House Vida, then, stopping in before the next Coronet event.

Every summer, the magical upper class reminded the welks of Coventry of their place by excluding them from their festivities. The social season known as the Coronet promised six weeks of galas and balls, dinner parties and charity showcases—but it also promised six weeks of cutthroat political scheming. The more witches bound to a House, the more powerful that House’s magic, and the Coronet was their yearly excuse to recruit.

Caya remembered a time before Coventry had been ruled by these selfish magic wielders, who had fled persecution in the neighboring country of Domingo to find sanctuary under the reign of Coventry’s royal family, the Seawards. These magic wielders had betrayed the Seawards by overthrowing them and replacing their dynasty with three new High Houses—one for each type of witch magic—led by three elected Magisters. They crushed dissent with increasing violence and restrictive laws until there were very few welks left with the time or energy to fight back.

Though she had loved the Seawards, Caya didn’t hate witches enough to join any sort of rebellion. She knew one brewed in the corners of Rojanea, but that was the kind of trouble she didn’t court. Still, she would never feel comfortable around witches. Ten years was not enough for her to forget what they’d done. What they’d taken.

The witches had been banished from Domingo, but Coventry became more and more like their former lands every day. Buildings cropped up in the Domingan style. People had adopted the Domingan fashions. Food was a mix of Coventry staples and Domingan essentials.

It was a strange thing, to watch her country’s death rattle in real time. Soon, there would be no one left to miss what it had been like before.

Caya swallowed at the direction her thoughts had taken, slipping out of the room before the couple could try to talk to her. As desperate as she was to be adopted today, she wasn’t desperate enough to live with witches. She already woke up every day thinking of what she’d lost and who had destroyed it. It had taken her eight of the last ten years to pare down her rage to something bearable; eight years of being so angry, it had felt like an inferno burning through her small body; eight years of nightmares and acting out and spitting on the ground in silent disrespect when the witches passed by in their carriages.

She had learned to accept the cost of witches. The justice they would never face. The privilege they would never relinquish.

But she would never accept their charity.

[image: ]
By the time the sun was ready to fall asleep, Caya was rethinking her morals.

A long day had grown longer when the other orphans had finally gotten up to find half a room full of prospective parents waiting to meet them. Caya had been ignored by not two, not four, but twelve different couples, their eyes glazed and their smiles vacant when she spoke to them, only for those same expressions to light up when one of the children under six came by. People melted while rocking infants in their arms, radiating a love that made Caya burn with longing. Others sat with the three-year-olds in the back garden, listening intently to their rambling speeches about coloring and playing games.

The man she’d seen first turned out to be the only witch in the market to expand his family, but no one wanted a seventeen-year-old about to age out of her bed. It didn’t matter how friendly, hardworking, or dedicated she appeared. She was nothing to them but a distraction, at best, from what they’d really come for.

Even while staying up last night, she’d known that she’d be auditioning for a part that no one wanted her to play. And yet her foolish, foolish heart had actually hoped.

Outside, with no one to judge her, Caya pressed the heels of her palms against her eyelids to keep the tears from falling. She would survive. She had before, and she would again. She shouldn’t waste time being hurt that an impossibility had turned out to, in fact, be impossible.

“One should never berate oneself for hoping,” said a male voice. “To hope is to be human.”

Caya whirled around with her fists raised, even though all she knew about fighting was from childhood tussles. Standing by the back fence, limned in the blood orange of the setting sun, was an unfamiliar man in a flat cap that covered most of his straight black hair. He wore a black jerkin with gold thread lining, a white standing collar, and paned gold trunk hose that disappeared into black boots. A thick mustache and neat beard covered his olive-skinned face, and his eyes were big and brown on either side of a small button nose. His eyebrows were as thick as his lips, his ears as big and round as his cheeks, and he was watching her with a serenity that suggested he’d been standing there too long.

She took a step back toward the house, crushing myrtle flowers and newly planted fig trees underfoot. “Who are you?”

“An interested party,” said the man, nodding at the building. “But it seems I’ve come too late for adoption day.”

Caya glanced at the sky behind the stranger, an encroaching navy blue already peppered with stars and a full moon, and then back at him. “Then why are you still here?”

“I was hoping to make an impassioned case. But then I overheard your… crisis.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t say anything.”

“One hopeless soul can recognize another.” He pressed a hand to his chest, and she noted that his nails were clean and well-kept. “At my age, hope is in short supply. But I think that we can help one another, Cataleya Donant.”

“No, thank you.” She turned toward the open doorway and made it three steps before freezing with her hand on the doorknob. Slowly, her heart seizing with discomfort, she met the stranger’s gaze again. “I never told you my name.”

“Your reaction just did.” His eyes were bright with a fervor that Caya neither shared nor wanted. “Cataleya Donant. At last. After the coup, I thought…”

A chill ran down her spine. In the days after she’d lost everything, Caya had been in shock. Adrift and grieving. Hungry and alone. By the time she’d been taken in by Kindred, it hadn’t occurred to her to go by a different name. She’d been eight years old. She’d known nothing of strategy or subterfuge. The closest thing she’d had to a plan had been to find a new home, one where she could sleep through the night without clutching a weapon and where her ribs no longer jutted through her skin as if her body had grown more teeth to eat her with.

“Who are you?” she asked, her fear retreating behind a protective shield of anger. “What do you want?”

“My name is Gaspar Ruiz.” He removed his cap to sweep into a practiced bow. There was a smile on his face as he replaced it at a slight angle on his head. “And I want what you have, Caya: potential.”

Whatever that was supposed to mean.

“Gaspar Ruiz,” Caya said, “adoption day is over. Leave, or I’ll call the matrons to make you leave.”

As far as fibs went, it wasn’t her best work. If he went inside, the matrons would take one look at his expensive clothes and fine manners and welcome him to take as many children as his potential carriage could carry. But his sudden appearance and cryptic words disturbed something deep inside her, and she had to start listening to her instincts if she was going to make a life for herself on her own. Again.

For the second time, she tried to leave. And, for the second time, his words stopped her in her tracks.

“There is more power in this world than the magic the witches wield, Miss Donant. At least, for those willing to take it. I’ve been looking for you all these years because I think that you have the skill and fortitude to take control of your own destiny, as I have.”

Even though Caya didn’t turn around this time, there was a smirk in his voice that implied he could hear the raucous pounding of her pulse, the terrible lure of curiosity that dangled in the back of her mind.

“We will see one another again,” he promised. “And you’ll be very glad that we did.”
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THE NEXT FEW DAYS PASSED IN SILENT DREAD AS CAYA waited for Gaspar Ruiz to resurface. Children were adopted. Beds opened up. Money came in. Not that Caya saw any of it. The matrons either ignored her or circled her like vultures, waiting for her eighteenth birthday and their freedom from her antics. Part of her wanted to tell them about Ruiz then, as proof that she was worth something to someone, but the rest of her was too suspicious of his intentions.

If he remembered her from those awful days, if he’d been looking for her since then… it couldn’t be for anything good.

“We could take the money and run,” said Rodrigo, as they wound their way into the city proper. He had a head of amber curls, hazel eyes, and a sour disposition, but, like Caya, he was the expendable age of seventeen and thus more of a servant than a dependent. “Leave on our own terms instead of theirs.”

“This is why they had me carry the money,” Caya replied. “And if you think this is enough ducado to live off of, then I’m already worried for you.”

Rojanea, the capital of Coventry, was first built centuries ago as a city of terra-cotta roof tiles and white stucco exteriors. In many ways, it still was, but it had also transformed itself for the ongoing Coronet. Local businesses had switched to selling the kind of baubles that witches coveted during the season just to stay afloat. Her favorite empanada stall had been replaced by a vendor who sold bolts of fabric that no one but a House witch could afford. Even the stores that did survive—such as the grocer they were heading toward—did so by stocking basic items both welks and witches could use.

Rodrigo paused to frown at an empty shop front. Caya couldn’t remember what had been there, and it made her desperately sad. The more her memories were overwritten, the faster Rojanea would turn into a mausoleum to her old life. Sometimes, though, she wished that she could forget. She wanted to see the beauty of Coventry without smelling the phantom blood that had been spilled to create this version of it.

She would never forgive, but sometimes she thought it might be easier to forget.

A shadow peeled from the side of the building, resolving into the shape of a person whom Caya and Rodrigo hadn’t noticed leaning there. A tattered dress hung from the bony frame of a young woman with dark curls and darker eyes, which sank into her face above hollow cheeks. Caya forced herself to make eye contact, remembering all too well how easy it was for people to look away from the unhoused as though their existence was contagious. Before she’d found Kindred, she’d felt invisible, salt in the wound of her hunger and hatred.

Rodrigo swore. “Ofelia?”

Ofelia. Now that he’d said it, Caya could connect the name to the hardened face. They had last seen Ofelia on her eighteenth birthday a year ago, when she’d been expelled from Kindred to make her own way in the world. They hadn’t kept in touch—the orphans rarely kept in touch—but still Caya hadn’t expected to see this lifeless expression on kindhearted Ofelia’s face. She’d taken on extra chores when the other children were too sick, or too lazy, to do them. She’d been a baker so good, they’d all been sure she’d be added to the kitchen staff of a good household. She’d left with so much potential in every step.

Now she looked like a wraith. Her tongue darted out to lick her dry lips.

“Coin to spare?” Her voice rasped from her throat. Her gaze darted between them without a hint of recognition. “I can—”

“Yes, we have coin,” Caya said, desperate to stop Ofelia from making any sort of offer in exchange.

Without being asked, Rodrigo stepped in front of her so she could turn and count out enough ducado to spare without returning to Kindred with too few groceries to feed everyone. She handed the money to him, and he passed it to Ofelia. Her narrow fingers snatched it, as though used to people pulling it away.

“Ofelia,” Rodrigo said again, miserably. “Are—are you here every day? We could try and come back with…” He trailed off, eyebrows knitting together. He knew as well as Caya did that they had just offered all they could. They had more than Ofelia, but that didn’t mean they had much at all. “I’m so sorry.”

Ofelia shook her head, as though warding off any lucidity that would bring the reality of her situation crashing down on her. She backed toward the alleyway, watching them with wary eyes, until she was nothing but shadows once more. Caya whispered her name so softly that the wind carried it away, ignoring the sting of tears. She remembered too well that life, that slow death. She was so close to returning to it.

Rodrigo turned, his fists clenched at his sides. They were both so close.

“We should keep going,” he said tonelessly. “The matrons will start thinking we actually ran off with the money.”

“Yeah.” Caya cast one last look at the alley. It was an effort to take another step, to leave a former Kindred orphan to this fate, but she had to. She had to. “Yeah, let’s go.”

The city center opened up before them, a cobblestone plaza surrounded by theaters and museums, historic buildings and wild bars. It was the jewel of Rojanea—of the entire country—and it had thrived even when Seaward Palace had been destroyed in favor of the three Houses. Those elaborate buildings watched from the green hills to the north, south, and west, remote and unwelcoming to anyone who didn’t bear that House’s coven mark. Soltura Harbor, to the east, had been temporarily claimed by ships, but, despite that, it remained a rippling line of turquoise and pearl in the distance.

Every day, the sun found new ways to make people wish they hadn’t left their house, but the temperature hadn’t reached sweltering levels yet. Still, Ofelia was right to stay in the shade. The wind was a light suggestion at best, barely cooling Caya’s skin.

“Hey.” Rodrigo tugged her sleeve, drawing her out of her thoughts. “What do you think is going on?”

There was a small crowd gathered around the grocer’s storefront. Over half carried wares—woven baskets of oranges and rings of bananas, multicolored paper fans and boxes of jewelry on satin fabric—and the rest were wide-eyed people whispering to themselves. Here and there, she spied city guards keeping an eye on the throng. They had swords at their sides, even though they didn’t need them. Only witches were allowed to be guards these days, and the closest ones wore the red of House Muerte.

Reapers, who wielded the power of destruction.

Witches were born with one of three kinds of magic: crafters with creation magic, morphers with transformation magic, and reapers with destruction magic. Those who showed any magical aptitude—usually around puberty—were snatched up by one of the Trident, as the High Houses were collectively called, before they turned twenty. They were given a home, they were given titles, they were given wealth.

Welks were forced to eke out a life beneath them. Sure, some of them had retained their money by capitulating to the witches; some even made money by working for the Trident as servants, rent collectors, and more. But they weren’t treated as equals in any way that mattered. They didn’t even have a representative on the Council.

Caya, who was trying to stay out of trouble so she wouldn’t lose her bed any earlier than she had to, nudged Rodrigo with her shoulder. “Go ask around.”

“What? Why me?”

“Didn’t you just want to take the ducado and escape? Well, how will you survive if you’re afraid of a little crowd?”

Rodrigo’s eyebrows drew together in consternation. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

“I’ll go if you’re scared.”

“I’m not scared.”

He puffed up his chest and strode forward, looking comically confident. Though he had grown taller than her, it was hard to be intimidated by a boy she’d once seen throw up in his bed from sneaking too many pumpkin buñuelos. She let him cut his way through the crowd toward the front door of the grocer, briefly stopped by a woman who handed him a flyer that he tucked into his front pocket, while Caya circumvented them in search of one of the side entrances. Mother Felicia would have been proud of her foresight and restraint. Caya would be sure to mention it over dinner.

Just as she was about to round the corner, there was a sudden hush, like a breath held before jumping from a clifftop into the churning water below. Whispers turned into murmurs, filling the silence, but she had already felt the shift in energy. The snapping of the tight string of anticipation. Shivering with a nameless fright, she turned to see what everyone was looking at. Or, rather, who.

Prince Tomás Castellan, the second son of the Domingan royal family, was strolling down the steps of the grocer with a basket brimming with fresh fruits and vegetables. It was the first time she had been so close to him, but it wasn’t the first time a Castellan had come to the Coronet. Every year, Prince Itzal, the elder brother and heir to the throne, stalked the streets in a crowd of guards, looking as though he would rather spit on the nearest witch than maintain his country’s uneasy peace with them. But as long as Coventry sat between Domingo and Soltura Harbor—and thus between Domingo and their colonies—the Castellans had no choice.

In contrast with his hawkish elder brother, Tomás’s curved jaw was clean-shaven, making him look even younger than nineteen, and his narrow eyes were coffee-bean brown beneath thick eyebrows. He had a sharp freckled nose and a soft mouth that was curved into an easy smile. His hair was the same midnight shade as his doublet, his hose was sage green, and he wore no crown nor other decoration that would identify him as a Castellan. But Caya knew him.

Just not as well as she knew the boy next to him.

Sebastjan Arroyo had grown, and perhaps it was silly of her to be surprised by that, but her memories had preserved him in amber as an eight-year-old boy. This was no child watching the swarm for threats or sudden movements. Bas was tall and broad, his arms corded with muscle, his baby fat shed in favor of sharp cheekbones and a square jaw. She saw flashes of the boy she had known in his almond-shaped brown eyes, his small ears and thick lips, but he had cropped his tight coils military short, and he was wearing a navy-blue doublet and black hose made of finer material than she had ever seen him in before. He looked as if he had not only survived the last ten years but prospered during them.

A sting of pain brought Caya back to the present. She’d clenched her fists so tightly that her nails had drawn blood. Crimson droplets swelled in the crescent-shaped cuts. The sight made rage claw at her throat. Why should she still be the only one bleeding?

She took a step forward, impulsive and inexplicable. She had no plan. She had no thoughts. She had swallowed poison, and the only antidote was to take Bas Arroyo down with her.

But instead of her hands closing around a brown throat, the next thing she felt was someone else’s hand on her shoulder, holding her in place. Instinctively, she went as limp as a doll. If she’d drawn the attention of the city guard, she wouldn’t make it easy for them to bring her in. They always expected their detainees to tense up. In their surprise, she could hit the ground, she could roll to her feet, she could escape into the mob before they thought to use magic—

“Don’t do something you’ll regret,” Gaspar Ruiz said from beside her, his eyes on the prince and his companion. “At least, not until you can get away with it.”

Caya bit back a curse. The shock of his appearance made her tense; for the second time, he’d gotten close without her even seeing him, and she hated it. She tore free of his grasp, her teeth bared like a feral animal. “You don’t know anything about me or my regrets.”

“No, I don’t.” He wore green today, as dark as a midnight forest. It matched her mood. “But I spent all these years searching for you because I know of your history with the Seawards. We’ve both learned too much of suffering. Of loss. With a little patience, we can both get what we want.”

“I don’t want anything from you.”

“Revenge,” Ruiz continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Or you can call it justice, if you like.”

There is no justice, Caya thought but didn’t say. If there were, the Seawards would still be alive. My family would still be alive.

She buried the thought too deeply for it to hurt her. Caya had no more words for this strange man, with his elegant clothes and inexplicable obsession with her. The crowd in front of the grocer had dispersed. Bas and the prince had disappeared. Rodrigo wandered around in search of her, a puzzled expression on his face. It was time for her to go home, before it was time for her to walk the same path as Ofelia, searching for jobs that didn’t exist and begging for charity from strangers who acted as if she didn’t exist, either.

Just like that, she realized that she had lied. There was something she wanted—needed—from this moneyed stranger, and she was willing to gamble that he wanted her badly enough to grant it.

“You keep asking for my help, but you’ve given me no reason to trust you,” Caya said, keeping her voice firm and indifferent. “I don’t need a mystery, and I don’t need a stalker. I need a patron.”

Ruiz gave her an amused look. “Is that so?”

“You saw where you found me. I’m almost eighteen. Where is the justice in me being homeless in a month? If you’ve really been looking for me, if you really want my help, then you’ll use all of that money of yours to get me a home.”

“And here I thought adopting you outright would cause you to mistake my intentions.”

“More than just following me around?”

He considered her for a silent moment, and she tried to make sure he saw only what she needed him to see: her steady gaze, her set jaw. Her heart rioted in her chest, a fearful reminder of what had happened the last time she’d trusted someone, but she had to be smart about this. She knew these streets if she ended up needing to escape from under Gaspar Ruiz’s thumb. But she didn’t want to live on them, subject to the mercy of anyone who stumbled over her, unless she absolutely had to.

“All right, Miss Donant,” Ruiz said. “You have a deal. I’ll help you, and you’ll help me.”

Relief warred with suspicion. This had been too easy. Caya had scared the other children with stories of devils who wore human faces, mortal skin that they tore away to reveal rows of hungry, serrated teeth as soon as they found a person foolish enough to trust their promises. First, they shredded flesh and sinew, and then they supped on souls—the younger and more imprudent, the better. Ruiz’s face was impassive, and she couldn’t tell if she had come out on top or if she had played right into his infernal hands.

“You haven’t been clear on what exactly I’m helping you with,” she said, her eyes narrowed.

His answering smile made her stomach drop. “You’ll see.”
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GASPAR RUIZ ADOPTED HER WITHIN THE WEEK.

The matrons were so eager to get Caya out that she would have been insulted if she hadn’t understood. Children lost their families all the time, whether at sea, in some freak magical accident, or simply from being so neglected that an orphanage was better than being at home. Sooner or later, they would need her bed, and, on paper, Gaspar Ruiz seemed like the perfect adoption candidate. He was, she learned, a widowed Domingan nobleman from one of their oldest families, who had, like many tourists, rented a manor house in Rojanea for the Coronet. He supplemented his old money with an extensive shipping empire that made him wealthier every year.

Caya’s nerves were on high alert from the revelation that he was Domingan. Witchcraft was illegal in Domingo now, but Domingan sightseers still flocked to Coventry during the Coronet because they loved to safely watch the effects of magic on someone else’s land. It made sense that he was here. It didn’t make sense that he’d been looking for her—or perhaps it made a dangerous kind of sense.

Caya had been seven years old when the witches from Domingo staged a coup against Coventry’s royal family. The same family that had welcomed them when their own country turned against them. King Oberon had been a reaper, Queen Evaline had been a crafter, and Princess Yoselin had been a morpher, though she had mostly used her transformation magic to disguise herself as one of her parents and command the cooks to send extra dessert to her room.

Being a welk hadn’t felt like a liability then, when Coventry’s Royal Council had been an even mix of those with and without magic, and the powers of a witch had been another talent, like an eidetic memory or perfect pitch. Magic had been a thing of wonder, not a thing to be feared, and, thanks to her parents’ jobs in the palace, Caya had lived like royalty despite not being a royal herself. It had seemed like an act of kindness, one more showing of benevolence by the Seawards, to let the Domingan witches in.

Then they had stormed the castle and slaughtered the Seawards in their beds. Caya had only survived thanks to the intervention of the very traitor who had let the witches in through the servants’ passage: Sebastjan Arroyo.

The same boy she had just seen alongside the Domingan prince.

Caya realized that she was breathing hard, shaking with anger, and she tried to force herself to calm down. Within the bedroom of the orphanage, children surrounded her, their gazes heavy with sadness and envy as she packed her meager belongings, and she couldn’t bear their questions about her murderous expression on top of everything else.

Before she saw him, she hadn’t thought of Bas in years, and this was exactly why. He’d been her friend, an eight-year-old kitchen boy who spent time with her when Yoselin was busy, and he had betrayed them. Betrayed her. Even after ten years, she could still close her eyes and see his wan expression, feel his shaking hands as he yanked her through the passage to safety, and all he could say in response to her tearful curses was I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…

Now he cozied up to an enemy prince, draped in finery, while she had to beg for the favor of strangers just to survive. He’d taken everything she had, and he’d left her to drown.

Justice. The world had no such thing.

“How do you know he’s not going to try and marry you?” asked Rodrigo. He leaned against the doorpost of the bedroom, maintaining an air of apathy that was not matched by his being present to see her off. “Or sell you into slavery in Esquivel?”

“Slavery’s been abolished in Esquivel for years,” Caya muttered, closing her bag. She knew very little about the Domingan island colony, but she knew that much. “If that happens, however, I’ll expect you to come and rescue me.”

“It’ll cost you.”

“Knowing you costs me my sanity. What’s a few ducado compared to that?”

To her surprise, Rodrigo crossed the room in a few strides and yanked her into a hug. “Good luck out there,” he murmured. “Don’t forget about us.”

Caya had frozen in his arms, but at those words she melted. Hugged him back. Inhaled the scent of pumpkin and flour. Suddenly, all the children were upon her, arms clinging to her limbs, mouths whispering goodbyes. Caya’s eyes burned with the desire to cry, but she forced it back. She would miss them all, but she wouldn’t allow herself to miss Kindred. It had always been a stopgap. If she were lucky, once Ruiz was done with her, she could use his name to find a good job that allowed her to send money back to provide for the children.

Then again, that felt unlikely. The best-paying jobs went to witches, even over welks with connections.

Outside, there was a carriage waiting, empty despite being large enough for two people. A footman with skin the color of peeled garlic took her bag to load it in and then held the door open for her expectantly, never quite making eye contact. Even the other children were intimidated, huddling closer to the house with their gazes jumping from the carriage to her and back again. But Mother Lupe and Mother Felicia glowed with pride, as if she had suddenly transformed into a magical treasure, a rare and precious thing that they could brag about to family and friends.

Caya’s stomach churned as she climbed inside. The door closed with a thunderous finality. She squared her shoulders and strengthened her resolve as the carriage pulled away from Kindred and trundled into the city proper. If Ruiz turned out to be a predator, this new home a trap, she would disappear. Instead of being a ward or a servant, a slave or a wife, she would just be Caya.

The last time she had been just Caya was the same night she had lost everything. But, as her new patron had said, to hope was to be human.

Through the carriage window, she caught the scent of fried potatoes and grilled shrimp from some distant food stall. Her city was alive, and so was she. For now, that was enough.

[image: ]
Twenty minutes later, Caya stepped out of the carriage and onto a flyer. White text on black paper read FIGHT FOR EQUALITY and NO PEACE UNDER WITCH RULE, with JOIN THE CRITERION in smaller print beneath it. Muffled chanting filled her ears, and sullen city guards ran past with their hands near their swords.

The footman’s expression didn’t change from polite disinterest, as if he stopped near Criterion rallies all the time, and so Caya imitated his tranquility. The crowd, wherever they were, would disperse by the time the soldiers reached them, the flyers would be turned to dust by the reapers, and life would go on as it had before the antiwitch rebellion had taken root in Coventry.

That was part of why Caya had never bothered to join. The Criterion was too recent and ineffective a movement. Their numbers were a mystery, and the Trident treated them more like unruly children than a credible threat. It didn’t matter how many flyers the Criterion distributed, how many clandestine rallies they held, or how many witches they robbed to distribute their wealth to the welks beneath them. Magic was a boot on their necks, and anyone who tried to fight back died brutally without even being touched.

“This way, please,” said the footman, gesturing to the other side of the street.

Caya stepped back to let another duo of guards rush past her and then rounded the carriage. Her lips parted in surprise. They stood across from a series of gated white houses, rounded black iron protecting marble and flat wooden rooftops. Bougainvillea grew over the cap and across the top rail in hot pink flashes. An olive tree drooped in the yard, providing shade across the concrete path. A balcony was on the right side of the top floor, overlooking the busy street.

“Th-that’s mine?” Caya managed. This was a wealthy neighborhood of Rojanea that she had never seen before, the kind of place that hated when outsiders even walked the streets. She cleared her throat before trying again. “Am I renting a room here?”

“It’s a one bedroom,” the footman said. “And it’s been paid for outright. His lordship will have paperwork for you to fill out, but for now…”

He handed her a small key. Caya stared at it for far longer than could be considered normal, her eyes burning for the second time that day. Her fingers closed around it, but then she opened them again, as though the key to her first house might have disappeared in the seconds since she’d taken her eyes off it. Right now, this was a gift. A bribe, really. But if she signed that paperwork, would this house really be hers? Would she really have a home that no one could take away?

Caya broke from her stupor to cough. The carriage was pulling away, kicking up a cloud of dust in its wake. And, underneath, shouts and curses, the sounds of a scuffle and thundering footsteps—a rally gone wrong, she assumed. Still coughing, she hurried across the street and through the gate before she was mistaken for a rebel.

Inside, she found a stocked kitchen, a washroom, and a sitting room with curtained windows. Up a set of narrow stone steps was another washroom next to a living room with a fully occupied bookshelf and a door to the balcony she’d seen from the street. The bedroom contained a queen-size mattress, the sheet turned down at one corner and a cotton nightdress of spring green laid out atop it. There was a massive wardrobe, a desk and chair, a dresser with a vanity mirror, and an en suite washroom, from which she could see faint steam escaping from her waiting bath. Products for her hair texture lined the dresser, and everything smelled faintly of lavender.

Mine, Caya thought. Her heart beat with a fierce joy. Not yet, but soon.

Unpacking took her so little time that she might as well have carried her things in her arms. A linen dress—she had one for regular wear, and this one was for laundry day—and one extra pair of shoes that had been patched so many times they looked like sagging strips of fabric. A silver dolphin pendant she’d saved from her collection at Seaward Palace and had never quite managed to part with. A toy boat that one of the children at Kindred had given her as a goodbye present.

That was it. That was all of it. The sum total of a life in constant transition.

Before she could feel too bad for herself, someone knocked at the door. She continued putting her things away for a full minute before she remembered she was the only one here and would be expected to answer the door without a matron yelling at her to do it. She rushed down the stairs and threw open the door to find a courier halfway to the gate.

“Hey!” she called. “Hey, wait!”

Caya had nothing to tip him with, a fact that made his expression shift from politeness to irritation, but he left her with a card containing a single sentence—Please join me for dinner—and Gaspar Ruiz’s address.

“Dinner,” she repeated idly.

Her dress was rumpled from the ride, and her cheeks were rough from the dried tears. She was in no state for a meal at a manor house with her guardian, husband, or captor. The sun drooped in the sky, giving her at least an hour or two before she could be considered late. That was more than enough time to prepare.

First, she would take a bath.

Then, she would find a weapon.

She was no mere pawn in whatever game Gaspar Ruiz wanted to play. He thought her capable of commanding her own destiny, and he would soon find out, to his detriment, just how right he was.
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THE ROJANEA MANOR THAT GASPAR RUIZ HAD RENTED for the Coronet made Kindred Orphanage look like a series of shacks stitched together. In fact, it made Seaward Palace look quaint, and there had been a time when Caya believed she would never see a more extravagant building.

The carriage took her to the edge of the city, where there were fewer houses and more acres. Lord Ruiz’s two-story house had white walls and peach terra-cotta tiles. The front door was protected by four marble arches and a tiled patio, while each side boasted large half-moon windows with pearl-pale curtains swaying in the night breeze. Two columnar chimneys topped the roof, which was divided into three segments, as though the manor had individual wings.

A maid appeared to take Caya’s bag and lead her through a massive entrance hall, past a living room with a dark fireplace, and into the dining room. Walls gilded with real gold framed a mosaic of tiles on the ceiling. A long oak table took up most of the room, surrounded by elegantly carved wooden chairs. Two places had been set, and more servants streamed from the door across the room to begin laying out their meal.

Caya saw roasted hen and a sauce of cooked apples and almonds, mutton stew with onions and hazelnuts and fresh-caught sole grilled to perfection, spiced chickpeas and creamy rice and verjuice flavorings. Her stomach sobbed. It had been years since she’d eaten so well.

Dinner at Kindred had been a thunderous event, a rotating cast of children crowded at three long tables in a cramped room for laughable portion sizes. Matrons with strained smiles would eat small meals—made even smaller during the lean years—so that the kids could have more, but there was never enough. Food, beds, money, parents: never ever enough, until Caya had learned too well the many ways in which a person could starve.

Now she sat eating across from Lord Ruiz, who was nursing a jeweled goblet that could keep the orphanage operating for half a year. It was as surreal as it was depressing.

“This has been lovely,” Caya said only once she’d cleared half her plate. If he threw her out, at least she wouldn’t go home hungry. “But why am I here, my lord?”

“The adoption makes you a lady yourself, so there’s no need for titled formalities. You can just call me Ruiz.”

“All right, Ruiz…” She couldn’t temper her impatience. “Why am I here?”

“That fire in you, for one.” Ruiz had eaten at a more measured pace, but that goblet was never far from his hand. Caya lifted hers in invitation for him to continue, though she wondered what he was about to say that he needed to be a little inebriated to get out. “What do you know about the origins of magic?”

This was no history lesson, and yet Caya sat up straighter as she began to speak, body tensed in anticipation of the rap of a stick across her knuckles if she got something wrong. Disease was an unfortunate fact of city life, but everyone knew about the Scourge, a plague so devastating that they had to name it, a plague that had ravaged the continent for decades without origin, from country to country, empire to empire.

First, there had been one or two cases, blister-like sores bursting from people’s bodies as if a rot inside of them needed to get out. Next, whole families were wiped out in a matter of weeks. Children. Servants. Then, the wealthy began to find pustules on their silken skin, and finally the monarchies had to do something about it. City gates were closed, and homes were marked for quarantine. Everyone rediscovered religion and returned to raging against the spirits when the deaths continued.

Those who recovered were forever changed.

They became the first witches.

“Very good,” Ruiz said warmly. “But it’s all nonsense.”

Caya blinked. She wasn’t naive enough to believe that being printed in every history text made something true; after all, those same texts claimed that Domingo had discovered Esquivel, their island colony to the east, when the truth was that they’d slaughtered everyone who lived there, burned down all the churches, and moved in. But… nonsense?

“Witches didn’t appear as an ‘only the strongest survive’ side effect of the Scourge, Miss Donant. They were created accidentally.” Ruiz glanced toward the windows, which overlooked the grounds, framed by sheer curtains that kissed the floor. Cypress and laurel trees stood beyond like verdant guardians. “Before the witches, there were folk healers. They could commune with spirits and direct their quintessence into the plants they grew, imbuing them with curative properties. Their potions and salves interacted with the Scourge, turning those survivors into the first witches.”

Potions and salves—that was no magic Caya had ever heard of. Magic manipulated, tricked, harmed. It enabled the privileged few born with power at their fingertips. It didn’t help. It didn’t heal. It wasn’t something nurtured or learned; it was concentrated inequality.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she said. “Why am I here? You were looking for me, specifically, and you haven’t told me why.”

“The healers are gone, and the witches first born of the Scourge are dying out. Their magic weakens with every new generation.”

Slow dread filled her as he spoke. He sounded like a welk, bitter toward the witch regime and hopeful to see it toppled. But he couldn’t be a rebel. It was ridiculous. He wasn’t even Coventrian.

“Don’t you see?” His voice grew in vehemence with every word. “We have an opportunity to take Coventry back if we—”

“There is no ‘we.’ Not yet,” Caya pointed out. “Besides, witches have taken too much from me. I have nothing else to give.”

“Which means you have nothing left to lose. Therein lies your potential, Miss Donant. You are free in ways that I can never be.”

Caya laughed, an ugly sound to match her ugly thoughts. Having nothing didn’t feel like freedom. Being the only one who cared if she was alive had made her resilient, but it was also unspeakably lonely. She wished she were driven by the sentiment that she owed it to the people who had once loved her to keep living, but that was not what got her out of bed each morning.

It was an infinite river of anger and spite.

She could not die while her enemies lived. They did not deserve the peace they had taken from her. Her blackened heart beat for justice.

But she also knew when she was being manipulated.

“Why does a wealthy Domingan lord care about Coventry? These witches came from your side of the peninsula.” Before them, long before the rise of the Houses, magic had been a gift shared among the Coventrian populace. Their witches—for all she hated the word now—had been good, even if only by comparison, and their royal family had used whichever power they developed, generation after generation, to help the kingdom. In contrast, the witches from Domingo used their power to amass more of it. “It’s been years since you exiled them, and even now all they do is whittle us into your shape. Your country might hate magic, might hate the witches, but Domingo has never hated anything enough to help us. Why now? Why you?”

“Because they killed my family,” Ruiz whispered. He pushed back his chair and crossed to the window, standing in the dying sunlight with his hands clasped behind him. “When witches first appeared, it seemed like a gift. The Domingan king gave them positions in the military, building an army the likes of which the world had never seen. But what the crown saw as benevolence, the witches saw as subjugation. They were exiled because they attempted to overthrow the Castellan royal family. Though they were defeated, my family was among the many casualties of that revolt.”

Caya’s stomach dropped as she finally understood. She had heard stories of a failed rebellion in Domingo, long before the witches slaughtered the Seawards. She had known that Domingo hated witches, had exiled them after their defiance, but she hadn’t considered much beyond that. She’d only thought of how their actions had affected Coventry, had affected her.

No wonder Gaspar Ruiz had searched for her. Losing your entire family to witches was not something one moved on from. She would know that better than anyone.

“Exile is too kind a fate for these witches,” Ruiz finished, turning to face her again. Shadows hardened his expression into something monstrous. “I want them to know how it feels to be powerless.”

His eyes were lit with a fire that illuminated the vilest parts of her. The parts of her that were tired of choking back her hatred, of keeping her head down and biting her tongue until it bled. The parts of her that wanted to look the Magisters who had slaughtered her family in the eye and make sure they knew that she was the cause of their suffering.

Hope bloomed like a weed in the cracks of her heart, but she kept her expression blank. “How would you manage that?”

“As I said, their magic is weakening. The Magisters were forced to develop coven marks—and eventually the Coronet—to bolster their Houses’ strength by numbers. Every witch who bears the same coven mark adds their magic to a collective that the coven can draw from, which makes the Trident more powerful than any unmarked witch would be alone. Those marks are permanently tattooed with ink made from spirits-blessed plants, each unique to its House. It’s taken many years and significant crown funding, but I’ve managed to replicate one potion with the same effect.” Ruiz pointed at the curtains, and they shifted from sheer to ink black between one breath and the next. “Now the power of House Cambio is mine to wield.”

Caya stared at the curtains. She blinked once, twice, but they remained as black as a moonless night. She crossed the room to touch them, marveling at how thick they felt under her fingers. Sheer curtains were light, airy. He had not only changed their color but also their composition. The power of transformation was in the hands of a Domingan nobleman who hated witches as much as she did.

A Domingan nobleman with significant crown funding.

This was no disorganized group of frustrated welks.

This was a movement. A war.

She let the curtains slip back through her fingers as understanding settled over her. “You need the other two spirits-blessed plants so you can make more potions.”

“Making the potions is only the first step. The Domingan king, Alvaro, wants results, not experiments. Once I engineer a potion that can copy the magic, I can create a counterpotion to neutralize it. With those, we could destroy all magic. We could re-create the world that was taken from us—or build an entirely new one.”

Caya said nothing, her mind whirling.

“The Coronet is the only time that Domingans are allowed to visit the Houses. Since I’m a descendant of the nobility, I’d be a recognizable figure in their downfall. Even if I wore a new face, I don’t have the time to maintain a cover here and develop the potions we need in my workroom in the Palacio Real. But you…” Ruiz stepped toward her as slowly as one would approach a panicked animal. “You are young and court trained, battle hardened and resourceful. You can take on a new identity. You can find the remaining plants. When I learned of your history with the Seawards, I knew that you were the final piece that we needed. Will you help me?”

Caya dragged her eyes away before his fervor overwhelmed her. Her fingers traced the dolphin pendant she’d slipped up her sleeve after she’d washed up. It was supposed to ground her, and it did—reminding her that she had her own reasons for coming here. Her own wants. Her own losses.

“There was a boy I trusted once,” said Caya. “A servant who I thought was my best friend. He betrayed me, and he helped the witches take over Coventry. If you want my help, I want him dead.”

“First a house, and now a body?” Ruiz lazily waved a hand through the air, returning his curtains to their original color. “I see you haven’t lost your expensive tastes.”

“The problem,” Caya continued, “is that he’s not a Seaward servant anymore. I saw him in the city center with Prince Tomás, which might be a… problem, if you’re working with the royals.”

“Ah. Sebastjan Arroyo.” Ruiz’s tone gave nothing away, but Caya clasped her hands together, squeezing tightly to keep her expression blank. To keep him from seeing how Bas’s very name made her furious, especially in the mouth of a Domingan nobleman. “I didn’t know you knew each other.”

“We were very young.”

Ruiz stroked his beard when it became clear she would give no further detail. “Sebastjan Arroyo is the prince’s closest companion. Everything he has was given to him by the Castellans. He has no family, no other friends.” Her nails bit into the skin of her palms. She had no backup plan if he denied her this, so she couldn’t let him see how badly she wanted it. “However, I’ve heard whispers that the court is concerned by how much influence this Coventrian boy has over Tomás.”

They didn’t have to worry, Caya wanted to say, because it was clear that Bas would never do anything to help anyone but himself. Instead, she let Ruiz mull over the best way to give her what she wanted in exchange for her support. She knew what she would do, but it was up to Ruiz how much he wanted to factor into it. He had read her correctly. She wanted revenge, and a transfer of power would be a delicious way to get it. This made far more sense to her than the Criterion’s inconsequential rebellions.

But she was not an easy mark, and she had her own idea of justice.

“Yes, Miss Donant,” Ruiz drawled, “I think we can help each other.”

Caya’s answering grin was just as slow. “Where do we start?”
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THAT NIGHT, SHE DREAMED OF YOSELIN AGAIN.

They had officially met in Soltura Harbor, a day that Caya had dreamed about so often that she could no longer tell fantasy from memory. On the way back from a visit to Esquivel, Caya’s ship had foundered. Newly orphaned, she was rescued from the wreckage by a passing boat. The royal family had been waiting for her, Yoselin Seaward sandwiched between the king and queen in a formal dress that made her look much older than five.

Despite her youth, she had been the one to step forward, to take Caya’s hand, to say, “Let’s go home.”

“I don’t have a home,” Caya had said, her hand trembling in Yoselin’s. “Mama and Papa worked at the palace, but they left.”

“The palace is still your home, and I won’t leave.”

Caya hadn’t believed her then. This girl her own age probably had a bedtime like every other kid. She had no control over where she went, let alone over when she went.

But then Yoselin had squeezed her hand, affectionate and resolved, and continued: “Your parents and my parents were friends, so we’re going to be friends, too. I’m a princess, and that means I get to decree it.” Brown eyes had held hers with youthful intensity. “Only if you want to, of course. But I would love to be friends.”

“Friends,” Caya had repeated in a hoarse voice.

A princess wanted to be friends with her? It had seemed too good to be true. And, to the rest of Coventry, it had been too good to be true. The papers had called her a charity case, another part of the benevolent reign that had welcomed exiled Domingan witches within Coventry’s borders. Javier and Paloma Donant had been palace staff—a chef and a lady-in-waiting, respectively—and the Seawards had acted out of a sense of obligation when they fished the Donant child from the harbor instead of leaving Caya to drown.

And yet in only two years, the Seawards made Caya feel more love, more belonging, and more confidence than she ever had before or since. She had been a daughter, a sister, a friend. Caya and Yoselin, Yoselin and Caya, never apart except for the one night when it mattered.

The night Yoselin was murdered.

There had been no bodies to recover, no state funerals where she could say her goodbyes. Caya had just woken up orphaned a second time, with only Bas’s hand in hers to keep her moving forward. She still couldn’t say which one of them had let go first, but she had quickly learned to never reach for him again.

Tears blurred her vision when she finally opened her eyes. Her lids felt heavy with more than exhaustion. She was in a bed in a house that still didn’t feel like hers, despite the paperwork she’d filled out after dinner. Yoselin wasn’t beside her. Bas wasn’t hovering over her. She was as alone as she had been for ten years.

Because of him. It always came back to him.

Caya wanted to track Bas through the city, shove him onto the cobblestones, and pierce his heart with his own sword. She wanted to watch the light in his eyes dim after he realized that he had saved her so she could ruin him.

She wanted to be his ruin. A simple stabbing was too kind a fate. She wanted—

Knock. Knock. Knock.

For the second time, Caya found herself downstairs to answer the door. There was only one person who knew where she lived, so she was unsurprised to open it to the sight of three couriers. What was surprising was that they were carrying two trunks full of clothes and a wrapped package that they said Lord Ruiz had insisted she receive. Caya was too wrung out from her dream to do much beyond directing them upstairs and watching as they filled the wardrobe.

Once they were gone, she had breakfast. Ruiz had given her leftovers to take home, but she ate a buttered slice of bread, scrambled eggs, and a side of fruit while standing at the counter. Her tea woke her in increments, but her melancholy never quite lifted.

It was quiet, without the other children.

Her mind drifted back to Ofelia. Her heart gave a pained lurch.

After she washed up, Caya went upstairs to investigate Ruiz’s gifts. The wrapped package was leaning against the wardrobe, so she opened it first. It was a portrait in a round frame, an oil painting of three generations of a brown-skinned family. The painting was old, so she could barely make out their features, but she could tell from the care taken in capturing them that they were each beautiful—or wanted to be remembered as being beautiful. Even the eldest among them, standing in the back of the crowd, was distinguished and elegant with her textured silver hair and barely lined skin.

Curious, Caya set it to the side and went through the wardrobe. None of the gowns she’d received were in her size. She held one up to her chest, where it sagged as if waiting for someone with more ample décolletage to fill it. The shoes were smaller, the skirts longer, and the waistlines pinched. How was she meant to infiltrate anything if her patron hadn’t even bothered to get her measurements?

The final delivery was a corked glass bottle the size of her pinky, with a swirling liquid the color of turquoise inside. It sat innocuously beside her new hair products, as if trying to conceal the fact that it was magic. Ruiz had explained that this potion would give her the power to become someone else, someone new, someone capable of getting close to Bas Arroyo and taking him down. He had promised her that victory, just as he had promised her that he could get Prince Tomás and Bas to attend the next Coronet. He had no reason to lie… yet.

But her hand shook all the same.

Trust, for her, was as delicate and intricate as a spider’s web. It took more time to weave every time it was destroyed, and soon she had tired of trusting at all. Ruiz could poison her here and now; there was no one alive to miss her. But if she didn’t trust that she was at least useful to him for now, then she would never get her revenge.

Caya thought of Bas that day in the city center, his fine clothes and relaxed posture. When she had known him, or thought she had, he had never once looked so soft. At eight years old, Bas had carried the world on his shoulders, if he wasn’t carrying something else, and Caya had been one of the few capable of getting him to smile. It had been a game to her, figuring out the best way to invert his frown and send him back to work with his lashes still wet from laughing so hard he’d teared up. She had spent most of her time with Yoselin, but Yoselin had been both sister and benefactor. She and Bas had been on equal footing, two children whose places in the castle were secured only by the goodwill of the Seawards. She’d felt at ease with him from their first conversation.

It was only now that she realized he had never been at ease with her. Not really. Maybe their entire friendship was the invention of a desperate, lonely girl.

Her wrath hardened her resolve. She downed the potion in one gulp.

Pain lit her blood, making her gasp. Her head snapped back. Her vision swam. Even after she pressed her eyes shut, lights still danced across the backs of her eyelids. By the time she could breathe again, Caya had accepted her long overdue death.

And just as with every time before, she survived instead.

The bottle rolled along the floor beside her. She grabbed it with shaky fingers, setting it back on the nightstand. Her body felt warm, but it was a bearable warmth; something new had settled within her, and her soul had accepted it as part of her essence.

Eventually, the room stopped spinning, and her legs no longer felt weak. The bed beckoned, tempting her to regain her strength. Ruiz was likely waiting, but if he had waited this long, then he could wait a little more. Caya kicked off her shoes and crawled back under the covers.
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The salon at Ruiz’s manor was a gallerylike sitting room, with several armchairs sprinkled around a low wooden table and framed portraits on the walls. The maid who brought Caya inside left a silver tray of tea, sugar, and honey, all surrounding an aquamarine-painted brass teapot. Ruiz was reading in one chair, illuminated by the sun that stretched through the drawn curtains.

“Did you take the potion?” Ruiz asked in lieu of a hello. “You’ll need to practice sooner rather than later.”

Caya waited until he set the book aside to answer: “I took it.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

“Should I just do anything, or…?”

His answering smile was faint. “Try to look like the people in the portrait I sent you. If you can.”

In anticipation of something like this, Caya had studied the features the family had in common: their high cheekbones, their casual attractiveness. Brown skin with deep red undertones, large eyes that lent them the deceptive innocence of baby animals. When she concentrated, she could feel the power at her fingertips, waiting for her to direct it outward.

Beauty was a weapon that Caya had wielded all her life. She’d been five the first time a man had told her to smile in the marketplace, and she’d been ten the first time she’d understood why he’d thought that was something he was owed. Her personality was a thing to be suffered through, so that she would spend the currency of her beauty on them for a while. Some men didn’t care whether her smile had teeth, as long as it was directed their way.

As a young girl, Caya had found it dehumanizing. Now she would make it her sword.

Carefully, she drew on that hum of magic beneath her skin, unwinding it like yarn to knit her body into something new. At first, nothing happened, as if the strand was too tangled to expand into anything useful. Caya tugged harder, thinking of the people in the portrait and the way their features differed so drastically from hers. Her eyes enlarged, spreading across her face with a curious tickling sensation. She did her breasts next, sculpting them until they were in danger of snapping the strings of her bodice. Her neck followed, elongating until it was an elegant, almost swanlike arch.

Scarlet droplets hit the ground at her feet.

Caya reached up to touch her face. Her new eyes were bleeding.

Before she could decide what to do, her features snapped back to normal, as if she’d stretched her new power too far too fast. Her lungs were tight, her head swimming. She stood still until the sudden nausea passed, swiping at her face until her fingertips were stained crimson.

The entire time, Ruiz watched her silently from his chair.

She blinked the last of the red from her vision. “I—can do better than that.”

“Then do better,” Ruiz said. “Again.”

The magic came easier the second time. Instead of enhancements, Caya focused on reductions. She narrowed her waist and thinned her nose. She lightened her skin by two shades but made her eyes darker—a small rebellion. Dark eyes were not the beauty standard in Domingo, too common to be considered attractive, but this made her feel more like herself. As if she wouldn’t compromise everything for revenge.

This time, she felt the blood leak from her new nose, tasted the rust on her tongue before her magic extinguished. A wave of nausea bowled her over, one arm wrapped around her stomach. Her vision doubled, tripled, then snapped back to normal. Magic, it seemed, did not agree with her.

All the more reason to destroy it.

Caya forced herself to straighten. To wipe her face once more.

“Again,” Ruiz said, as though nothing had happened.

Night came slowly. Caya spent long hours adjusting her face and body, her height and weight, at one point losing so much blood that she awoke on the floor with no idea of when she’d fainted. Ruiz had gone back to his book, but he lifted his eyebrows at her over it, as if to say, You’re conscious now, so do it again. He gave her no time to rest and recover, and she found that somewhat comforting. It meant he knew she could do this, no matter how many times she failed in front of him.

And she did it. The stars had overtaken the sky, the moon had frosted the curtains in silver and pearl, and the floor beneath her feet had gone brown with dried blood, but finally she could feel the transformation magic holding. Settling. Ruiz circled her with a thoughtful sound and withdrew a small mirror from his pocket, his book abandoned on the cushion. Caya took the mirror from him, her lips parting in surprise as she met her own reflected gaze.

A stranger stared back at her. Before, she had been beautiful. Now she was striking. She had created a face that would make people stop in their tracks, all dewy skin and doe eyes. Her linen dress strained against her new curves and cleavage, and her high cheekbones and long neck lent her a ballerina’s grace.

The shock of it made her magic flee again, revealing her true face. Her mahogany skin and eyes, her thick nose and full lips, her heart-shaped face and loose curls. She had made herself thinner and her curves more defined, but, even without those enhancements, she had always liked the way she looked. Today, however, the girl in the mirror looked wan and haunted. The ghosts of her past gathered in her present, and it would soon be time for her to face them.

“We’ll practice your endurance, but that girl who you created is who you will be from this moment forward,” Ruiz said, taking back the mirror. “I want you to wear an illusion every second of every day, until that appearance holds without your concentration.”

“Who is she?” she whispered, tracing the bridge of her nose and the swell of her cheeks before she was forced to change them again. “Who are those people in the portrait you gave me?”

“That is the only known portrait of the Vinyet family, one of Domingo’s most reticent political dynasties.” Ruiz eased back into his chair, placing his open book on the arm of it instead. “They’re powerful and private—and you’ll be posing as one of them for next year’s Coronet.”

“Do I want to know why you had that?”

“Despite being one of the most influential families at court, the Vinyets didn’t help fight against the witches. In fact, they’ve rarely been seen since—though, of course, I’ve kept tabs on them.”

“Ah,” said Caya. “The king wants them dead, too.”

There was no mirth in his expression. “It doesn’t matter who they are. It matters who you are. Cataleya Donant is your past. Lady Marisol Vinyet—that is your future. Do you understand?”

Caya nodded once, her spine straightening with a steely resolve.

“All right, then.” Ruiz smiled, and this time it was as warm as the first rays of sunrise. “Let’s truly begin.”
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TWO WEEKS PASSED, DURING WHICH CAYA SPENT EVERY day at Ruiz’s manor house learning to become Marisol Vinyet. After breakfast in her own house, a carriage took her across town, where she’d be quizzed on the Vinyet family tree, on Domingan high society, on culture and politics and etiquette. While she struggled through rote memorization, Ruiz would try to scare her into dropping her disguise. The first few days were an embarrassment: a sudden noise was enough to startle her into losing her grip on the magic, and she couldn’t go five minutes without staining her clothes with the blood of overexertion.

Now she could remain in character even with her mind distracted and her heart racing—but if she fainted or fell asleep, she reverted. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough for today.

As a practice run, she would be watching a Coronet regatta—a series of boat races—as a guest instead of an interloper. She would be on a lord’s arm instead of stealing glances from the shore. And, according to Ruiz, the event was an easy place to disappear into a crowd if she made a mistake.

“Every year, the Trident draws lots to decide which House is hosting when. There’s one event every two weeks from the second week of summer onward, and they do different kinds of events every year,” Ruiz explained as the carriage carried them toward Soltura Harbor. “This year, the opening ball was followed by a charity art exhibition hosted by House Muerte and a joust hosted by House Vida. Today’s regatta, hosted by House Cambio, will be the final chance to socialize before new witches receive their coven marks at the closing ceremony.”

“Why even get a coven mark?” Caya asked, pretending to check her makeup in her small mirror. She was really making sure her magic hadn’t faltered outside the safety of the manor, but she didn’t want Ruiz to turn the carriage around. “Unmarked witches can use their magic for everything, right?”

Ruiz chuckled, a deep, pleased sound. “I’m glad to see you taking your studies so seriously. Yes, a young witch’s magic is broad, but it’s also both dangerous and weak. Often, by accident, they achieve one effect while trying to do another. Once they choose a House, their general magic may be limited, but their chosen magic becomes much more powerful and strengthens the entire House.”

Caya slid the mirror back into her bag. The House system still confused her because it hadn’t existed before the coup against the Seawards. Before, all witches in Coventry had been born with one of the three types of magic, and they didn’t separate themselves from other witches. Ruiz had theorized that the singular magic was an illusion, a lie believed because very few had tested their limits. But the witches who fled Domingo wanted power. And if what Ruiz said was true—that chosen House magic was stronger than general magic—then the diluted abilities of an unmarked witch would never have been enough for them.

And so the Magisters—the top leaders of the rebellion against the Seawards—had founded the Trident, and the High Houses that formed it promised strength and safety in exchange for control. Witches had allowed themselves to be chained to the Trident, because that protected them from the numbers of the welks. The Criterion, then, was a cautionary tale of what could happen if witches were weaker, divided—a splinter cell that could grow into a movement if Coventry’s nonmagical population wasn’t kept powerless.

Caya couldn’t wait to see how things would change when everyone was a welk. When magic was gone, and power was redefined.

But first she had to master her part.

The carriage eased to a stop near the docks. Ruiz leaned forward before their footman could set aside the reins and open the door. “Prince Tomás and Sebastjan Arroyo are already aboard the ship. Remember, you are my ward, visiting for the Coronet. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, maintain your cover and say as little as possible.”

“Yes, yes,” said Caya. “Would you have a little faith?”

The door opened. She lifted her hand delicately for the footman to take as he helped her out of the carriage. Her smile was soft and ladylike. Her new dress fit perfectly over her new body: a vermilion gown with detachable sleeves, a square neckline, a slit down the front beneath the bodice that revealed the patterned gold petticoats beneath. Her hair was in a single braid down her back, decorated by pearled netting. She had put her silver dolphin pendant on a chain and hung it around her neck.

It didn’t quite go with her outfit, but it made her feel more confident as she and Ruiz wound their way toward the boats bobbing in the wharf.

The crowd waiting to embark was thin; they had made it just in time. Though she had only seen one in her lifetime, the regatta had always been one of Caya’s favorite events. She and the older children had snuck out to watch the boats race, marveling at the magic the witches used to make things more interesting: crafters summoning a strong breeze, morphers making aspects of their ships more aerodynamic, reapers making their opponents’ sails disappear. The last regatta had been four Coronets ago, and she had been reluctantly impressed by the pageantry of it all.

Of course, she knew now that these events were a spectacle and a threat. If we can do this for fun, imagine what we’ll do if you cross us.

The closer they got to the gangway, the more Caya’s excitement began to fade, until she was hesitating on the rocking wooden planks. She hadn’t been on a ship since that ill-fated voyage to Esquivel. The brine-scented air brought her back to that day, her hand in her mother’s and her mind brimming with wonder about the island she would soon see. Esquivel, a vibrant island of green mountains, blue seas, and golden sunshine, was where she would have been born if her parents hadn’t immigrated for more lucrative jobs in Coventry’s Seaward Palace. It had been so long that she couldn’t remember her parents’ faces, just the timbre of Javier’s laughter and the warmth of Paloma’s smile. Even then, she wasn’t sure if she was mixing them up with her memories of Oberon and Evaline.

“Marisol.”

She blinked to see Ruiz standing in front of her. His annoyed tone made it clear it wasn’t the first time he’d called her fake name.

“Are you ready to board?” he asked in a more measured manner. The only lingering sign of his disappointment in her was the tightness around his eyes, but that was still enough to make Caya self-conscious.

“Yes,” she said, stepping past him. “I’d hate to keep everyone waiting.”
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It wasn’t until they had left the shore far behind that Caya realized they would not be participating in the regatta.

The ship they’d boarded was for visitors, Ruiz explained as they followed the crowds toward the viewing deck; it was dispatched to give both tourists and unmarked witches a better vantage point for the race than the welks on land. Ruiz seemed to know a great number of the Domingans milling around, greeting them with handshakes and smiles, introducing her as his ward and moving on before they could ask too many questions about her. Her stomach swooped every time, her hands longing to grab her mirror and make sure her disguise was holding, but these were just strangers she was unlikely to get close to.

Standing at the railing, their shoulders touching, were the real threats: Bas and Tomás.

Caya kept track of them from the corner of her eye, but approaching them was too much of a risk. Ruiz was getting her used to being around them—around Bas—without losing her composure, but Ruiz himself would be the only one actually speaking to the pair. Eventually, they would all be in the same room to finalize the details, but by then she would be Marisol and only Marisol.

For now, it was harder than it should have been to be here. She had a plan. She had a patron. And yet the sight of Bas…

“You’re staring,” said Ruiz. “Well, glowering would be the more accurate word.”

“The sun is in my eyes.”

“If only you acted as convincing as you sound.”

Caya turned her glare on him, but he was smiling down at her with undisguised amusement. “I’ll get us drinks,” she grumbled.

With everyone gathered to one side waiting for the regatta to begin, the refreshment tables on the other side were free. A band played light music on a stage erected at the stern of the ship, and Caya hummed along as she waited for the server to have time for her. To her right, one set of stairs led belowdecks, framed by two other staircases on either side that went up to the forecastle. She could see people up there, perhaps swarming the captain to ask questions about the Coronet or the witches. Or maybe the view was better. She’d have to investigate later.

Caya froze just as the server finished his conversation with the couple ahead of her. Bas was standing by the stairs, deep in conversation with a blond girl around her age. The prince was nowhere to be seen, even when Caya darted a look around the deck. By the time she found the new pair again, they were heading into the bowels of the ship, their heads still bent together.

It was none of her business if Bas was seeing someone, but it might be her business if he was conspiring with someone. Right?

That was all the excuse she needed to abandon the refreshments and follow him. On her way, she caught Ruiz’s eye and gestured toward the stairs. He was surrounded by a flock of admirers, too far away to stop her; she’d have to answer for her actions when they were alone, though. She’d expect that, if she were him.

Belowdecks, it was quieter. Rows of half-opened doors led to mysterious rooms. The smell of food floated from one near the end of the hall, no doubt the kitchen, and servers wound in and out of it, ignoring her presence entirely. Bas and the girl were nowhere to be seen, and Caya didn’t want to risk asking a server. Just being down here made her far too memorable.

“Ah,” said a voice deeper than the one she remembered, “my lady.”

Bas had emerged from the room directly to the right of the stairs. Seeing him from across the Rojanea town square had been one thing. This close, she was struck by how much he’d grown. The angular lines of his face, the light stubble on his jaw, the width of his shoulders, the muscle of his arms. A strange heat pulsed through her body as they took each other in.

Neither of them was a little kid anymore.

That shouldn’t have mattered, but it did.

She forced herself to focus on something other than his handsomeness. To see her, Bas must have looked around—more proof that his meeting was conspirative in nature. The unknown girl snuck out behind him, fleeing back up the stairs before Caya could say a word.

Bas bent respectfully at the waist. When he straightened, he tilted his head like a curious bird. One that stood between her and escape. “Shouldn’t you be on deck?”

The first words he had said to her in a decade, and they were said with such mild deference. As if he wasn’t a criminal.

Caya tipped her chin up. “Shouldn’t you? You’re the prince’s companion, are you not?”

“I am.”

“And yet here you are,” she drawled, “not accompanying him.”

“I saw you board the ship,” Bas said. As if he realized the combination of those words and his stance might come across as threatening, he stepped to the side with his hands behind his back like a soldier at ease. The stairs beckoned her to freedom, but she was rooted to the spot. “The pendant you’re wearing… where did you get it?”

Caya’s hand flew to the dolphin still nestled in the dip of her collarbone. “Why?”

“I collect them. It’s…” A smile flashed across his face. It lit his expression, until he wasn’t simply handsome but distractingly so. “It’s a hobby of mine.”

“Is it.” Her tone was too venomous to be polite. “That’s a strange hobby for a boy from a landlocked city.”

He stared at a point just over her shoulder. “I was born in Esquivel and raised in Coventry. Right here in Rojanea, actually.”

A server cut around them, three covered trays in her arms. Silence stretched so far it would have been uncomfortable if Caya hadn’t been seething. Bas had offered no further explanation, but something about the fact that he still claimed Coventry despite burning it to the ground made her want to strike him. She’d thought she had this under control. That this plan would give her anger the direction it needed to be more useful than toxic. But the longer she stayed down here with him, the more she could feel her concentration eroding. She couldn’t let her magic go with it.

“I don’t remember,” she said dryly. “Sorry.”

Caya expected him to stop her exit. Part of her wanted him to, so she would have an excuse to hurt him without breaking character. But he shifted farther out of her way, and she made it three steps before a shadow appeared at the top of the stairs.

Prince Tomás smiled politely at her, and then that smile deepened into something warm and intimate as he looked behind her. At Bas. Caya glanced over her shoulder to see Bas’s answering smile, and it felt as if she were the one interrupting something.

Here was the boy she remembered, shy and harmless.

Here was an ice statue of a man melting beneath the prince’s sunlight.

“There you are,” Prince Tomás said, weaving past Caya to reach Bas. He placed a hand on Bas’s shoulder and squeezed with easy familiarity. “I was starting to think you’d decided to swim back to shore.”

Bas’s hand covered the prince’s, as if he’d done it a thousand times. “Without you?”

“I wouldn’t even be offended. I know you hate these things.”

“I’ve sat through worse.”

Bas realized that she was still standing there, and his expression snapped closed like a clamshell. His arm fell to his side, causing the prince to turn and lift his eyebrows as if to say, Can we help you with something? It didn’t feel hostile, but Caya could read the dismissal in it anyway.

She escaped back to the deck, her heart beating at a confused gallop. Ruiz had told the truth about their relationship. Bas and the prince were important to each other in a way that went even deeper than she’d thought, which meant that if she wanted to hurt one, then she need only hurt the other.

A new plan formed in her mind, one far more dangerous and far more satisfying.

If, of course, she could get Ruiz to agree to her terms.
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YOU WANT MY HELP? MY SWORD? THEN I WANT Prince Tomás, too.”

Caya had made this declaration five minutes ago. Now she paced the length of Ruiz’s study, wearing down the carpet, while he sat in an armchair in front of the cold fireplace drinking his lukewarm tea in silence.

It was a wood-paneled, windowless room with two doors on either side of a black walnut desk. Each wall was decorated with shelves lined with books, and there was a family portrait directly across from the entrance: Ruiz beside a woman with laugh lines by her eyes and mouth, almond skin, and dark curly hair that spilled down her back, and a young boy dressed in white, dark-haired and dark-eyed. Cushioned chairs flecked the floor, one behind the desk, one by the right bookshelf, and two more in the center. Beneath them was a plush rug the color of a sunset.

A makeshift table had been erected beside Ruiz, on which rested a silver tray with a teapot, a bell, and a second, empty cup. He had been quiet for so long that she could hear her own heartbeat, reverberating through her borrowed body. The clink of his spoon atop the tray had made her stomach churn. It was still churning too much for her to try to keep anything down.

At last, he said, “I thought you wanted Sebastjan.”

It wasn’t what she’d been expecting. But it wasn’t the response she’d feared.

“I do,” Caya confirmed. “Right now, the only thing he cares about is Tomás. I saw it myself. Nothing can truly hurt him as long as they still have each other.”

Ever since they’d returned to Ruiz’s rented manor, she had replayed that intimate moment again and again. Ruiz had told her that the Domingans worried about Bas’s influence over the prince, but what she’d witnessed hadn’t been influence. It had been affection, genuine and deep. The way Bas had melted into the prince. The way the prince had looked at him as though no one else existed. The way they had made her feel like a trespasser even in such a public space.

She’d thought that Bas had nothing but his life left to take, that he was nothing more than a servant of the Castellans. Now she knew better.

There was always more to lose. Farther to fall.

“I want to see the look in his eyes when I take the prince away from him,” she continued with savage vehemence. “Then, in the midst of his grief and loss, I’ll slit his throat.”

Ruiz set the cup on the tray, his expression thoughtful but distant. She didn’t know him well enough yet to guess at the emotions he might have been suppressing, and she was starting to hate it. They were too much alike, even in this. He had a universe inside of him that he had yet to invite her into.

“The Castellans have been steadily losing favor since the Scourge. That’s why the king has taken such a personal interest in my work,” he said slowly. “Those of us who stood with them, aided them, lost the most when the witches revolted and are now forced to watch as they flourish on the other side of the border. King Alvaro lost his wife, Ximena, yes, but he’s raised two young men who hardly inspire the people. Prince Itzal rarely leaves the palace, except for the Coronet. Prince Tomás leaves it far too much—and usually returns from beds he shouldn’t be in.”

Despite the iron control he was trying to exert over himself, Caya could read the potential in his words. The fact that he hadn’t yet called soldiers on her was promising. She was suggesting a different kind of sedition than the one he’d been planning before he found her. The door was at her back. If he rejected her terms, she would have to run even farther than Coventry or Domingo.

But she had not gambled without caution. He still hadn’t said no outright.

“If the Castellans are already aware of what we’re doing, then it would be easiest for Tomás and Bas to be active participants with me,” Caya pointed out. “They already know the Magisters of each House. This will go faster with their help, we would gain their trust, and I would be close enough to silence them permanently when they’re no longer useful.”

Her entire soul rebelled at the idea of working with Bas on anything, but gaining his trust any other way would take precious time she needed to use to find the plants. If he already thought they were close conspirators, he would help her seal his own fate.

That sparkle was back in Ruiz’s eyes, a brightness that she had come to realize meant that she’d surprised him. That he was interested. That she was interesting.

Caya smiled. “Next year will be Tomás’s second year at the Coronet, I believe. He can make a show of reconsidering things with the witches, so they’ll give him more access to the Houses.”

“You think they would let a Castellan wander around unguarded?”

“I think the witches want to return to Domingo as badly as Domingo wants to keep them out.” She thought of the slow transformation of Rojanea into Estrellad, the capital city of Domingo. The way the latest fashions wouldn’t have been out of place in the Domingan court. The fact that there was always a note of excitement in the air whenever the princes were among them. “I think if we can convince them they have that chance, they’ll give us anything we want, too. It’s easier to steal from a place that’s invited you in.”

“Harder to get away with it, though.”

Caya winked. “That’s where Bas comes in. Either I kill him, or I frame him. Hopefully both.”

She allowed herself to imagine it: infiltrating House Vida and House Muerte, stealing their spirits-blessed plants for Ruiz’s potions, and leaving just enough evidence of Bas’s presence that he would be blamed if they noticed the loss. She imagined him being arrested and hanged by the very witches he’d sold the Seawards out to. It wouldn’t be as satisfying as carving his heart out herself, but it would be poetic.

Justice.

“The details need work,” said Ruiz, picking up the bell from his tray and ringing it. A servant appeared with a new teapot, replacing the old one and his dirty cup before disappearing. “But it’s… a sound idea, I’ll admit. I’ll talk to the Castellans. You work on your lessons. We have ten months before the next Coronet, and your endurance still isn’t where it needs to be.”

Caya fought the urge to roll her eyes. Even now, she wore the mantle of Marisol Vinyet, with the regatta hours behind them. Every minute was easier than the last. “You can have a little more faith in me, you know.”

“Faith? You think I would leave any of this up to faith?” Ruiz had been reaching for the teapot, but now he stopped. He leaned forward, his brows lowered over his dark eyes. “What we are doing here is treason. Do you understand that? This is now treason against two countries. I’m allowing you to murder a member of royalty for your childish revenge fantasy so that I can get what I want: justice for my family. If a single thing goes wrong, we’ll both hang. Tell me you understand.”

“I understa—”

“No, you don’t. Or you wouldn’t have said that so quickly.” Ruiz climbed to his feet. One hand rubbed his face as he approached the portrait of his family. “When I lost Esperanza, I wanted to die. I would never have gone through with it, would never have disrespected her and Ignacio’s memories like that, but I saw no point in a world without them in it. Then I realized that I did have a purpose, and that was to make sure the witches who took them away from me lost everything, too.”

“Yeah,” Caya whispered. It felt as if he had plucked those thoughts from her head, as if he were flaying her alive to get to the grief and fury buried deep in her bones. “I’m glad you—I’m glad you’re still here.”

Ruiz didn’t turn around, but she saw his shoulders lower as though some of the tension had melted from his body. “I’m glad I found you,” he admitted. “In Estrellad, they’ve rebuilt. They’ve moved on. I feel like I’m the only one permanently stuck reliving that day. Like—”

“—you’re a monster playing at being human. Like there are too many ugly, broken parts of you to ever be normal again.”

Now he did turn. Everything she saw in his eyes was reflected in her expression. The pain that had calcified into hatred. The anger that masked a deep loneliness. The fear that she was unlovable, unfixable, and the only true future she had was to go down fighting.

“I understand what we’re doing,” Caya said slowly without breaking his gaze. “I understand that this is treason. I understand that victory is the only option, and death would be the kindest consequence of failure. But I need you to understand that I’ve been frozen, too. It took me a decade to become this.” Her hand touched her chest. “To learn how to skate over the ice that keeps me from plunging into the depth of all that agony. If you trust me, we’ll both get what we want. And if we do… maybe we can finally heal. Together.”

Ruiz stared at her, but this time it didn’t break her apart. They had both compared their scars, opened their wounds, and found that they bled the same. He needed her, but maybe she needed him, too. She couldn’t go on like this, spinning and shining for people who took any excuse to look away. This was her chance to move on. To move forward.

To punish.

“All right,” Ruiz said, a ghost of a smile on his face. “Maintain your spell, and I’ll show you my research.”
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By the time Ruiz returned with a box full of notes and bottles, Caya had finished a cup of tea, checked her mirror once more for any signs that her transformation was failing, and was standing behind his desk to stare at the painting. She was struck by how young and happy he looked, even in portrait. The man she’d met had haunted eyes and more lines on his face than the one who held this woman and little boy close.

Before Seaward Palace was torn down, Caya had been part of a similar portrait. She and Yoselin had pressed their cheeks together, smiling from ear to ear, while Queen Evaline and King Oberon sat in high-backed chairs behind them. Though Caya had been the only one not wearing a crown of some sort, she and Yoselin were painted with such matching gleefulness that anyone who saw the picture would have thought they were sisters. It had hung in the throne room, as though the Seawards wanted everyone who came to petition them to know that their family hadn’t been whole until Caya entered it.

The day came back to her as if it had just happened. Yoselin, then five years old, had been dressed by lady’s maids, while Caya had waved away the servants to tie herself into her own much simpler outfit. “I hate portrait days,” Yoselin complained as the maids combed and braided her thick dark hair. “They’re always so boring.”

“I’ve never had a portrait done,” Caya said from over by the vanity, where she was carefully weaving a ribbon into her pinned hair. It hadn’t been even a year since her parents died, and she was still far more used to doing things for herself. “I think it sounds kind of nice.”

“Standing for hours sounds nice?”

“No, having a portrait done. That way, you can remember your loved ones forever.” Memory was such a fragile thing for her then. Her parents had seemed eternal and invulnerable, and she fell asleep most nights wondering if her remembrances of them were accurate or just an amalgamation of them and the royal family. She had no portraits, no photographs. Just her own young mind, forgetting more and more every day. “Even if it’s boring, the picture will be nice.”

Yoselin made a thoughtful sound. In defiance of her servants, she hopped down from the stand, her hair streaming behind her, and threw her arms around Caya. “You’re right. I’m being rude. I want to remember us forever.”

“Us and your parents.” Caya laughed, her mouth muffled by Yoselin’s shoulder.

“No, us,” Yoselin said firmly. “They’re the parents I have, but you’re the sister I chose.”

Like nearly everything else from her old life, the portrait was gone now, and the echoing memory was all that she had left. She understood why Ruiz brought his with him, even to a rented manor, even though it must hurt to look at it. She would have given anything to recover hers, and instead she was left to be the only one to remember it forever.

“This is what you’ll be looking for,” Ruiz said, setting the box on his desk. He rifled through it until he found a journal, which he flipped open to a realistic drawing of an orange blossom: a star-shaped white flower with golden stamens tipped in orange. Five oval petals ended in sharp points, though there was a second flower on the page with six. Lines and notes on the bottom noted that the blossom was two or three centimeters across, with a delicate, waxy feel and a scent of citrus and tuberose. “Since the Alban Peninsula has the largest number of orange trees in the world, the healers had an abundance of flowers at their disposal for their salves.”

Caya eyed the drawing dubiously. “I thought orange blossoms were for perfume or cooking.”

“You can use a sword to cut a ribbon, but that doesn’t mean its only purpose is spectacle.”

Ruiz handed her the journal before turning back to the box to remove five glass bottles. Every page was filled with his cramped handwriting. Failed potions, discarded ingredients, sketches of plants. The recipe for the morpher potion was somewhere near the center, with every page thereafter dedicated to different ways to increase or reduce the potency of its effects.

“These flowers are everywhere,” Caya said. “How am I supposed to figure out which one is spirits-blessed?”

Floor plans and photographs were the next to be placed on the table, one of House Muerte and one of House Vida. House Vida was a five-story wooden tower with floor-to-ceiling windows. A decked terrace led to the front door and a floating staircase that wound around the outside of the manor. The top floor lacked the windows of the others, but was surrounded by another terrace, this one covered by a domed rooftop. By contrast, House Muerte was not a manor but a castle. Rounded turrets, cylindrical towers, and looming spires soared skyward from the center of a small forest, which surrounded the gentle hill the stone structure rested on.

“Each of the Houses is surrounded by forest and gardens, but you’ll find their spirits-blessed orange blossoms in their interior courtyards. Safe from the public and easily accessible by the coven. The magic in your blood will guide you to the right ones.” Ruiz had circled two different rooms on the plans, one that appeared to be on the top floor and one that appeared to be on the ground floor. “Each event will be an opportunity to get inside, and, hopefully, to update our map of the layout for future use. These floor plans are from the last Coronet, and some aspects might be outdated.”

Caya set down the journal and picked up one of the bottles. “I should hang on to another one of these just in case, right? I’m still working on my endurance.”

“Drinking more of the potion won’t help with that. Only your mental fortitude will,” Ruiz said, taking the bottle. “We have less than a year to turn you into the perfect weapon, and it will take more than books and drinks to do that. It will take practice. Sparring.”

With a grin, Caya asked, “Are you offering, old man?”

“There are practice swords in the armory.” Ruiz snorted. “I’ll try not to make you bleed.”







TEN MONTHS LATER
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AS SHE PACKED FOR THE SIX MOST IMPORTANT WEEKS of her life, Marisol could barely remember a time when she lacked this sense of purpose. Her room was a chaotic mess of discarded outfits and overturned books, a far cry from the respectful neatness she usually maintained here in Gaspar’s ancestral manor. This house in Estrellad, the Domingan capital city, had become another stopgap in her life, and, like all the others, she would be leaving it shortly.

Months of lessons and training, planning and negotiating, had gotten her here, so close to vengeance that she could almost see the agony in Bas Arroyo’s eyes. Ever since Yoselin’s death, she had been drifting, a shadow of herself trying to make it from day to day. She didn’t know why she’d been spared, so the least she could do was stay alive, even if she hadn’t really been living.

“There was a time when Domingo believed that anger was a poison,” Gaspar had said during one of their lessons. “Healers would clear their minds by leashing their emotions in order to commune with spirits. Anger, in particular, represented a loss of control that would make it easier for spirits to overstay their welcome.”

“But?” Marisol had asked because there was always a but whenever her guardian got started.

“But that’s not always true, is it? Sometimes, anger becomes initiative. Ruthless calculation instead of savage violence. If you push people past a certain point of ire, that loss of control is not a single act. It’s a movement. An unshackling, if you will, to see what we’re capable of when we have nothing left to lose.”

“And an enemy to destroy,” she’d added.

Gaspar had laughed. “A revolution is nothing if not anger left to kindle.”

Marisol had been angry for so long that it had felt like poison. But what had once held her back now drove her forward. It had given her a home, a guardian, a name, and a mission. What happened afterward was a problem for the future. Gaspar had been right. Rage was a very powerful motivator.

“What’s that smile for?” asked Gaspar.

He leaned against the doorpost, wearing a modest doublet of light blue with dark breeches. His face was newly shaven—she’d told him one day that his beard made him look like a bear, and he’d taken it to heart—and his eyes were bright with mischief. Marisol’s smile widened as she turned to face him, because that mischief usually meant good things for her. Her house back in Rojanea had evolved from an aureate cage to a lavish home, due in part to several gifts he’d given her to celebrate another skill acquired.

Not that she’d been there much during the last ten months. After the Coronet, Gaspar had moved back to his ancestral manor in Estrellad, and he’d brought Marisol with him for the next wave of her training. Before she’d left, Marisol had tracked down Ofelia to give her a job as her house sitter in exchange for food and shelter. As far as she knew, the girl was still occupying the house in Marisol’s absence.

Meanwhile, Marisol had focused on the future instead of the past. Estrellad had paved roads that cut through sprawling hills, while the city itself glistened from the tallest peaks, overlooking forested areas and small creeks. It was lodged in the center of the Alban Peninsula, with the Castellan palace—the Palacio Real—located in a repurposed fortress that could see an enemy army coming from miles away.

Unlike Rojanea, this was not a city creaking to an early grave. This was a city that breathed and sprawled, thriving with each passing day. Even the sun seemed to rise differently here, painting the tiled walls rose and buttercup, highlighting tawny skin and dark eyes until the people looked carved from gold.

Back in his homeland, Gaspar had softened from mystery to mentor. There was a very strict curriculum of Domingan history, botany, and combat, but there were also family dinners. Etiquette instruction that ended in a night at the theater. Magical endurance rewarded with a horseback ride through the fields. She’d gone boating and to the symphony; she’d gone to art galleries and on leisurely strolls through the park; and, slowly, she had reconstructed the kind of life she thought she’d lost that bloody night from her childhood.

Occasionally, she found herself having a day or night so wonderful she turned to tell Sofía or Rodrigo or Gabriela about it before she remembered that she now slept in a bedroom alone, living the life of a girl who had never heard of Kindred Orphanage. But, for the most part, that loneliness and longing didn’t catch up with her. She’d spent her life missing the things she’d taken for granted until she lost them. What was a few more?

Marisol blinked back into the present, noting that Gaspar’s hands remained behind his back as he approached. He’d brought her another gift, then.

“I love when people get what they deserve,” she said in answer to his question, smoothing her tight curls back under her jeweled cap. “Especially when I’m the one doling out justice.”

“Don’t get too arrogant,” Gaspar said, but there was a smile tugging at the corner of his own mouth. “Everything may be coming to fruition, but one wrong move—”

“—sees us both at the end of a noose, I know.” She rolled her eyes. Even now, Marisol’s guardian was cautious to a fault, tempering the worst of her impulsive instincts. “What have you brought me?”

“Who says I’ve brought you anything?”

Marisol moved to the left, but Gaspar turned so she could still see only his front. She darted to the right, but he twisted more quickly than she would have expected from an old man in his forties. She groaned, but this only made him laugh, that rumbling sound that never failed to pull a smile from her.

“Please—”

“All right, all right.”

He revealed a medium-size box with intricate designs carved into the wood and an iron clasp. Marisol reached for it, then hesitated until he nodded for her to go ahead. Inside, resting in the red satin lining, were two gorgeous daggers, their silver blades gleaming in the sunlight. Both had downturned guards and wheel pommels, the grips made of dark green leather. They were similar to several knives she’d trained with, except newer and, if she wasn’t mistaken, sharper.

She touched the handles in silent awe. “These are for me?”

“I had them specially commissioned,” Gaspar confirmed. “Try not to leave them in the bodies.”

Marisol made a face at him, but she was too touched to maintain an attitude. Lifting the daggers from the box was like replacing a missing limb. They were perfectly weighted for her fighting style, and, now that she was looking even closer, she could see the fine embroidery in the leather grip. Ocean waves and six-point suns.

Mar y sol.

“I love them,” she whispered. She turned around to replace the knives in her thigh holsters with these new daggers, but she also took that moment to get herself back under control. She hadn’t cried in front of anyone since she was seven years old, and she wasn’t going to start now. “Thank you.”

Gaspar had placed the box on her side table, and now stood close enough to tower over her. The mischievous sparkle was gone, replaced by grim determination. He held her face between his hands, a now-familiar gesture. Gaspar, she had learned, was a tactile man, prone to ruffling her hair, squeezing her shoulder, carrying her to the physician when she lost a spar or got too sick. Every touch had become like water to her starving plant, strengthening her belief that someone finally cared for her again.

“Tonight’s dinner is the last bit of time we’ll get to spend together. Once you return to Coventry, I can no longer physically help you. You can send coded messages, but, if you find yourself in any real danger, you’ll be on your own.” He scanned her borrowed face, searching for something she couldn’t guess at. Meanwhile, she studied his, suddenly despondent at the thought of their father-daughter fantasy life coming to a close. “After I lost my family, I thought of nothing but vengeance. You know that. I worked tirelessly to create this potion and research the rest, taking little care of myself because what did my health matter if I was destined to be alone? But this past year… Marisol, it’s like you brought my family back to me. I am so proud of you and all you have become.”

Her eyes stung. Tears begged to fall, but she shoved them back, back, back. They were not family, not really. Neither of them would ever get their families back. But for ten months, she hadn’t felt alone or unwanted. That was more important right now.

“I won’t let you down,” Marisol said. She cleared her throat. “Either of us. I won’t let either of us down.”

He kissed her forehead and then drew away. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

Marisol watched him collect the box and leave, trying not to smile. She wasn’t doing this solely for him, but his unwavering faith in her made her confident. She hadn’t realized that part of her had been waiting for him to get tired of her until now, when she wiped her damp eyes and acknowledged, in the silence of her room, how touched she was by his care. He’d given her more good memories this year than she’d managed since she left Seaward Palace: more laughter and understanding, more education and banter.

Sure, he was all she had, and she was all he had. But maybe in another life, they still would have picked each other. Maybe in another life, they could have been happy and whole.

Instead, they had cultivated what little joy they could find in this one, and now it was her turn to hold up her end of their bargain.

For a moment, she considered pulling back her morpher magic, revealing her true face for the first time in a year and saying a proper goodbye to the girl she had been. But she had come too far to let sentiment trip her up now. This was her face. Marisol Vinyet was her identity. And the witches of Coventry would fall as the Seawards before them.

Marisol closed her final suitcase and prepared for her latest performance.
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THE HOURS BEFORE DINNER COMPRESSED INTO THE span of seconds. Marisol blinked, and she had tidied, bathed, and changed in time for a servant to announce their guests. She descended the stairs in a wine-colored velvet gown with pearl embroidery, a low-cut bodice that was topped by a jeweled partlet, and gold brocade sleeves that flashed like spun sunlight. Her black curls were parted down the center and pulled back, buried beneath the crescent-shaped bonnet that covered the back of her head.

Even without the transformation, she wouldn’t have recognized herself.

Marisol checked that her daggers were still strapped to her thighs before she stepped into the dining room. In contrast with Ruiz’s rented manor, his ancestral home had a closed dining room, the curtains decorative while bathed in light from the flickering candles in the crystal chandeliers that lined the ceiling. The kitchens were behind a sliding door that blended almost seamlessly into the wall, and two doors on either side of the room led out into the corridors.

Low voices greeted her as she entered, but the conversation eased to a stop as the boys turned her way.

Little had changed about them in the last year besides their clothing. Today, Prince Tomás was in burgundy with a gold circlet for a crown atop his unruly curls. His jerkin and doublet were the same color as his cape, but the cape was edged in gold that matched his crown. In contrast, Bas was in brown, wearing far fewer layers than his companion, and his hair had been cut even shorter on the sides than before. They stood close together, a united front that she would soon divide and conquer.

She curtsied. “Your Highness, it’s an honor to finally meet you.”

Despite being coconspirators, Gaspar had kept her away from the royal family until her training was complete. She had seen them, here and there, surrounded by more guards than they’d had in Rojanea, but there had been no formal introduction. Gaspar wanted the prince to wonder about her, until the flames of his curiosity turned to passion. Marisol would rather have seduced him—but, as Gaspar had pointed out, a solved puzzle had no intrigue left.

The more intrigued Tomás was, the more excuses he’d make to be near her.

The closer he came, the more opportunities she would have to kill him.

Marisol ducked her head to conceal her smirk. “My name is Marisol Vinyet, though I suppose you already knew that, my lord.”

“None of that, please,” said the prince. His expression was open, friendly. “If we’re essentially staging a coup, Lady Vinyet, I think you can call me Teo.”

“Marisol, please. And this is…?”

She met Bas’s intense gaze, hostile where Teo’s was pleasant. “Sebastjan Arroyo,” he said. “Bas. We met a few months ago.”

She waited for him to say more, but he seemed absorbed in studying her. There was something intoxicating about being the focus of his attention, overwhelming and dizzying all at once. She still wasn’t used to seeing him like this, older and more aloof. Her pulse skipped at the sight.

There was no flicker of recognition in his eyes, no sign that they knew each other at all, but he wore his suspicion like a cape of his own. Even now, he stood slightly in front of Teo, as though the prince needed to be protected from her.

“Bas is my closest friend and my personal guard,” Teo offered into the silence. “As Lord Ruiz knows, you can trust him as much as you do me.”

“We’ve only just met,” said Bas. “Trust needs to be earned.”

Teo snorted. “She does come highly recommended.”

“I’m more than capable of speaking for myself.” Marisol stepped forward until she had to tilt back her head to maintain eye contact with Bas. This should have made her less intimidating, but her chin was tipped up and her shoulders were straight, her posture more soldier than lady. Luxurious rooms like this were nothing more than gilded battlefields, and the weapons were bladed words. She’d been training for this. For him. “In a better world, we would have time to build trust, but the Coronet begins in three days and we are coconspirators. I have just as much to lose as you do if this falls apart—if not more—and I’m placing my fate in your hands anyway. I’ll shove you into a crate and ship you back to Esquivel before I let you make this impossible task more difficult with your attitude. Understood?”

Teo ducked his head, but his shaking shoulders gave his silent laughter away. Bas’s eyes had narrowed. Though she had worked so hard, the sight of him was still disorienting her. The image of the little boy she’d once called friend collapsed in front of the man before her, nineteen years old and unfathomable as the ocean.

“Prince Tomás is the most important person in the world to me,” Bas said, in a low voice that brandished the same steel as that in his eyes. “We take care of each other. And if that means surveilling you until I’m absolutely sure you and your plans are no threat to him, then that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

“You think the Vinyets would wish harm upon our prince? Or Lord Ruiz, for that matter?”

“I think that if you let someone close enough to stab you, you shouldn’t be surprised by the knife between your ribs. If you turn out to be that knife, then you should know I am the prince’s shield.”

Fury stifled any retort she could have made. How dare he stand here now, as close as a lover with the venomous threats of an enemy, telling her that she shouldn’t have been surprised? How dare he speak so confidently, so protectively, of the prince of a country he had hobbled theirs to serve? How dare he, how dare he, how dare he?

Traitor. Traitor.

“As entertaining as this is,” Gaspar said from behind her, stepping into the room with his most judgmental eyebrows on, “can this argument continue over dinner?”

Marisol could still feel Bas’s eyes burning into the side of her face, but she ignored him to smile at her guardian—a smile that doubled as a reassurance that she was still in control. “Of course. Whatever the servants have made smells delicious.”

Teo placed a hand on Bas’s shoulder, squeezing affectionately. Bas’s mouth quirked upward, and suddenly he was a boy again. Not a threat, not a predator, not a shield, but a boy, melting under the casual touch of a loved one. Marisol could feel her anger once again bubbling, waiting to overflow, and she forced it down where it couldn’t dominate her.

It was only the first day, and she’d almost killed Bas. Months of training nearly invalidated by his disrespect and her temper. Marisol maintained her polite smile, placing her hand in the crook of Gaspar’s elbow as he led her to the table.

One wrong move sees us both at the end of a noose.

Nothing would go wrong tonight. She would make sure of it.

[image: ]
The table had been covered with delicacies: poached sea bass and roasted quail; salads of watercress, olives, spinach, lettuce, and radicchio alongside freshly baked loaves of golden bread; cinnamon-dusted fritters and strawberry tarts. Their cups were full of pomegranate juice, but there were bottles of wine left around the plates. As if Gaspar would drink so much, or at all, on such an important night.

“I think you both deserve an explanation for Bas’s… enthusiasm about my safety,” Teo said, after swallowing an olive.

“Enthusiasm,” Marisol repeated.

“That’s what we’re calling it, yes.” He pushed the rest of his salad around his plate, a new tension in his shoulders. “There have been some… attempts on my life.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “I don’t understand.”

But she did. He would be dead before this year’s Coronet was over, but half of Marisol was privately delighted that the list of suspects would be longer than her own name. The other half was annoyed that she might have to foil further murder attempts to make sure hers was the last face he ever saw.

“If Lord Ruiz hadn’t found you, we would have insisted on moving forward with the plan this year anyway.” Gone was the charming rogue, and in his place was an embattled survivor. “There’s been unrest in Domingo lately, and it’s starting to reach the palace. The prosperity that was promised after the witches were exiled hasn’t manifested, and, with Coventry’s lavish social season happening just across the border, people are starting to wonder if they wouldn’t be happier without a monarchy, too.”

Aside from the murder, that didn’t sound so bad, but Marisol knew better than to say that aloud. People born into power hated to be reminded that an accident of fate didn’t make them deserving.

Once, when she was six or newly seven, she’d asked Yoselin, with the innocent crankiness of youth, why she got to wear a crown and Marisol didn’t.

“Because I’m a princess,” Yoselin explained. When Marisol asked what made her a princess, Yoselin said it was because her parents were royalty. What made them royalty? They were born that way.

“So they didn’t actually do anything?” Marisol asked, because she understood the concept of regency very loosely at that age. From what her parents had told her, Esquivel had governors, but no one sat on thrones. They had been appointed by the crown, not born into it.

“They rule.”

“I mean to become royalty.”

It was only then that she noticed Yoselin was scowling. “You don’t do something to become royalty. You—it’s written by fate, like having magic or brown eyes.”

But having magic or brown eyes didn’t involve the right to control the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. Both the welks and the witches on the Royal Council had been elected, and no one was put in charge just because of their eye color. Marisol considered making this point, but Yoselin was squeezing her doll so tightly, the head was about to pop off. She had never been afraid of her adoptive sister, but she’d also never seen her so furious.

She bit her lip. Nodded. “You’re so smart.”

For a moment, Yoselin went still, her eyes narrowed as she tried to work out whether Marisol was making fun of her. After a while, she nodded and loosened her hold on the doll.

“Thank you,” Yoselin said warmly. “Want to play something else?”

Teo was not Yoselin, but he had been born into power. Yoselin had been a child who might have grown out of accepting whatever she’d been told. At nineteen, Teo was likely twice as stubborn, with very few skills unrelated to ruling.

“So, what does that mean for us?” Marisol asked instead. “If the commoners of Domingo are watching Coventry so closely, does that mean they’d want their witches back, magic and all?”

“No, not at all. Their successful revolution might be inspiring, but witches will never be welcome back in Domingo. If this works, if we manage to eradicate magic entirely, it will put my family back in favor. Witches killed the queen, my mother, and they are thriving in all the ways we stumble. That cannot continue.”

Hatred soured his voice. She’d spent more than enough time in Domingo to become familiar with the many reasons they hated magic, but Teo’s animosity was personal. He would have been around five when Queen Ximena died, and those hazy memories would only fuel his loathing. The idea of a life that someone could’ve had was sometimes worse than the life they did have.

His hatred was the kind of ugly, bitter thing that Marisol carried in her heart, a barbed fury that called to the darkness within her. No wonder the Castellans had been funding Gaspar’s research.

She turned her head before a sense of kinship could take root. Whatever wounds the prince carried couldn’t save him from her.

Marisol drained her juice and refilled her goblet with the wine. It looked as if she would need it. “I still don’t understand. You’re not even the heir to the throne. How will killing you possibly help anyone?”

The shadows in his eyes cleared, replaced with weary reflection. “I’ve thought about this extensively, and my guess is as good as yours. Either my death will serve as a warning and a threat to my father and brother without actually causing a succession crisis, or I’m some sort of trial run to test the Palacio’s defenses and the Castellans’ accessibility. Bas has been teaching me swordplay, and I’ve become immune to most poisons in the last year. But I’ve mostly discovered the best way to foil my attackers is to never be where they expect me to be.”

Marisol’s lips twitched. “Such as someone else’s bed?”

“Impropriety can save a life.” Teo winked sinfully, his curls falling over his chestnut eyes. “And who says serving one’s country can’t be fun for all involved?”

Damn, he was charming. That would be a problem.

“So, it will fall to Marisol and Sebastjan to keep you alive until the problem of the witches is dealt with?” Gaspar said, taking the wine from its spot by her elbow and placing it out of reach. “That’s a complication this already-complex plan didn’t need.”

“I know,” said Teo. “But I wanted you to know what you were getting into before we leave.”

“I can handle it if Bas can. However…” Marisol took her time examining the breadth of Bas’s shoulders, the corded muscle of his arms, the stubborn jut of his jaw, and then said, “Teo, you’ll be dead by dawn.”

The prince laughed, but that was nowhere near as satisfying as the flicker of emotion in Bas’s dark eyes, there and gone before she could parse it. A crack in the stoic armor of the boy she no longer knew.

“The hope,” said Teo, “is that being in another country cuts down on assassination attempts. I’ll be renting a manor called Cloverdale Hall for the summer, and the idea to act as if we’re reconsidering their exile was a brilliant one. I’ve been invited to everything from public events to private tours this year. If there’s any useful information to be found, I’ll find it.”

“With respect, Your Highness,” said Gaspar, “you won’t know what to look for without Marisol. Besides, there will be too many eyes on you, making sure that you’re enjoying yourself. It would be better if you act as a distraction while Bas and Marisol search the Houses for the plants. Draw the witches to you, make them compete for your favor, and they won’t think to look for a thief and her lookout.”

Teo and Bas had a silent conversation, expressed through narrowed eyes and twitching eyebrows. Marisol pretended not to notice.

“Things will go more smoothly if we can be together as much as possible, though,” Marisol added. “Luckily, I have an idea for that, too: We’re courting. If you attend the Coronet with a random noblewoman at your side, they’ll think something is going on anyway. Why not let them—especially if it allows us to attend these tours together?”

“Oh,” Teo drawled, shifting in his seat so that his body language was more playful. “Is that why?”

“I need to use the washroom,” said Bas. He stood before anyone could stop him, nodding at the servant who materialized at his side. “Thank you.”

Marisol fought the urge to roll her eyes. It was obvious, as Bas followed her servant out of the room, that he was leaving to spy. He would find nothing suspicious among her staff or her belongings. She’d had a year of practice at discretion, after all.

“I take it you have no objection to our courtship, then,” Marisol said as she returned to eating.

The prince was still draped on his chair like a courtesan, but it felt more teasing than predatory. She made a face at him. He winked in return. “I have no objection whatsoever. But we should set boundaries. I don’t want to do anything that would make you uncomfortable.”

“Witches make me uncomfortable. Anything you could do would be annoying at best.”

“I am very good at being annoying, but I’m afraid this is nonnegotiable.” Teo picked up his fork, but instead of eating he used it to gesture between them. “We may be using each other for a common purpose, but I refuse to risk you feeling unsafe around me. If there’s anything you don’t want me to do, or say, or touch, I’ll respect your wishes.”

Marisol forced her expression to remain blank, even though surprise cut through her. She was thinking of nothing but the plan, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do to succeed. This was what she’d been trained for. This was who Marisol Vinyet was.

But Teo was not talking about her as a means to an end. He was talking about her as a girl. A person.

Marisol hated it. His kindness.

“All right,” she said evenly. “Boundaries. But that goes for you as well. I don’t want you to feel unsafe around me, either.”

Teo’s answering smile was warm. He had no idea that he was living through some of his final days. He really thought they could be friends.

Fool.

“I knew you two would get along,” said Gaspar. He was smiling, too, but there was something more mysterious about it. It was heavy with the weight of all the things he couldn’t say in front of the prince. “But it seems like this partnership will work even better than I thought.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves until we’ve gotten at least one plant in hand,” Marisol replied.

“And gotten back alive,” Teo added. He raised his glass. “Here’s to survival.”

Fool.

Marisol clinked hers against his. “Yes, to survival.”
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BY THE TIME DINNER WAS OVER, BAS STILL HADN’T returned. Now it was her and Gaspar’s turn to have a silent conversation.

Gaspar took Teo to the den, where he could wait for Bas with some light tapas. As soon as they disappeared around the corner, Marisol walked past the grand staircase to a nearby wall. A hidden door to the side revealed an entrance to the servants’ passage, something she wasn’t meant to know about, let alone use. If she had been a real Vinyet, perhaps that would’ve been true, but years at Kindred had taught her that the first thing to do in any new location was find the best places to hide.

On the second floor, she almost reached her bedroom before she heard the footsteps she expected. Light streamed into the dim passage when another hidden door slid open, revealing a surprised Bas Arroyo.

Marisol raised her eyebrows. “The stairs are in the opposite direction.”

“So they are,” said Bas, all traces of emotion wiped clean from his face. “Your gown is getting dirty.”

“No dirtier than your hands, I’m sure.”

A ghost of a smile crossed his lips. “I would explain myself, but I’m sure you already have theories.”

He stepped back, allowing her to move from the dusty passage into the lamplit hallway. Her gown would be dirty from sweeping against the murky stone, but he had been the one to teach her about servants’ passages and how easily overlooked they were, perfect for navigating places unseen. Even without the help of her staff, he would recognize the hidden doors, and no one could ask him any uncomfortable questions if they didn’t see him coming and going from her bedroom in the first place.

It would have been a perfect plan if Marisol hadn’t known him once.

“Did you find my room to your satisfaction?” she asked. Her fingers twitched at her sides, eager to grab one or both of her daggers. But the adrenaline of getting one over on him tempered her bloodlust enough to stick to the plan. “I hope everything is where I left it.”

“I’m not as sloppy as you’ve made me seem.”

“You couldn’t possibly be.”

His smile flowed and ebbed like the tide. With the hidden door closed behind her, there were only two feet between them. His eyes were steely, but he seemed at ease even after she’d caught him, as if he’d already decided she wouldn’t do anything about it. Part of her wanted to prove him wrong, but the rest of her was buzzing from being close enough to see the length of his lashes, the subtle embroidery on his doublet.

The vulnerable line of his throat.

“I think,” she said after the silence had grown thick, “this will all work so much better if you just trust me.”

“Teo needs to trust you,” Bas said. “But this will all work so much better if I don’t.”

“Why? Afraid you’ll like me too much?”

He stepped closer, close enough to kill. Marisol met his gaze unflinchingly, daring him to give her a reason to draw her weapons. Her knowledge of the servants’ passage now felt like pure luck. She was being stared down by a stranger, not a boy who had once personally made her soup when she was sick.

“I’ve looked into your family, you know. You have no loyalty to anyone but yourselves. I was surprised when Lord Ruiz said you’d be working with us. He might be convinced of your loyalty, but I’m not.”

“What,” Marisol asked with acid in her tone, “do you know of loyalty, Sebastjan Arroyo?”

“More than a woman whose family didn’t even come to the Castellans’ aid. What did your parents tell you to justify their abandonment? How do we know you’re not witch sympathizers?”

It wasn’t even her real family, and yet Marisol drew back as though he’d slapped her. The boy who had caused Coventry to fall to witches accusing her of being a witch sympathizer was a step too far. Rage turned her tongue into a lash. “How dare you—”

“What the—?” Bas’s face went slack with shock. “Leya?”

Ice filled her veins. She hadn’t heard that nickname in years. How had he known? She almost touched her face until she felt the sag of the fabric across her chest.

Her magic had failed her.

Anger had eroded her control.

She stood in front of her target—wearing her true face for the first time in months.

In a single moment, she had ruined everything.

Gaspar would kill her. Worse, he would abandon her, would claim to have been as deceived by her witch magic as everyone else. She would hang alone. Again, it was what she would do if she were him.

Marisol surged forward, taking advantage of Bas’s surprise to shove him into her bedroom. Her suitcases still waited in a line by her bed, even though it now seemed as if she had packed a lifetime ago. With her back, she pressed the door closed, watching as Bas visibly shook himself out of his stupor.

“I didn’t know you were a witch.” His hand hovered by his side, over the shape of a hidden weapon. “What are you doing here, Leya?”

“You mean after you left me for dead on the streets?”

Bas’s mouth curved into a defensive scowl. “I didn’t leave you on the streets to die. I was—”

“I don’t care what you’ve told yourself, Sebastjan. I care that you got my family killed, and now here you are, probably about to do the same to Prince Tomás.”

“I would never hurt him,” Bas snarled. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Marisol considered her options. She could kill him, here and now. It would be untidy and unsatisfying, but it would preserve her relationship with Gaspar. Then again, the prince would notice his absence. She’d have to kill him, too, and the entire plan would fall apart even faster.

An idea sparked to life. “Does he know what I’m talking about?”

“Leya…”

She pushed herself off the door, swaying closer to him. She didn’t need to reach for her daggers when her mind was the sharpest thing she owned. His lack of denial confirmed everything he hadn’t said, and she had to press her advantage before he snatched the upper hand.

“Did you tell your new best friend that the last royal family to take you in were murdered by their enemies in the night? That you’re the one who let them inside? That you sold out an entire country to the witches that Domingo so abhors?” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Does the prince know that this plan, the rise of the Trident, his assassination attempts, are all happening because of you?”

Bas grabbed her wrist. Her hand was inches from his dagger’s holster, and he’d moved so quickly that she hadn’t expected it. She flinched, but he wasn’t holding her tightly enough to hurt. She’d just underestimated his reflexes.

That would never happen again.

“What,” he growled, “do you want?”

Marisol tugged herself free, smiling sunnily up at him. “I’ll keep your secrets if you keep mine. You don’t know me.” She touched her forehead and brought her hand down, replacing her face with that of Lady Marisol Vinyet. The gesture was unnecessary for the magic to take hold, but she could never resist a bit of drama. “That shouldn’t be too hard for you, should it? At this point, it’s the truth.”

His dark eyes bored into hers, even as her body began to shift and fill out her dress. “What happened to you, Leya?”

The question made fury threaten to swallow her again, but she smothered it. Her voice, when it came, was steady. It was that of Marisol Vinyet. It was the beginning of his undoing, and he didn’t even know it yet.

She turned her back on him with a mirthless laugh. “I wonder the same thing about you. I’ll walk you back downstairs.”
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Marisol remained pleasant until she and Gaspar waved goodbye to the boys from the front step with a promise to meet at the opening ball in Coventry. She considered telling her guardian the truth, but this close to the start of everything, she couldn’t imagine how he would react. Better to let him smile down at her with pride, to think she had passed the most important test before the Coronet began. Better to handle Bas on her own, until she could silence him permanently.

Still, she practiced with her daggers until her body was heavy with exhaustion, then took a long bath and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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MARISOL ARRIVED IN ROJANEA THREE DAYS LATER TO find that rumors about her had already spread. People whispered about her relationship with the prince as though they were characters in a play. The servants who returned home from the dawn market carried unfiltered gossip into Wildridge Hall, the manor she had rented for the social season. Though she had a house here, it was in her name—her old name—and nowhere near as lavish as the places the other nobles were renting. Wildridge was another piece of her reputation, shielding her true home and Ofelia from the light.

At Marisol’s instruction, the servants who went out for lunch disseminated curated reports about her across the city. Whispers were useful. Whispers had legs. She wove the best ones into armor, and let people see what she wanted them to see in the Vinyet heir.

The Coronet began the evening of her arrival with an opening ball at the botanical gardens in the city center, and Marisol dressed to enhance the narrative. Over her chemise, she wore a deep plum brocade dress with a black lace collar. Silver embroidery crafted a delicate pattern that decorated her skirts and her puffed sleeves, which also ended in black lace. She’d rubbed plum lip stain onto her mouth and highlighted her cheeks with a crushed-berry blush.

With her tight curls tumbling down her back, she looked like nobility. A harmless porcelain doll.

“Well,” Teo said when he picked her up in the royal carriage, a gaudy, round thing with too much gold filigree. “Don’t you look dangerous?”

Marisol glanced down at herself before accepting the footman’s help inside. “Dangerous isn’t quite what I was going for.”

“Dangerous to me,” the prince clarified. “How am I supposed to keep my hands off you?”

Marisol giggled, a sound that she cut short seconds after the doors closed. Teo settled back into the cushioned seat across from her, a book in his hand and his thigh pressed against Bas’s. The latter nodded a silent greeting and then went back to staring through the narrow part in the curtain, as though the rays of the dying sun might rise to attack his precious prince.

Even now, she could feel it, this devastating draw toward Bas that could unmake all her plans. She had turned it over in her mind on the trip from Domingo to Coventry, how the heat that suffused her body when she saw him was not entirely hatred. There was a world where he might have been the natural path, the natural choice. Where he had never betrayed her, and they had both grown tall in Seaward Palace, their bodies changing and filling out, their eyes lingering on each other too long to be platonic.

There was a world where he was her first kiss, a simple yet world-shaking crush of lips in one of the castle’s hidden corners. Where Yoselin caught them holding hands in the courtyard, her eyebrows lifting as she crowed, “Well, finally!” Maybe they wouldn’t have fizzled out in a shower of dead sparks and youthful hormones. Maybe they would have been together even now, taking their first steps into adulthood with their hearts in each other’s hands.

Her body longed for a world that had never existed, in more ways than one.

That was all it was.

That was all it could be.

She turned to her own window before she spent the entire carriage ride staring at him. There would be time to search for weaknesses when he couldn’t see her. At least he was keeping her secret… for now.

The carriage rolled over a bridge and down an asphalt road that led to the massive iron gates of the Jardín Botánico, which were propped open to reveal multicolored garden paths, twinkling lights, and babbling fountains. By the time the carriage made it to the courtyard, Marisol was both awed and infuriated that such luxury could exist mere miles from where welks were begging for food on the streets. She couldn’t even hear the sounds of the city in this oasis, only faint music and the soft whisper of the nearby river.

This time, Teo helped her out of the carriage. He’d left his book face down on the seat behind him. Marisol noticed for the first time that he was dressed to complement her, his doublet indigo beneath a black jerkin and matching hose. Bas rounded the carriage in similar colors, his doublet wine red with lilac stitching beneath a mahogany jerkin and black hose. The group cut an impressive image, a united front of aristocracy that two of the three couldn’t actually claim.

Bas fell behind them as Teo walked Marisol down the path and toward the brightly lit pavilion lawn, which was already packed with witches. She could barely see the grass beneath their feet as witches in their House colors—reapers in red, morphers in white, crafters in green—mingled with one another. Coven marks flashed from their wrists, each smaller than a bottle cap. Unmarked witches wore shades of brown as they bounced from group to group. Violin music cut through the air, inviting them deeper into the throng.

They barely made it past the refreshments table before someone stepped into their path.

Marisol stifled her emotions at the sight of Ines Baylin, the Magister of House Muerte. She had seen the woman only once before, and she hadn’t prepared to see her again now. Her chalk-white skin was lined, the folds of her neck beginning to sag, but she had an elegant beauty that made her hard to look away from. Long-lashed brown eyes and strawberry blond curls. A pointed chin and a wide forehead. Her dress was scarlet with onyx lacing, and, though she was shorter than Marisol, Marisol felt like a child in her presence.

The last time she’d seen her, that terrifying first time, Ines Baylin’s sword had been stained crimson and her eyes had been bright with bloodlust.

Now, she smiled at Marisol and Teo as if they were honored guests.

“Your Highness, I know I speak on behalf of the entire Trident when I thank you for granting us this surprising opportunity. Even now, we remain loyal servants of the crown.” She curtsied in a graceful dip of skirts. “The Castellans honor us with this chance to show off the many benefits of witchcraft.”

Marisol tried and failed to smile. Beside her, Teo’s practiced smile was lantern bright. “The past is in the past. I can’t promise a sudden easing of tension, but I am curious if we can forge a new path forward.” He tipped his head in Marisol’s direction. “As you may know, this is my paramour, Lady Marisol Vinyet.”

Those amber eyes settled on Marisol. Childish fear pulsed through her, but she forced it down. Magister Baylin could not recognize her. Not with her morpher magic. And, as a Vinyet, she was untouchable. Her heart raced regardless.

“Nice to meet you,” said the witch who had helped lead the attack on her family. “Please let me know if you need anything at all.”

She melted back into the crowd, leaving Marisol to calm herself down with a series of slow breaths. Her hands slid between the folds of her skirts, where they could shake without being seen.

“Shall we dance?” Teo asked, reminding her that she hadn’t walked onto this battlefield alone. His voice was gentle enough to make her concerned that he’d noticed how unsettled she was, so she made sure her face was smoothed of all expression as she turned to him. “The Vinyets have been away from court for too long. There’s a dance floor, and, if this is anything like Domingo, no one will use it until we do.”

He extended a hand. Marisol took it.

The pavilion itself was lavishly decorated. Multicolored flowers clung to the wooden beams, perfuming the air. A tiered chandelier with curved arms hung from the ceiling, its small candles twinkling. Servants wove expertly through the crowd, carrying silver trays of herb-stuffed eggs, marinated sweet peppers, goat cheese layered over golden flatbread, and airy buñuelos caked in cinnamon. Others carried glasses of wine that disappeared quickly.

It seemed that the negotiating portion of the evening was over, and the celebration had truly begun. There was an electric feeling in the air, like lightning in a bottle, shocking them all back to life. This was the Coronet, Marisol realized, for those lucky enough to be invited. The world heightened with glittering possibility, and there was a different, benign sort of magic in the air. A magic akin to simple wonder.

Teo and Marisol walked to the center of the dance floor and fell into the steps of a familiar waltz. Gaspar had drilled all the popular aristocratic dances into her until she could perform them in her sleep, but Teo’s movements put her to shame. She was practiced, but he flowed from step to step like a river, elegant, graceful, and natural. He was so alive like this, with an infectious energy that made him impossible to look away from.

“Are you all right?” Teo asked as he dipped her in time with the music. “You seemed anxious, facing a witch of that caliber.”

Marisol curved her hand in front of her as she stepped away from and then toward him. “Are you okay? Or do you face witches ‘of that caliber’ so often it fails to register?”

“The first lesson I ever learned was how to smile serenely in a room on fire. It helps to remember that, if everything goes well, we’ll be the fire.”

He fell quiet as more couples began to join them. See? his raised eyebrows seemed to say. Instead of responding, she joined a group of people moving in a circle in time to the music, step curtsy, step curtsy, step curtsy. Teo was waiting for her at the end, taking her hand and folding her against him. He brushed a loose curl from her face, cupped her cheek, and studied her as though he planned to kiss her.

Marisol licked her lips, and it wasn’t entirely an act.

He smiled. “I suppose I should empty my dance card now. But don’t go too far, all right? I expect many more with you before the night is over.”

Damn him.

She was no blushing maiden. At dinner three days ago, she had assured him that she was comfortable with all kinds of affection between lovers, that she was willing to hug and kiss and smile demurely—anything to sell the idea that they had been together for months. She just hadn’t expected him to be so good at it, and his handsome face didn’t help. He grinned like a man who knew exactly what he’d done and would be gloating about it on the carriage ride home.

Well, if it was a challenge he wanted, then a challenge he’d get.

Instead of moving away, Marisol stepped closer. One hand found his shoulder and her other found his chest, gliding over his lean muscle. “I won’t,” she murmured against his cheek with a victorious smile. His heartbeat raced beneath her fingertips, and he was curving into her touch.

“You,” he said into her ear, “are so much fun.”

Marisol kissed his cheek and, this time, she did move away. “I’ll see you later.”

Her own heart was steady as she plunged into the crowd. She could feel his eyes on her, and it made her shiver with wicked delight. He wanted her, and she wanted him to want her.

After all, if he suffered, then Bas would suffer twice.
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AS TEO LED A PALE-SKINNED BOY WITH SHORT BROWN hair onto the dance floor, Marisol rounded the edges of the pavilion in search of information. She’d been wrong, before. Negotiations were still happening in the shadowy corners and by the dwindling refreshments. Many unmarked witches were deep in conversation with one or two House witches, as if they’d narrowed their options while she’d been dancing. Did it happen that easily? Did some witches go into the Coronet knowing exactly which House they wanted to join? Did they feel as if they had all the power in these conversations, or were they selling themselves to their House of choice for the power they wanted to keep?

By the time she descended the stairs that led from the pavilion, she had eaten half a buñuelo and acquired a new question. Bas was nowhere to be found, even though Teo was on his second dance partner. Marisol didn’t like not having eyes on him—especially when she couldn’t be sure he didn’t have eyes on her.

“Lady Vinyet.”

Behind her, a girl her age followed her with a half-empty goblet of wine. Her curly hair was straw blond, and her long-lashed eyes were sky blue. Her tanned skin was smooth, her nose and eyebrows short, and, though she was at least six inches shorter than Marisol, she carried herself like a much taller woman. She wore a red-patterned dandelion gown with red puff sleeves and off-white lace enhancing the neckline. There was something familiar about her, but Marisol was too tired to place her.

The girl tipped her head toward the pavilion. “All the witches were told to get on the Domingans’ good side tonight, and you seem the most approachable.”

“Do I?” Marisol gave the girl another look until she found the black skull symbol etched onto the inside of her wrist. The coven mark of House Muerte. “Well, here you are, so I suppose it must be true.”

“I’m Noelia,” the reaper said, unruffled. “Lady Noelia Galvan.”

Marisol offered her most winsome smile in response. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Noelia. You clearly know who I am already.”

“True. But what I don’t know is whether you want to dance.”

Marisol held out her hand and allowed the witch to lead her back up to the dance floor. She expected an interrogation, but instead they both seemed to be sizing up each other. Noelia studied her as they moved through the waltz, and Marisol did her best to let nothing show besides polite amusement. It wasn’t until the dance had ended and Noelia had bowed to her that the witch said, “It would be quieter by the fountain. There are benches over there, too.”

“The prince and I are together,” Marisol said carefully.

Noelia laughed. “There are still people over there, my lady. It will just be quieter.”

Frowning now, Marisol followed her. They ended up by a large stone fountain on the north end of the lawn, water quietly babbling over the sides of its curving spout. Matching benches surrounded it, set on the grass that lined a cobblestone path that wound past the fountain. Noelia hadn’t been lying; there were people sitting, walking down the path beyond, or disappearing farther into the gardens. Marisol spotted Bas on one of the benches, but he didn’t seem to notice her.

“I’m not trying to destroy your reputation,” Noelia said, pulling Marisol’s attention back to her. “You just seemed incredibly uncomfortable in there.”

“This is the first time the prince and I have been so public about our relationship,” Marisol drawled. “It’ll take some getting used to, being stared at for something other than my incredible fashion sense.”

“You and Prince Tomás are a striking pair. Everyone’s been talking about it since you arrived.”

“How long were you watching me, exactly?”

“Long enough to see a potential friend.” Noelia gestured toward the crowd. “This is my second year attending, and the conversations never get any less boring, the people never get less hungry, and the food never gets less flashy.”

Marisol froze. In her mind, the garden vanished, and suddenly she was back on the ship at the regatta, watching Bas and this girl disappear down the stairs. Her hair was the same shade, and, though Marisol had caught her face only in profile, she recognized her. Noelia and Bas had given no sign that they even noticed each other tonight, and yet she had brought Marisol right to him at the regatta.

Noelia and Bas knew each other, but, even now, they didn’t want her to know they did.

Marisol considered the girl with new eyes. Whether Noelia was spying on her for the witches or for Bas, it would be nice to have her own connection to the Houses. She would need to get into House Muerte eventually, and this way she wouldn’t need to rely on Teo.

We would gain their trust, she’d told Gaspar, and I would be close enough to silence them permanently when they’re no longer useful.

That didn’t apply to just Bas and Teo.

Marisol smiled slowly, affecting a hint of shyness, as though she needed a friend badly. “You know, I spend all my day with boys. Another girl—another friend, really—would be a refreshing change of pace. If, of course, you’re interested in spending more time together.”

Noelia lit up, and it looked genuine even though it couldn’t possibly have been. “Of course I am. I’m a wonderful friend.”

“I wish I could say the same, but you’ve made your poor choices.” Marisol tipped her head toward the flowered path, which also happened to be near where Bas was sitting. “This garden is very impressive. Do welks tend the flowers here?”

“Believe it or not, morphers did this.” Noelia still didn’t acknowledge Bas. Instead, she knelt down, plucked a violently purple dahlia from the grass beneath a bench, and twisted it in her hands. “The Trident puts as much effort into public works as it does into education. Morphers create an abundance of flowers and crops. Reapers quell storms and kill enemies. Crafters build homes and weapons.” She flicked the dahlia into the shadows. “It’s all a power play, but at least it makes people happy.”

Happy was one word for it. All Marisol saw was a reminder to those on the outside that attempting to take on one House would lead to taking on all of them. The Trident could rule with fear and with abundance, but they were not segregated, even in something like economic development.

But Marisol was the wolf in their sheep pen because she had known that it was not enough to destroy one House without dismantling the entire system. Their power was nothing in comparison to what they didn’t know was coming.

“Anyway,” Noelia said, linking their arms, “I think we’ve gotten enough air. Come back to the pavilion, and I’ll tell you all the gossip about everyone.”

“Wouldn’t that be better as a private conversation? Maybe we should have breakfast in the morning.”

“Why not both? Although I’m busy tomorrow, so expect that breakfast invitation in the next week.”

“Too busy for a friend already? How sad.”

“Trust me, you’ll be happy for the time to change your mind. I’m quite irritating.”

Charmed despite herself, Marisol laughed. Then her skin prickled with warning, and she stopped in her tracks. Bas was staring at her from his bench, had been silently assessing her for who knew how long. Even though her budding friendship with Noelia was a means to an end, Marisol felt judged, and she was already tired of Bas Arroyo thinking he had the right to pick her apart.

“Hey,” Noelia said, lightly tugging at her arm. “Everything all right?”

“Grab us some drinks. I’ll join you shortly.”

Noelia’s eyebrows furrowed, but she didn’t ask any questions. Bas made no effort to hide that he was studying Marisol as she approached him, which made her almost as angry as the fact that he was doing it in the first place. She wanted to know what he saw when he looked at her. She wanted her false appearance to enrapture him the way she was enraptured by his real one, but she also paradoxically wanted him to long for the girl he remembered. Her thicker curls and her heart-shaped face and her dark eyes, things that wouldn’t have changed with age.

She shouldn’t have wanted him to be thinking of her at all.

But she did.

“Shouldn’t you be keeping my betrothed alive?” Marisol asked with a smile that was more of a baring of teeth.

“He was with you,” Bas said blandly. “I thought you were the best choice to keep him safe right now, considering how much you love royalty, Leya.”

“That,” she snapped, “is not my name.”

There was no one close enough to have heard them, but her shoulders tensed anyway. One wrong move, noose, noose, noose. Bas looked embarrassed by his own slip, but she couldn’t trust that, and she couldn’t trust him. He probably wanted her to get caught in her lies. It would spare him the trouble of having to solve the mystery of her reappearance in his life.

“Marisol,” he started again, “this plan… what we’re doing… it just doesn’t feel like you. What did Lord Ruiz promise you?”

Marisol hated his gentle tone, the way he pretended to care about her at all, let alone more than Gaspar did. Did he think that she would let Gaspar use her without getting anything in return? He must have been mistaking her for the same naive child who had never seen his betrayal coming, confused and alone, sobbing and holding on to him for dear life.

Or, worse, he had observed her physical conflict and had mistaken it for an emotional one. As though she couldn’t want him and want him dead.

Caustic words danced on the tip of her tongue, arrows waiting to be aimed. But then Marisol remembered that she was trying to get him to trust her again, to like her enough to let his guard down. To let her close to the person he loved most. She couldn’t stop him from seeing her as a threat, but she could stop herself from acting like one.

She softened her gaze, thinking of that night and of Yoselin until she felt her eyes begin to glisten with unshed tears. “I told you before that you don’t know me. I’m just trying to fix what you broke. That makes us partners right now, but if this is how you’re going to be… I don’t know if we can ever be friends again.”

“Marisol—”

She turned away without another word, but she made sure to dab at her eyes while he could still see her. Noelia and Teo waited in the pavilion, and she didn’t look back even once.

If she had, he might have caught her smiling.
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NOELIA’S INVITATION ARRIVED THE NEXT WEEK. EVEN though she had been promised breakfast, Marisol was still surprised by the delivery. The two weeks between each Coronet event were usually time House witches spent with unmarked witches, giving them tours and answering their questions. The crafters of House Vida were hosting the first event—a hunt, if Marisol recalled correctly—but Noelia would have been forgiven for being too busy to make time for a girl she’d just met. And yet her note had been handwritten, with the address of House Muerte, as if Marisol didn’t know it, and a request to include any foods she couldn’t eat in her reply.

She hadn’t answered, Why don’t you ask Bas? though she’d certainly thought about it. Instead, she took advantage of the chance to see the inner workings of the House she would soon rob.

Noelia met her on the front steps of the fortress the reapers called home, wearing a dress of silver and gold. The skirts and bodice were silver, the neckline collared with gold beads and lace. The sleeves were slashed, silver fabric billowing around tight gold. Her blond hair was woven into a crown around her head, from which loose curls threatened to escape, and a red flame hairpin decorated one side. She beamed as Marisol exited her carriage, hurrying forward as though Marisol might change her mind.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” Noelia breathed, taking her arm to pull her inside. Marisol barely had time to grab her bag, its sparse contents—her mirror, her dolphin pendant for luck, a blank parchment, and a quill pen—clinking together with every jerking movement. “They’ve had me doing the tours, and I’m sick of it.”

House Muerte was as grand inside as it had looked from the outside. Windows were open, letting the curtains shiver in the salt-scented breeze. The floors were marble, the rooms brightly lit. There were witches everywhere, many of them so young that it felt more like boarding school than a palace. People around her age rested on their stomachs in what looked like a living room, books open on the floor in front of them. A mixed-age group was in what she guessed was a gymnasium, watching two witches send blasts of reaper red toward each other’s crumbling shields. Up the staircase, Marisol caught a peek of someone fast asleep in a bedroom, nothing but a single foot visible from beneath the sheets.

She and Noelia ended up on a balcony where a table had already been set with freshly baked bread and a platter of jams, several fruit pastries and sliced cheeses, browned sausages and scrambled egg yolks. A jug of what looked like orange juice was in the center with a small vase of light vermillion poppy flowers, and there was a goblet for each of them on either side. Fuchsia bougainvillea dangled down toward the sprawling green lawn. Birds chirped from the underbrush, their song intertwining with the soft hiss of hidden fountains.

It was gorgeous and soothing. Not enough for her to lower her guard, but enough for her to want to commit this to memory.

Noelia took the seat farthest from the door. “Thank you again for coming. I was really looking forward to this.”

“Because of the tours?” Marisol began serving herself as soon as she sat down, already ravenous for eggs and bread.

“Because we’re friends. The opening ceremony was much more fun with you to talk to.”

Marisol privately agreed. In the time before Teo retrieved her so they could make their goodbyes, she’d found Noelia to be a spirited conversation partner. She seemed to know a little bit about everyone, and her observations were witty instead of malicious. After a while, Marisol’s laughter had become genuine.

It had been too long since she’d had a friend. She had to be so, so careful.

“Tell me more about them,” she said. “The tours. You’re sick of doing them, but you surely can’t be sick of talking about them. Especially to someone who knows so little about the Coronet.”

Noelia sighed her way through an explanation of the Coronet from a witch’s point of view. She described it as though it were a job interview where the employer was the one desperate to be considered; rumors inevitably raced through the Trident of the strongest of the young witches, and those with the most potential were courted the hardest.

“It’s more stressful than it sounds from the other side,” she finished, having drained her goblet. “It’s illegal to do any magic aside from that of your House, so you have to be really careful about your choice. Witches caught trying have been executed.”

“Wait, really?” Marisol blinked as though this was new information. “Why, I thought it was impossible.”

“No, it’s possible. The coven mark hones power, but it can’t take that power away. When I do House magic, it strengthens every reaper.” She picked at her bread, the sun making her braid crown glow gold. “But if I do any other kind of magic, it drains my fellow reapers to activate the unfamiliar spell. I can do it, but I—and House Muerte—would be weaker for it, you know? Our coven marks ensure that we thrive or fail together.”

“May I?” Marisol held out her hand, and Noelia placed hers atop it, wrist up, so she could study the small tattoo. The black skull that she’d seen in the garden was more intricate than she’d realized, darker toward the center and lightening to a chestnut brown at the eyes. “You got this last year?”

“‘In every ending, there is a beginning,’” Noelia confirmed, with the motto of House Muerte. “I like it here. It’s easy to fear reapers because of the nature of their magic, but destruction isn’t always a negative thing. Sometimes, it’s the first step to rebirth.” Noelia pulled her hand back, gazing down at her own mark. “We can rescue people trapped by debris. We can create an empty space for a new house. We can make our pimples disappear. Smooth skin at the flick of a wrist!”

Marisol laughed, using her fork to stab a piece of bread and chase the last of the jam on her plate. She wiped at the corner of her mouth with a napkin and then glanced back toward the glass doors. “Where’s the washroom?”

“Down the hall to the right,” Noelia said, pouring herself another goblet of orange juice. Her hand hovered over a roll of bread. “Do you need me to take you?”

“I won’t drag you from your meal. ‘Down the hall to the right’ is easy enough to remember.”

Noelia flashed a grateful smile and took a huge bite.

The washroom was one of three doors at the end of the hallway, but Marisol found it on her second try. She checked to make sure it was empty and then went to the mirror to watch her skin ripple as she reconstructed her appearance. Aside from the whisper of power within her, wielding morpher magic didn’t feel like anything. Changing her face and dress to that of one of the witches she’d seen sparring downstairs—red hair, brown eyes, high cheekbones—took no effort after months of training, but it was disorienting. She had been a Vinyet for so long that putting on yet another form felt wrong.

Marisol touched her now-narrow chin, finger-combed her now-straight hair, and adjusted the bodice of her now-lavender dress. Then she left the washroom with the confidence of someone who belonged here.

House Muerte was a maze of identical hallways and shadowed staircases. The sounds of life and laughter sang from every door, closed or open, but the corridors were so empty it was like walking among ghosts. Most of the rooms she passed appeared to be bedrooms or common rooms; nowhere she imagined a Magister would hide a spirits-blessed plant. She found a storage closet with cleaning supplies, a library so unused that just opening the door shattered a shimmering spiderweb, and a set of stairs that led into an empty office. Rifling through the desk for a potential map turned up nothing more substantial than a grocery list and a class schedule: BREAKFAST, PRACTICALS, FREE STUDY, DINNER.

With roughly two minutes before Noelia would begin to get suspicious of how long she’d been gone, Marisol worked her way downstairs to the ground floor. There, she heard faint birdsong. She followed the tug of nature farther into the castle until she was slowed by voices. The air was fragrant with clove and mint, with undertones of earth and powder. A light breeze misted the corridor, and the door up ahead was outlined with light that didn’t flicker. As if its source was not a lantern but the sun itself.

Carefully, she cracked it open. Before her was a magnificent courtyard garden. Ornately sheared hedges in geometric shapes surrounded a wide, rectangular pool. Pines trimmed into perfect triangles were placed at each corner, and white marble the same shade as the statues outlined the turquoise water. Cobblestone paths split around either side of the reflecting pool and met again at the other end to form a plaza. Flowering bushes shaded stone benches, with pearl-white flowers fluttering in the breeze.

Witches sat on the benches, lay in the grass, or leaned against the trees, talking, laughing, reading, practicing their magic. An older witch pointed at clusters of dead leaves on the hedges and made them disappear in a flash of power. Two more held court by the reflecting pool, swapping stories with a small audience of friends. Marisol yanked the door closed as quietly as she could, her pulse skipping.

The witch who she was impersonating was among that audience.

“Juana?”

Her pulse stopped entirely. Noelia stood halfway down the corridor, a troubled expression on her face. She was staring right at her, so she assumed that Juana was the name of the witch whose face she’d stolen. If Noelia went into the courtyard, if she saw a second Juana sitting by the pool—

“What’s wrong?” Marisol said, her smooth tone masking her panic. “I thought you had a friend over.”

“The weather is nice, so I wanted to take her on a carriage ride around the city. But she went to the washroom for so long that I had to check on her. No one is in there.”

“She probably got lost.” Sweat rolled down the line of Marisol’s spine. She forced a smile. “This House was built to confuse.”

Noelia’s answering smile was brief. “You’re not wrong. I was going to ask if any of the others have seen her.”

“In here?” Marisol wrinkled her borrowed nose. “Unlikely. Why don’t you check the top floor and I’ll check the floor below? She’s probably on one of those.”

“I suppose…”

Her heartbeat didn’t calm until Noelia turned around, heading back the way she’d come. She sighed in silent relief and then followed her, letting an anxious silence wrap around them. The courtyard had driven all thoughts of time from her head, and that had been far too close.

She could find an empty room on this floor, use it to turn back into Marisol Vinyet, pretend that Juana had given her helpful directions. The chance that this would come up between Noelia and Juana in conversation later was slim, but, if it did, they were likely to blame the morphers of House Cambio rather than her.

Eventually, she would have to figure out how to return to House Muerte long enough to steal a spirits-blessed orange blossom without being caught by any of its witches. But, for now, a carriage ride around the city sounded like the perfect way to celebrate this small victory.
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SUMMER HAD BROUGHT WITH IT A HEAT THAT MADE the air ripple like boiling water, and it had only gotten worse now that the sun was overhead. Marisol began to sweat beneath her endless fabrics, her baby hairs springing loose and curling toward the roof. They rode with the carriage windows open, sheer curtains providing the illusion of privacy, and even still Marisol wanted to stick her head into the breeze with her tongue lolling like a dog’s.

“Oh, I got you something,” Noelia said, rifling through her bag until she found a long wooden box. “I know you have the prince and his guard, but you should be able to protect yourself.”

It was the first time that Noelia had so much as alluded to Bas, and Marisol was fascinated by the way her skin didn’t even twitch. She had thought herself a fine actor, but Noelia was an expert. Part of Marisol wanted to finally confront her, to ask how long she and Bas had known each other and what they had been discussing at the regatta last year, but the rest of her preached a level of patience that would make Gaspar proud.

As long as they thought her ignorant, she had an advantage. She wouldn’t give it away out of silly curiosity.

Instead, Marisol peered down at the box. “Did you manage to stuff a personal guard in there?”

“Very funny.” Noelia popped open the box, revealing a rondel dagger with a hardwood hilt. It was a gloriously sharp knife, perfect for piercing through weak spots in armor. “I made a replica of my favorite blade. Maybe we can spar one day.”

Marisol lifted the dagger from the box, turning it in the sunlight to admire the steel’s sharpness. “Hopefully, sooner rather than later. I haven’t exactly had much opportunity since I arrived.”

She already had her daggers strapped to her thighs, but she didn’t need them. They were crutches at best, a sentimental tie to Gaspar at worst. She could take a grown man down without them. But the fact that Noelia had given her one out of a desire to keep her safe was…

Marisol frowned. It was troubling, actually. “Is Rojanea so dangerous?”

“I wouldn’t call it dangerous,” Noelia said, picking each of her words carefully. “It’s a city like any other. However, the Coronet can be… difficult, for those without means. Sometimes, they see visitors as targets rather than guests.”

Since Marisol had no sheath for the gift, she put it back into the box and then placed the box on the floor. It gave her an excuse to hide her face, because she didn’t know how to feel about the picture Noelia was painting of the Coventrians. She’d never robbed someone during the Coronet—the rest of the year was fair game, but there were more city guards in the streets during the social season—and she didn’t think she would need a dagger to fight someone off. Welks were hungry, poor, and unhoused, and instead of doing anything to help, the witches threw themselves a yearly party and treated those without magic as if they were dangerous.

“Well,” she managed, folding her hands in her lap, “thank you. I wish I’d gotten you something.”

“You got me out of the House! That’s more than enough.”

Noelia began talking about the first time she’d learned swordsmanship, and Marisol chimed in with her own edited stories of how often she’d dropped her blade, and she felt it again, that sense of camaraderie that threatened to make her forget that this was all a means to an end.

Noelia was a reaper. Noelia was a spy. Noelia was the enemy.

But she was also hilarious and easy to talk to.

Careful.

They were giggling over Noelia’s first tutor—a horrible teacher who was nonetheless so cute that she didn’t complain—when the carriage came to a sudden stop.

Both of their bags ended up on the floor. Noelia bent to grab them, but Marisol’s ear was to the window, through which she could hear muffled speech. It sounded as if an argument was in progress, but her instincts were screaming that nothing could be that simple.

“Hey,” shouted Noelia, shoving Marisol’s bag onto the cushioned seat. “Why have we stopped?”

Instead of an answer, the carriage door swung open. Instinctively, Marisol pressed herself against the opposite side, her hands hovering near her daggers. The person who stared at her was not the footman who had helped them inside at House Muerte. This figure—male, she thought—was wearing a black handkerchief over the lower half of his almond-brown face, a billowing black shirt with loose laces at the neckline, and black breeches that disappeared into black boots. A wide-brimmed hat, also black, covered his hair and shaded his eyes.

At his side was a sword, half-drawn so the blade glinted as he said, “Anything valuable. Hand it over.”

Three more similarly dressed people appeared behind him, all of them armed and staring into the carriage as if it were a treasure chest. Their bodies moved with restless energy, as though they might start ransacking the interior if there was any further delay. Even before Noelia’s quiet gasp, Marisol knew exactly who they were dealing with.

“Criterion rebels,” Noelia breathed. “Please, don’t hurt us.”
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When they dragged Marisol from the carriage, she evaluated the situation. The carriage had stopped at a blockade of logs and bricks. Their footman and horse were still alive, the latter being tended to by one of the rebels while the former had been tied to his own box with his hands bound behind his back. They were surrounded by fifteen members of the Criterion, all of various ages from what she could tell from beneath their hats. The one holding her wrists appeared to be the leader; the others watched him in a deferential way, and no one intervened to stop him from holding her too tightly.

Fifteen to two weren’t great odds, but life was rarely fair.

She let the man drag her one more foot, and then she went limp in his arms.

Unprepared for the sudden weight, his grip loosened in surprise. Marisol tore free, ducked low, and had her daggers in hand seconds later. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Noelia draw the rondel dagger she had just gifted Marisol and stab it through her abductor’s palm. His scream was like the crack of a horse’s reins, propelling everyone into motion.

Marisol stuck close to the carriage so no one could come up behind her or slaughter their horse, but the rebels were a well-trained force. They attacked her in sets of threes and fours, blades swinging in too many directions for her to weave out of the way. One cut her hairpiece free, snatching it up and putting it in a hidden pocket—no doubt the gems inlaid would fetch a hefty price at the market. Another hacked at her ankles, trying to hobble her enough to narrow her range of movement. If not for her training, Marisol would have been not just defeated but cut to ribbons. As it was, her daggers blocked enough strikes for her to find small openings to push them back.

Then their blades began to melt, hot iron twisting down toward the grips. Rebels dropped their weapons before they could get burned. Even Marisol froze, as bewildered as the people around her, because no summer was hot enough to melt a sword—let alone so quickly.

Movement in her periphery caught her attention, and suddenly she understood. Noelia was in the center of the crowd, her arms lifted and her coven mark flashing as she destroyed the Criterion rebels’ weapons with little effort. Reaper magic drawn from House Muerte’s web of communal power was more than a match for even the most well-trained welks.

Still, they were prepared. One by one, they brought out wooden cudgels and truncheons and wielded those with as much skill as they had their swords. Marisol cursed and cut the footman free, directing him to get help, and leaped over a rebel’s attempt to swipe her feet out from under her. She was faintly aware of the pounding of footsteps, but it was lost to the rush of her blood and the clatter of wood and steel. With her magic, Noelia had removed the rebels’ blades from the list of things to worry about. With her daggers intact, Marisol drove the throng back, drawing first blood wherever she could.

“Retreat!” shouted the same voice that had demanded their valuables. “We have what we need!”

The rebels began to melt into the surrounding buildings as Marisol faced down the final one. His cudgel hung over his head mid-strike as he tried to decide if it was worth following through before he ran. Marisol tackled him, then stuck one of her daggers into the ground by his head. Instantly, the rebel went still, his cudgel rolling away across the grass. With a wave of Noelia’s hand, it was reduced to splinters.

“Who told you we were coming?” she asked, pressing the tip of her other dagger to his fluttering throat. “Did you come for me or for Noelia?”

“I don’t know who either of you are,” muttered the boy. His eyes were hazel, and his voice was painfully young even though they were the same age. “And I don’t care. One of you is a witch, and there can be no peace under the witches.”

Mind whirling, she fell back onto her haunches. As soon as he was freed, the boy scrambled to his feet and raced after the absent rebels without looking back. Marisol could hear his fading footsteps and Noelia’s breathless questions, but everything seemed so far away.

Those eyes. That voice.

She knew that boy.

He’d been at Kindred with her, almost a year ago, and he would have aged out of his bed by now. She hadn’t thought of him in so long, but his name floated to the top of her mind involuntarily: Rodrigo.

Never would she have imagined that he would join the Criterion. They had walked past dozens of rallies, and he had shown as much interest in them as he had in doing her chores for her. They’d never talked about it, but they rarely talked about anything real. She had just assumed that he felt the same as her.

Then again, people had to do ugly things to survive the streets of Rojanea. Who was Marisol to judge him? At least he believed he was doing good.

No, he was doing good. The Criterion wanted to overthrow the witches to restore Coventry’s independence, and, in the meantime, they executed attacks like these to redistribute the wealth that the witches were hoarding. Marisol wanted to overthrow the witches because a Domingan lord had promised her that doing so would help her get revenge on a boy she hadn’t seen since she was seven.

She pressed the backs of her hands against her eyelids until they flashed red. She couldn’t think of Rodrigo now, not if she wanted to maintain her cover. She forced her attention to Noelia instead. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” said Noelia. Her gaze combed over Marisol’s body to catalog every injury. “I’m just glad no one was really hurt.”

Marisol turned her back to Noelia so she could return her daggers to their holsters with some dignity. Then, she straightened. “I’m sure our valuables are gone, though.”

She glanced down at herself as the adrenaline began to wear off and the aches of the fight made themselves known. Her head hurt from where her hairpiece had been ripped off, and she was sure her curls were now a mess. Her sleeves were torn, the gold buttons on her cuffs removed. There were holes in her gown, stained dark by the blood from her shallow but weeping wounds.

Noelia, on the other hand, looked as fresh as she had when she’d left House Muerte. The benefits of doing most of her fighting with distant magic.

She frowned into the carriage and then sighed. “I think they took my bag. Yours, too.”

“That’s all right,” Marisol said, pressing her fingers to one of her cuts and wincing. “I didn’t bring much, considering I thought we would only be having breakfast until—”

Her eyes burned. Her pendant. Her dolphin pendant had been in that bag. Her last tie to Yoselin, to the Seawards, was gone.

Stolen.

“Marisol!”

The footman had returned, and in his wake were Teo and Bas. In the distance, Marisol could see another carriage, the royal carriage, with the door hanging wide open as though Teo had kicked it to get to her. His curls bounced as he ran, and his eyes were wide when he finally reached her.

“You look a mess,” he said, gripping her shoulders. “What happened?”

“My heart flutters,” Marisol replied without thought, her mind on her pendant and the faceless rebel who would sell it without knowing what it meant to her. “Tell me more about how messy I look.”

Behind them, Bas was examining the terrain, from the melted swords scattered across the grass to the blockade in the center of the road. Noelia and the footman were having a whispered conversation over by the horse, and Teo was still holding her, his fingers tracing her skin as though trying to make sure that she was real. Her body hurt in multiple places, but his touch was warm. Gentle. She leaned into it with a sigh.

“You’re bleeding.”

His voice was rough with concern, and she was too tired to figure out what game he was playing now. She was more useful to him alive, so she could at least trust that he cared about her well-being, but he was laying it on a little thick. Noelia had already seen them together. Bas knew the truth. Was Teo afraid the footman would gossip if he didn’t seem wildly in love?

Marisol placed her hand over his. “We were robbed by rebels. We fought back.”

“I can see your chemise.”

“You’ll see much more than that once we’re married.”

Teo’s cheeks reddened. He peered up at the sky. “We should get you back to Wildridge. Can you walk?”

Marisol opened her mouth to point out to the panicked prince that she had been standing without his support, but the words balled in her throat when a blanket of warm fabric fell over her shoulders and against her back. The scent of citrus and familiar musk enveloped her, terrifyingly comforting. Bas had approached without her noticing, and now he stood in nothing but his olive doublet and beige shirt while his forest-green jerkin covered her.

Though jerkins were meant to be close-fitting jackets, he was taller and wider than her. She swam in it, her chemise covered and her heart pounding. “What are you doing?”

“We should take a look at your wounds as soon as possible,” was all he said to her. “Lady Galvan, will you be all right getting back to House Muerte by yourself?”

If he could feel Marisol’s eyes burning into his back, he didn’t bother to turn around. Every inhale made her agitated. It felt as if he were on top of her, surrounding her, and she hated how good that felt. Her hands came up to fasten the jerkin buckle by buckle while she played at indifference, but she was awash with restless energy. Memories of when Bas had been her safe place threatened to choke her. They took it, she wanted to tell him, because he was the only one who would understand. My last dolphin pendant is gone, and it feels like they took a piece of me, too.

Careful.

She couldn’t trust him, and she wouldn’t let him get to her. Not again.

Never again.

“Well.” Teo touched her cheek, and that was part of the act, of course. He kept watching her as if he expected her to collapse at any moment and he wanted to be there to support her if she did. “Are you ready to go?”

Marisol nodded, leaning against him when he wrapped an arm around her to lead her to the carriage. Her voice was soft enough for only him to hear. “I found the courtyard garden in House Muerte, but there were too many witches in there to get the plant.”

“House Vida is hosting the first event,” Teo murmured against her temple. “It will be a while before we can get into House Muerte. Should I ask for a tour?”

“They won’t need the orange blossoms until the closing ceremony, but if they notice one is gone, then the other Houses might increase their security. Let’s gather information about House Vida. The closer the two thefts can happen, the better.”

Teo nodded just in time for them to reach the carriage. Marisol put a small distance between them, raising her voice to continue the show. “Thank you for coming.”

“You had the situation well in hand.”

“It doesn’t matter that I didn’t need you here,” said Marisol. “It matters that you wanted to be.”

Teo’s smile was brighter than the sun beating down on him, a perfect complement to her fond words and soft looks. It was almost enough to make her forget the shadow of a boy lurking behind them, whose jacket was her only armor against the blow her torn dress would be to her reputation.

Almost, but not quite.

As soon as they were all safely in the carriage, Marisol burrowed deeper into the jerkin to avoid further conversation. It had been such a long day.
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MARISOL SPENT THE WEEK LEADING UP TO THE HOUSE Vida hunt pretending that she was looking for Rodrigo for purely altruistic reasons. She had confessed to Teo that the Criterion had stolen a family heirloom, but she hadn’t told him exactly what. That had been enough for him to happily escort her around the city center, searching the ground for discarded flyers and asking vague but pointed questions that got them waved away by annoyed vendors who realized they hadn’t come to buy anything. She was no closer to finding the Criterion than when she’d started, so her plan to throttle Rodrigo until he got her pendant back for her had to wait.

The Criterion, however, waited for no one.

The morning of the hunt dawned with a newspaper article that had everyone talking by the time she arrived. Marisol had read it in the carriage, sitting across from a dozing Teo and brooding Bas. Its front page was emblazoned with the words CRITERION ATTACK SINKS SHIPPING VESSEL. Beneath the headline had been a sketch of a boat sinking into Soltura Harbor, while four masked people sprinted down the road with crates in their arms. One of the figures was smaller than the rest. She wondered if that had been Rodrigo.

Of course he would be at the harbor while she had been searching the city center. He’d always been contrary.

“They’re getting bolder,” said a black-haired witch dressed in pale pink, walking arm in arm with another witch in deep bronze. The path they were on cut through the thick forest that had surrounded House Vida in Gaspar’s pictures of the building. Above, the interwoven tree crowns formed a canopy that let the sun pierce through in intermittent shafts of light. “The Trident needs to deal with them once and for all.”

“If we start attacking the welks, we’ll only feed the Criterion more members,” her companion tittered. “Ignoring them is the smart move. They’re no threat.”

Marisol’s fingers twitched where they rested on Teo’s arm. These witches didn’t see any welks as a threat, even when three walked among them. Gaspar’s potion still threaded magic through her veins, but Marisol was a welk through and through. When the Coronet ended, and the tourists returned to their country, these witches would treat her as if she were invisible.

At times like this, she could understand why Gaspar and Teo wanted magic eliminated so badly.

“I wonder,” Teo murmured, so low she had to strain to hear him, despite their proximity, “if we could use this rebel group as a cover for our own activities.”

Her eyebrow lifted. “The fewer people involved in this, the better. We barely trust each other. There’s no guarantee of trust between us and the Criterion.”

“I trust you,” said Teo, earnestly. “I have to for this to work, don’t I?”

“Tell that to Bas.”

They had been walking for long enough that the cool air provided by the shade was starting to feel ineffectual, but at least the hunt permitted everyone to dress with less formality. Her loose, moss-green tunic was unlaced at the collar, baring the line of her neck, and was tucked into the waist of her mud-brown breeches. Her sturdy boots were a shade or two darker than her pants, and her hair was braided into canerows that ended in a puffy bun at the base of her skull. A jeweled circlet was the fanciest of her accessories, and even that was in a dark bronze color that did little to catch the light.

Still, she tugged at the fabric clinging to her skin, peering ahead at the clearing where the hunt would begin.

“Are you all right?”

This, to her surprise, came from Bas rather than Teo. He’d been trailing them with his usual duppy-like silence, and it wasn’t that Marisol had ever—or could ever—forget that he was there. She just hadn’t expected him to remind her.

“Yes?” she said as he came up on her other side. Like her, he was dressed in shades of green and brown, but his breeches were black. “Why?”

“You’re fidgeting. You’ve been fidgeting the whole time.”

Marisol realized her fingers were still moving absently against the crook of Teo’s arm and forced them to still. Her other hand fell from her collar to her side. Bas continued to study her, though, and she knew her silence wouldn’t be a defense. With the clearing spreading open before them, already packed with House witches who wore colored sashes at the waist, Marisol admitted: “I’m not much for hunting.”

“Then why did you come?” asked Bas with a frown.

“If it were that easy to get rid of me, this wouldn’t work.”

Thankfully, the crush of the crowd forced an end to the conversation. House Vida’s witches were crafters, capable of creating new things out of nothing. Their coven mark was a small leaf, and their House motto was “Look not for what is but what can be.” She could see their Magister, Luiza Ozalla, standing among a small group of witches in crafter green. The last time that Marisol had seen Magister Ozalla had been that night, drawing weapons out of thin air for the witches to wield during their coup. She’d stayed apart from the fighting, so the sight of her didn’t fill Marisol with the same immediate dread as the sight of Magister Baylin.

Still, she had no desire to get closer to this murderer.

Luckily, everyone had given the crafters a wide berth, largely because of the animals that paced nearby. Red and fallow deer. Wild boars and mouflons. Lynxes and brown bears. Lining the clearing edges were podenco hounds, their tall ears and rich coats the color of copper.

Every single one of them was glassy-eyed and unnaturally still. Creatures crafted, not born.

Marisol shuddered.

“I hate it, too,” Teo murmured to her. “Hunts, I mean. I’ve never done one like this, but it feels worse, somehow.”

Marisol bit the inside of her cheek. She wanted to run. She had to stay. “I just don’t see how this is fun. I’m glad we won’t be hunting real animals in their own home, but creating them for slaughter… animating them just long enough to be afraid and then die…”

Her stomach roiled with nausea, and she couldn’t turn away from the antlered buck that watched her from just behind Magister Ozalla. After today’s event, there would be a reception in House Vida. If she could make it through, Teo could distract the witches while she looked for the orange blossoms.

Just make it through the hunt.

“Thank you all for coming,” said the Magister. Her voice carried commandingly through the clearing, silencing every conversation until all eyes were on her. She was wearing a heavily embroidered, light olive tunic, the gold laces done all the way up to her chin—a far cry from the nondescript dark blue clothing she’d worn the night they had broken into Seaward Palace. “House Vida is about empathy and experience. To create, you must understand the world around you. You must feel the snow on your face, taste the chocolate on your tongue, smell the flowers in your garden—or else your reproduction won’t ring true.”

She gestured toward the brown bear, and it came forward, rising above her like a furred mountain. She scratched its chin, and the bear closed its dull eyes as if it were a domesticated cat.

“We have chosen to host a hunt this year as a reminder of the preciousness of life—the one thing that is impossible to create, no matter how powerful one’s magic.” The bear shuffled around to rejoin the other animals as Magister Ozalla’s hands fell to her sides. “But we also host this hunt to prove to you, Your Majesty, that even this limitation can be useful when wielded correctly. I hope you enjoy your time in the Hinterlands.”

Applause rang out. Marisol kept her hands clasped in front of her to keep from toying with the folds of her tunic.

“We can skip this event, if you’d like,” Teo offered from beside her. “Or you can wait in the carriage until it’s over.”

Marisol looked at him sharply, but that wasn’t pity she saw in his eyes. It was understanding. Teo had confessed that he’d been raised to smile through anything, but he allowed her to see his thoughts as plainly as if they were her own. He didn’t have to speak for her to read him: If the witches were powerful enough to form creatures with empty eyes, then they might be able to raise an army. He would stay as long as it took to determine the extent of this magic, but if he could have left, he would have.

That, more than anything else, made her decision. “I’ll stay with you.”

“All right.”

His easy trust was annoyingly kind.

Marisol looked away from him as the hunt began with a whistle and a cacophony of barking.
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THE HINTERLANDS, AS IT WAS APPARENTLY CALLED, hadn’t been listed on any map. Although trees were shown sketched on the grounds of House Vida, the House was the only label; witches kept their secrets far too close, perhaps to make their locations impossible to navigate unless you already knew what was there. The constructed animals dived into the foliage, disappearing into the shadows as the hounds strained against their leashes, eager to chase after them. Their dark eyes swallowed the light in a way that struck Marisol as unnatural. She didn’t truly relax until Magister Ozalla lifted a fist and the dogs were released, too, leaving them in the clearing with the witches.

Several paths wound through the silver firs and holm oaks. Marisol, Teo, and Bas followed an unfamiliar crafter down one to the left, the scratched dirt and broken twigs providing a sense of direction. Fallen beige orange blossoms and thin viridian moss lined the ground on either side, the long grass a spring green fading to chartreuse summer. The crafter’s coven mark glowed emerald against his skin as a crossbow appeared in his hands, the first bolt aimed deep into the woods. He moved with the silent grace of an experienced hunter, and Marisol studied that as much as she did the lines of his body and the shades of color in his hair. It was a good reminder of how easy it would be to go from the hunter to the hunted.

The crafter stepped over a fallen trunk. Around him, the Hinterlands flashed with tiny green lights, like nauseous fireflies, as witches used their magic to create new paths, to construct their own podencos, and to arm themselves with bolts and arrows, depending on the kind of bow their magic had built.

Before Marisol followed their guide, she glanced at Teo. Her eyebrows lifted. She tipped her head in the crafter’s direction.

“Can I ask a question?” Teo’s voice was soft as he jumped the trunk and caught up with the witch. “How does crafter magic work? Do you just… think of what you want and it appears in front of you?”

“Sort of,” said the witch. “You have to be familiar with what you’re crafting, or else it won’t appear or it won’t work or it’ll fall apart as quickly as it came. A lot of what we study at House Vida is the different compositions of things.”

“You’re studying crossbows in your spare time?”

“Well, our most lucrative exports are weapons, so…”

The conversation began to fade as Marisol took a step back, letting the distance between her and the three men grow until she was alone. Teo would keep the witch busy while she retraced their steps, looking for the orange trees that had shed some of their blossoms. Gaspar had claimed that the spirits-blessed ones would be in the interior courtyards, but he’d also admitted that his knowledge was out of date. The hunt was a better excuse to be caught where she shouldn’t be than the upcoming reception at House Vida—and they would be less likely to notice anything missing in a forest.

After months of training, transformation magic felt like a length of yarn waiting to be unwound. She released it in increments, weaving a new face over her borrowed one. Dark blond hair the color of wet sand. Freckled skin with a bulbous nose and a thin mouth. Long legs and hunched shoulders. When she opened her now-hazel eyes, she didn’t need a mirror to know that she now looked like the crafter guiding Teo and Bas through the Hinterlands. She could feel the magic bringing her observations to life, from the length of his lashes to his green hunting clothes.

“That was both incredible and creepy.”

Marisol’s heart leaped, but she kept her expression blank as Bas stepped onto the path. “Why aren’t you with the prince?”

“Lookout, remember?” He gestured toward the trees he’d rounded to come up from behind her. “You clearly need one.”

She rolled her eyes and led the way.

“Remember the time we snuck out to the beach because you wanted to see the dolphins?” Bas murmured, his voice carrying in the hush. “You said you’d spotted some off the side of the ship while leaving Esquivel, and you wanted to show them to me. But when they didn’t show up, you started crying. It had only been six months since you’d lost your parents, and you still missed them so much that not seeing the dolphins felt like losing them all over again.”

Marisol’s shoulders tensed. That afternoon came back to her easily: Yoselin had been trapped in diplomacy lessons, so Marisol had helped Bas finish washing the dishes so that he was free to come with her. They had gone to the library and were flipping through the books with pictures in them when she spotted an image of dolphins breaching. It had seemed so important, in that moment, to see one as soon as possible. It hadn’t been until she was sobbing into Bas’s shoulder that she’d realized her true motivations. She’d been only six years old, after all, gifted in impulse and emotion. Introspection and hindsight were things she would learn much later in life.

“I remember,” she said tightly. “Why?”

“You haven’t changed as much as you want me to believe. Why do you keep pretending?”

Marisol stopped walking. Branches swayed in the breeze, leaning close enough to eavesdrop before gliding away. Bas’s hands were tucked into the pockets of his breeches. His hair had grown out until his tight coils had emerged, making him look less like a soldier and more like a boy. Harmless and inquisitive.

“Let me ask you something.” She folded her arms over her chest as if that could protect a heart already broken. “You want to overthrow the witches, but you helped them come to power in the first place. What changed?”

Bas’s jaw set. He glanced into the trees in silence. Leaves rustled, and a lynx darted past them with sunken eyes that glowed around the edges. Whatever magic the crafters had used to build these animals, it clearly needed continuous sustenance. Marisol was almost positive that the lynx had been more filled out before the hunt started. Now she watched as it twisted to avoid the bolts that embedded themselves in the trunks, flashing green as they settled. Somewhere, she heard the yelling of another group, the barking of a constructed dog, and she waited until it began to fade before she turned her attention back to Bas.

Marisol closed the distance between them. She gripped his chin, forcing him to look at her, to face what he had done. “Do you think this will make up for dooming the entire country? For killing the closest thing I had to a family?” Her voice lowered to a harsh whisper. “Do you think you deserve to walk away a hero for solving a problem that you caused?”

Bas broke away from her. “You think I wanted this? I wanted Coventry to be freed of witch rule, not to trade terror for terror.”

“Oh, you killed the Seawards for everyone’s good, huh? That’s what you expect me to believe?” Marisol’s laugh was a vicious, mirthless thing. “You can make this about Coventry as much as you want, but you weren’t thinking about anyone but yourself.”

“Believe what you want, but I don’t have to answer for your conveniently golden memories of that family.”

Marisol scowled. “What are you even—”

“Yoselin protected you from the reality of what the Seawards were like. They didn’t care about anyone but themselves. Even you were a means to an end.”

“How dare you—”

“They were hoarding wealth and raising taxes even though they hadn’t paid their servants in months—”

“You were eight! What did you know or care about taxes?”

“The welks on the Royal Council were set up to take the blame for everything. If they voted against the witches, Oberon—another witch—broke the tie. They were powerless to actually change anything, but the king and queen could point to them and call it equality.”

“You’re just trying to justify—”

He loomed over her now, his face inches from hers as his words drowned her out. “They torture people to test them for magical aptitude. Did you know that? Now, the family can be compensated if their child turns out to be a witch, but under the Seawards they’d just be kidnapped.”

Marisol shoved him. It was childish and impulsive, but she couldn’t do this, couldn’t listen to him slander her family and claim her memories of happier times were made up. Her vision blurred with tears, and she hated him for making her cry again.

Her hands flew to her damp cheeks, but her appearance hadn’t changed back. At least he hadn’t taken that.

“I’m not trying to hurt you,” Bas said. And then, at her incredulous look: “I’m not. I know that the Seawards were good to you. That doesn’t mean they were good to everyone.” He ran a hand through his short Afro. “I wanted them tried and jailed for their crimes. I didn’t want them dead. I didn’t want Yoselin dead. But I’m not sorry they’re gone. I’m only sorry I had to leave the job half-done until now. I was young, and I was scared, and I thought the witches would kill me, too. I always intended for us to run for Domingo together, but I couldn’t find you.”

That night, that terrible night of blood and fire, Bas had led her from Seaward Palace and down to Soltura Harbor. “Don’t let anyone see you,” he’d whispered before running off into the night. With plenty of time to process what had happened between her hitching breaths, Marisol included Bas in her definition of anyone. When he returned, she had been long gone. For the next year, the streets became her home.

“You came back for me?” she whispered. Fat tears still slid silently down her cheeks, dampening her collar.

“Of course I did.”

She turned her back to him. His words had moved her, but not in the way he probably thought. Hatred pumped through her chest, making her heart beat faster. Her hands twitched with the desire to reach for her daggers and cut his lying tongue out of his head. To kill the Seawards was one thing, but to insult their memory on top of it—she wanted to forget the plan, forget Gaspar, and bury Bas right here in the Hinterlands.

Instead, she took a deep breath. Straightened. Turned to face him with a watery smile. “All these years, I thought you’d abandoned me.”

“L—Marisol, I would never have done that.” Bas sounded incredulous. “You were my best friend.”

She sniffled.

“I need to think…” Her voice sounded cautious yet hopeful. “But maybe we can talk about this later?”

“Yeah, I’d like that.” Bas glanced at the sky, still half-hidden by the treetops. “But first, let’s find those plants.”
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THE PATH BRANCHED TO THE LEFT, LINED BY A SHORT row of orange and almond trees in a riot of cream and pale pink. Fruits didn’t yet hang heavy from the branches, and the blossoms that preceded them looked luxurious in the sunlight. A constructed podenco lay in the shade of an almond tree, licking at its front paw. It looked up at Marisol with eyes like voids as she approached, making her freeze in place.

It didn’t look away until she flashed her fake coven mark.

Marisol glanced down at it as Bas touched the trunk of the first tree. “It’s probably sensing the magic of the potion, right?”

“I have no idea how Lord Ruiz’s strange potions work. I’ve never taken one.” Bas plucked one of the orange blossoms free, its yellow stamen lightly brushing his fingers. “When he first spoke to the Castellans about all of this, I got the impression that he’d tested it extensively, but not on what or whom.”

Marisol took the blossom from him. It felt like a normal flower, fragrant and soft. She tossed it over her shoulder and moved to the next tree, giving the podenco a wide berth. “You make him sound like a mad scientist.”

“Do I?” Bas paused at the sound of footsteps, then relaxed as they faded. “Well, if this works, I’ll revise my opinion.”

Marisol had made it to the final tree without a sense of magic to draw her to the right one. Perhaps there were more hidden in patches all over the Hinterlands, but this section was useless. She slowly peeled off her crafter disguise, returning to the face of Marisol Vinyet, and leaned her back against an almond tree trunk with a sigh. “We’re going to be out here all day. Maybe we should just wait for the reception.”

Bas opened his mouth to say something that would surely piss her off when a scream ricocheted through the forest.

“Was that—?” Marisol asked.

“Teo,” Bas breathed before he started running.

Marisol tore through the forest behind him, the cracks and snaps of their careless steps alerting any animals—constructed or otherwise—to their presence. The noise grew into a grating discord of high-pitched boar squeals, riotous dog barking, and dissonant curses from the witches whose hunts had just been ruined. By the time Marisol crashed into a clearing, Bas already knelt on the ground with Teo in his arms.

The prince’s side was wet with blood.

“Your Highness!” Marisol exclaimed, shocked into formality by the rust-red stain spreading across his tunic. “What happened?”

“I—I didn’t mean—the—” The crafter held his hands up in surrender, his empty crossbow abandoned at his feet.

“You shot him,” Bas said coldly. “With a crossbow bolt.”

He pointed at a stained bolt that jutted from the ground. Based on the angle, Marisol assumed it had grazed the prince’s side. Based on the blood, it might have hit something vital.

“One of… the deer… was a fawn,” Teo whispered.

“The animals aren’t real,” said the crafter. “Why would you jump between us like that? I—”

“What happened?”

Magister Ozalla had arrived. Her coven mark was dark, but her eyes were bright with a fury that made Marisol freeze in place, trapped in memories of darkness and magic and blood. It was an effort to drag herself back to the present, where Ozalla would not, could not, hurt her. The crafter was not so lucky. His pale face had gone even paler at the sight of his head of House, and he looked as if he wanted to turn the crossbow on himself to get out of this confrontation.

“We need to get him to a healer,” said the Magister. “I’ll deal with you in a moment.”

The crafter swallowed. Marisol almost felt sorry for him.

Magister Ozalla waved her hand, and a cot rose from the forest floor beside Bas. He carefully shifted Teo’s body onto it, eyes soft as he brushed the prince’s hair from his damp forehead.

“He’ll be all right,” Bas whispered. “It looks worse than it is.”

“Help them,” said Magister Ozalla. The crafter scrambled to grab one end of the cot while Bas lifted the other. “Get them to the carriage and return to the House. I’ll round up everyone else and end the hunt.”

Marisol followed them in a haze of worry, wondering how the event had gone so wrong so quickly. She’d meant to return home with a spirits-blessed orange blossom in hand, an easy and early victory. But, as she climbed into the carriage behind Teo and Bas, all she saw when she blinked was the blood.

As they raced out of the Hinterlands, the prince began taking shallow breaths, his hand on his side and his head pressed against the window of the carriage. His color was faded, his lashes a half-moon sweep of black above his sallow cheeks. She couldn’t tell if he could hear them or not, but she lowered her voice anyway to let him rest.

“Was it an accident?” she whispered. “Or was this an attempt on his life?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t.” Bas seemed seconds from tipping back his head, eyes closed, to stave off a headache. Instead, he watched Teo with a deepening frown. “It wouldn’t be in the witches’ best interest for a Castellan to be killed in their country, but we haven’t figured out yet who wants him dead in Domingo. For all we know, they could have ties to Coventry… or the power to promise the Trident things they can’t get from Teo.”

Marisol paused in the middle of nodding as the implications of that set in. There were only two people in Domingo with that kind of influence, and Teo was related to both of them. Bas wasn’t looking at her, so he didn’t see her surprise before she managed to smother it. If the prince believed that his own family was trying to kill him, how did he always manage to smile so freely?

No. No, no, no.

The more important question was this: If King Alvaro and Prince Itzal wanted Teo dead, could she murder him and blame them?

Teo was trembling, his breathing evening out as he fell asleep. It had only been three weeks, and already it was strange to see him so quiet. He was a creature of bright eyes and playful smiles. An incorrigible flirt, a shrewd politician, a voracious reader, and a soft heart that persisted despite the cracks he’d shown her. This wan, crumpled version of him was almost painful to look at.

Careful.

“May I see?” Marisol asked, scooting to the edge of her seat so she could reach for her new bag. She hesitated for only a moment before extracting the water, pushing away the thought of her stolen one to focus on the task at hand. “We need to clean the wound so it doesn’t get infected before we get him to a physician.”

Bas slid past her to allow her to take his seat next to Teo. Her hands worked automatically, familiar as she was with patching up scrapes—her own and those of others—back at Kindred. She lifted Teo’s shirt, revealing a toned stomach and crimson-stained ribs, and used her now-damp handkerchief to gently wipe the blood away.

It didn’t take long to realize that Bas had been right; the wound was long but not deep. With the grime cleared away, she doubted he would even need stitches. She rinsed it two more times with water, then took a fresh handkerchief and pressed it against his side. Blood began to bead through the fabric almost immediately, but it would hold until they arrived home.

Through it all, Teo didn’t stir.

It would be easy, so easy, to kill him. Water wasn’t alcohol, and it still left him at risk of infection. Even with Bas watching her, she could drive a dagger into the wound, making it larger before there was a proper examination. She could let him bleed out beneath her bandage, act surprised when his heart stopped, and then kill Bas shortly after when he collapsed in her arms.

She could.

She could.

She could—and then what?

She still didn’t have the plants that Gaspar needed, and she still needed the prince to gain access to the Houses.

Marisol tugged Teo’s soiled tunic down over his wound to keep the bandage in place and sat with her hands in her lap, tightly clenched to keep them from shaking. But it wasn’t from the missed opportunity to satiate her bloodlust.

It was from the fact that thinking of killing Teo hadn’t filled her with anticipation.

Instead, she’d felt almost… guilty.

Careful.

“We’re almost there,” Bas whispered, glancing through the curtains. Rojanea was a blur of color beyond, the carriage shaking as they raced over dirt roads and stone paths. He swallowed, and it seemed as if he were talking more to himself than to her. “We’re almost there.”

She stared at her hands, silent the rest of the way home.
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Teo didn’t awaken until after midnight.

Marisol sat in the chair beside his bed, cleaning her newly sharpened daggers. The arrows, according to the physician, had been coated with a sedative that would keep the animals docile until a crafter could tend to them. That was what had put Teo to sleep, not the severity of his wounds.

Bas had relaxed at this news, but he’d still refused to leave Teo’s side until ten minutes prior when Marisol had insisted that he take a bath. He smelled like iron and forest, like verdant death, and he still had the prince’s blood caked beneath his fingernails. The last thing Teo needed when he woke up was a reminder of how he’d almost lost his life.

But when those brown eyes hazily found hers, she felt bad for forcing Bas to leave. This moment wasn’t hers to have. That quiet smile wasn’t meant to be directed at her.

“Hey,” Teo croaked. Marisol handed him a glass of lukewarm water and made him drink half before allowing him to speak again. “Where’s Bas?”

“He’ll be back in five minutes or less.” She set the glass back on the nightstand. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got shot with an arrow.”

“They’re called bolts, actually. Shorter than arrows.”

“I know, but arrow sounds more dangerous. A good survival story needs stakes.”

Marisol laughed. “Even on what was almost your deathbed, you’re making jokes.”

“If I got upset every time I almost died, I’d be miserable by now.” Teo attempted to sit up, rumpling his bandages in the process. Marisol considered protesting, but she wasn’t his physician or his mother. She helped him into a comfortable position instead, adjusting his pillows so that they were behind his back. He only winced a little as he settled down. “At least this time, I essentially did it to myself.”

“To save a fake fawn.”

Teo ducked his head. “It didn’t look fake in that moment. It was so small, and it sounded so scared.”

“How did you and Bas meet?”

Marisol and Teo stared at each other in silence, both puzzled by the words that had unexpectedly left her mouth. It felt like a question she should have asked earlier. It felt like a question she’d been scared to know the answer to. This was the boy whom Bas had chosen over her; the Castellans were the family that Bas had hated less than the Seawards. His words in the forest still waited at the back of her mind, daring her to face them, but it wasn’t until now that she realized how much it bothered her, the mystery of this friendship she was trying to use against him.

“Well,” Teo said, blinking. “He applied for a job in the kitchens, and he was my age, which was all I needed in a friend at the time.”

“How”—original, she thought bitterly—“nice.”

Teo didn’t notice her tone, lost as he was in his memories. “My brother, Itzal, was already pulling away, carrying the weight of preparing for the throne. And the other children at court saw me as a prince first and a boy second. Bas was different. He was normal around me, and I became very comfortable with him. We grew up together. I asked him to transfer to my personal guard—mostly because I wanted to spend even more time with him. And he agreed.”

Marisol picked at a loose thread on the sheet. “How long have you been courting?”

“I—No. We’re not. No.” Teo’s hand covered hers, stilling her restless fingers. “With respect, if I were bound in love to someone else, I would never have agreed to fake a betrothal with you. And, false or not, I would never betray you or embarrass you by starting something now.”

“But you’re in love. Aren’t you?” She didn’t raise her eyes. There was a lump in her throat that made her worry about what her face looked like. “It’s obvious that the two of you are more than friends.”

“I’ve never had a relationship that would qualify as more than my friendships. Bas is an important part of my life. He’s part of who I am. How could I possibly label or quantify a once-in-a-lifetime love like that?”

Marisol managed a faint smile. “I understand now.”

She’d had a person like that once. And Bas had taken her away.

“Hey.” Teo squeezed her hand briefly, until she met his gaze. “I hope it’s not too forward of me to say, but… I care about you, too, you know?”

“My lord, we’ve only just met.”

“Don’t start the ‘my lord’ stuff now.” Teo leaned back against his pillows with a smile. “I don’t say that to embarrass you. I’ve just… liked getting to know you and working alongside you. You’re intelligent, witty, and empathetic in a way that so many people at court have forgotten to be. I think House Vinyet did the right thing by raising you away from all that. You’ve already made me want to be a more caring version of myself.”

Marisol had no idea what to do with that or where to start with his impression of her fake identity. She refilled his glass just to have something to do with her hands. “Tell me more about court. Is it truly so miserable?”

Teo’s eyes drooped as he described the “nest of vipers” that was the royal court, where sycophants and puppet masters thrived, linking themselves through chains of bargains to gain power and influence. Marisol had been allowed to visit court only once, and she’d quickly lost sight of the Seawards in the crowd. Courtiers had swarmed her, the crown’s ward ripe for manipulation, and she’d been overwhelmed by their interest. Their promises. Their sugar-spun compliments, hiding the bitterness underneath.

The ones who had asked her for reasonable favors had been dismissed from court. The ones who had asked her for unreasonable ones had been exiled. And she had been barred from royal events until she was old enough to be discerning.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway. Marisol passed Teo his glass of water and stood. “I’ll give you and Bas some privacy.” She tried to swallow her next words, but they fell from her lips anyway, quiet and far too earnest. “I’m… I’m glad you’re all right.”

“Thanks,” Teo said gently. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

She didn’t know how many tomorrows he had left before she went through with her plan—and she would, she had to, she would—but she knew this much: “Yes, you will.”
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HURRICANES WERE A RARE THING IN COVENTRY. THE fierce storms didn’t batter the Alban Peninsula the way they did the island of Esquivel, where, according to Bas, they could spend months preparing for the destruction a tempest left in its wake. However, the Coronet still coincided with the rainy season, and the summer storm that rolled in a week after the hunt showed no signs of stopping. Wind howled and cloudbursts pounded the tiled rooftops every day until Marisol received a letter from Magister Ozalla stating that, due to the hunt being cut short so the prince could convalesce, House Vida was being given a second event in the form of a ball.

A ball that would still take place at the main manor.

Marisol couldn’t have planned it better if she’d tried.

Teo was in high spirits as they approached House Vida beneath their shared umbrella. His injury had healed nicely, and he didn’t so much as flinch as they walked arm in arm up the dirt path to House Vida. Behind them, Bas held an umbrella of his own. They hadn’t spoken since that day in the Hinterlands, but she had ensured that it was not a hostile silence. It was the calm after a ceasefire, a lowering of swords both fragile and cautious. She had smiled at him in the carriage, and his shoulders had lost some of their tension as he looked out the window as usual.

Her hatred was a festering wound that she would nurse in silence until the time was right.

“I think this is my favorite one so far,” Teo continued, gesturing toward House Vida. The picture that Gaspar had shown her didn’t do it justice. Raindrops slid through the leaves of the tree in its center, and the flower shrubs that surrounded the terrace and floating staircase sagged in the storm. She could see chandeliers and dancing guests through the floor-to-ceiling windows, could hear the band playing a spirited waltz. “This isn’t a house. It’s a work of art.”

“It’s my favorite, too,” Marisol said as they stepped onto the terrace. Teo transferred his umbrella to a stand that seemed to have been erected for that purpose, judging by the number of umbrellas already dripping on it. “Especially if I actually find something useful here. Are you all right to keep them occupied?”

“Just start talking about the hole in your side,” said Bas, holding the door open for them. “I’m sure they’ll find that very distracting.”

Teo made a face at him. “It’s healed. And there are better distractions!”

The inside of House Vida was no less lavish than the outside, halls decorated with blooming flowers no matter how out of season they were. Deep violet morning glories with hot pink centers, drooping orange poppies wide open around small yellow seeds, cobalt bluebells with curtsying petal tips. Their scents were mild enough not to compete with one another, but the ballroom looked like the center clearing of an indoor garden, bougainvillea growing between the windows in shades of magenta and scarlet. Marisol was glad she’d gone with a simple lavender gown with black lacing, because she couldn’t hope to compete with such beauty.

A string quartet played the music that couples were waltzing to. Two long tables were laden with food and drink that were easy to walk with. Dark rain flowed in rivulets down the windows, trapping them in this glittering world. Marisol let Teo lead her onto the dance floor and tried not to worry about the ticking clock. They might not get the chance to spend this much time in House Vida again, but she had a part to play before she could disappear.

Patience may have been the most annoyingly useful of all Gaspar’s lessons.

By the time they rejoined Bas, he was standing near the food table in conversation with Noelia Galvan. Instead of jumping apart, the two turned in unison, acting as though they just happened to be in the same place because they just happened to know the same people. After everything, Marisol had almost forgotten about their mysterious alliance. Now it was all she could think about.

Were they pretending to be strangers for her benefit or Teo’s?

Noelia lit up at the sight of her, throwing her arms around Marisol before she could even warn of how sweaty she was. “I’ve missed you! I almost wish I hadn’t skipped the hunt, considering how exciting things became.”

“Is excitement the word we should be using?” Marisol asked, tipping her head in Teo’s direction. “He lost a lot of blood.”

“In an act of impulsive heroics, I’ve heard.” Noelia curtsied. “I’m glad to see you back on your feet, Your Highness.”

“Thank you.” Teo gestured for her to straighten, a warm smile on his face. “Lady Galvan, right? My fiancée speaks highly of you.”

Noelia tucked a dirty-blond curl behind her ear, adjusting her jeweled hood to keep it in place. “I’m lucky to have found a friend in her. As I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, true friends in high society are a rare gift.”

Bas stood back as Noelia and Teo spoke, his arms folded over his chest. His attention was on the crowd, making his usual sweep for any possible threat to the prince, so he didn’t notice Marisol studying him. Her inability to read him was not only a liability; it had become a source of frustration. He was a better actor than she was, looking for all the world as though he hadn’t orchestrated this meeting. Whatever he was planning, it must have been big.

She just couldn’t figure out if her own plans would be affected.

His eyes found hers. “What?”

“You—”

The music cut off before she could finish.

On the dais, the performers carried their instruments away and were replaced by the current leaders of the Trident: Magister Ines Baylin of House Muerte, Magister Luiza Ozalla of House Vida, and Magister Agostin Novoa of House Cambio. It was Marisol’s first time seeing the latter outside of Gaspar’s photos, and she was surprised by how ordinary he looked. Magister Novoa, dressed in all white, was a dark-skinned bald man, staring them down with bright hazel eyes. The silver of his eyebrows was the only indication that he was older than the two women who stood beside him.

That awful night, he had turned the guards’ shields and swords into useless rubber, the castle’s stone floors into quicksand, and the doors into solid walls that no one else could pass through. Three men had died after sinking into the ground only for Magister Novoa to turn it back to stone, crushing their muscles and bones.

Now he stood slightly behind Ozalla and Baylin, as if deferring to their judgment.

It was a disorienting sight, the tame politeness of the three most feral witches Marisol had ever seen. She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to it.

“We apologize for the interruption,” Magister Ozalla said, her hands tucked into the dangling sleeves of her chartreuse dress. “But the reason we’re all gathered here tonight cannot go unaddressed. Despite our promise of welcome to Prince Tomás, he was injured during my House’s event. How can we claim that witchcraft is a boon to the crown when the second prince of Domingo cannot go two months without being harmed by it? The hunt was meant to be a celebration of life, and instead it proved nearly fatal.”

Beside her, Teo went still. Witches threw curious gazes their way, but most of them—especially the ones in crafter green—seemed resigned. However, there was nothing but an expression of mild interest on Teo’s face. If she hadn’t been standing within arm’s length of him, she wouldn’t have seen him receive this announcement with the inertia of a soldier facing the reality of his own death.

All eyes returned to the platform when a young witch in an emerald cape was dragged out. Dread bubbled in Marisol’s chest as she realized that it was the boy who had injured Teo, betrayed by his own House to absolve them from blame. On her other side, Noelia was fidgeting with her hair. She said nothing. No one said anything.

This witch would be eaten alive by his own, and not a single person would speak for him.

“Your Highness,” Magister Baylin said as Ozalla whispered something to her crafter that made the boy stare at the floor. “Would you join us? As the injured party, we will leave it to you to mete out the punishment you think he deserves.”

Teo trembled only once, a subtle shake that bolted through his body. He glanced at Marisol, his chin lowering in a slow nod. Then he made his way through the crowd, leaving her alone with a concerned Bas and a restless Noelia. The witches stepped out of his way, staring at his back, at the stage, at this awful moment blooming in the heart of this floral paradise.

“I don’t know if I can watch this,” Marisol whispered, infusing the fright she felt into her voice. Her mind, however, was clear and calculating. Everyone was here, riveted to the show. Teo would drag this out as long as he could while all eyes were on him. Rain hammered the windows, drowning out the whispers that raced through the crowd. “I need air.”

“I’ll walk you,” said Bas needlessly. Noelia hadn’t turned in their direction, didn’t even seem to notice that they had spoken. Even when she and Bas began to push their way toward the exit, no one looked.

It was the distraction Marisol had asked for, if not the exact kind she’d wanted. She just had to move quickly and hope that however Teo decided to stall wouldn’t end with them fighting their way out of House Vida.
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The decoration wasn’t limited to the ballroom. On every floor, flowers grew from the walls, light sconces hung from branches, and vines of bougainvillea framed paintings of the Coventrian countryside. Even Bas seemed fascinated by the delicate ornamentation. His footsteps were quick and measured behind her, but with every cloud of cascading honeysuckle, he paused, just a little, as though he had forgotten this kind of beauty existed in the world.

According to the floor plans, House Vida’s inner garden was on the fourth floor. Unlike the courtyard she’d seen in House Muerte, Marisol and Bas emerged into what looked like a greenhouse. The aroma of herbs and soil permeated the air, threaded with those of flowers and fruits. Shelves lined the walls between the windows, which were outfitted with blackout curtains to control how much sun these particular plants could get.

Her triumph was short-lived, however, when she realized that there was an entire row of orange trees in various states of growth.

“Do you actually know which one we’re looking for?” Bas asked at the sight of her expression. “Or is this going to be the Hinterlands all over again?”

“You should be looking out for guards,” she said. “Let me do my job.”

Bas looked as if he wanted to say something else, but she lifted her eyebrows pointedly. Once he’d shuffled toward the staircase to stand guard, Marisol began to explore the greenhouse. It was divided into several rows, with different classes of plants growing in each garden bed. She saw agave and rosemary, basil and thyme. She saw tomato and cucumber plants curved around stakes. She saw the orange blossoms, pale white in comparison to the fruit that would soon grow, and lingered beside each in the hopes that she would feel something. Anything.

Gaspar had said she’d know, that the magic in her blood would tell.

The only thing she knew right now was that there were too many trees and too little time.

Bas appeared at her shoulder, his jaw a tense line. “They’re two flights down. We have three minutes at most.”

“Shit.” Her heart, which had started pounding at his sudden proximity, was now galloping for a different reason. “I was hoping that Teo could buy us more time than this.”

“Now it’s a minute and a half.”

“Shit.”

The shelves were too narrow to hide behind, the plants too low. For a moment, she was paralyzed with indecision. Then she grabbed a fistful of Bas’s jerkin and yanked him over to the corner.

“What—”

“Be quiet.” Marisol drew on the wellspring of magic inside her, directing it toward the wall. Glass and metal warped and expanded under her iron will, transforming from a triangular corner to a walled alcove. If anyone looked closely, they would see that it didn’t reach the ceiling or match the rest of the panels in color or style. But hopefully, no one would look too closely. “Stay still.”

With that warning, she sprinted toward the door, where a supply cupboard waited. Another burst of magic hollowed it out enough for her to climb inside just as she heard the sound of footsteps on the landing. It was too late to close the door all the way without being heard, so she tucked her limbs away from the slash of light and took small, quiet breaths.

Magisters Novoa and Baylin entered the room wearing twin expressions of weariness. Baylin walked down the line of flower beds while Novoa pushed the door closed. She heard him linger there, a rough sigh escaping his mouth, before he followed his companion toward the far wall.

Sliding closer to watch them from her hiding place, Marisol felt her heart try to climb her throat. If either of them turned to the left, they would see Bas’s shoulder, the corner of his jacket. She should have made the wall wider, taller, but she’d been in a hurry, and now—

Neither of them was looking. Neither of them would look. If she told herself that enough, maybe she could make it true.

“The prince could have done worse than put him to work,” said Baylin, her arms folded as she stood in front of one of the windows. Framed in shadows, she looked like the monster Marisol’s mind had cast her as, ready to strike down anyone and anything in their way. “It’s unlikely he’ll use more magic around him.”

“And if he does?” Novoa dragged a hand over his head, as though he’d forgotten he didn’t have hair to comb through. “Our spells are weak and growing weaker, Ines. I’ve gotten questions—”

“And you know that recruitment is the only way to fix that, Agostin. We must appear strong until the Coronet is over. Especially with a Castellan here… Do we have any new intel on the rebel attacks?”

“Just that they’re growing bolder.” Novoa took a deep breath, a moment of calm in the clear storm of his thoughts. “Luiza keeps most of their activities out of the paper, but her connections won’t hold if they continue to target ships. Any supplies we need will have to come through Domingo, and who knows what Prince Tomás has told them?”

“Like I said, he could have done worse than put his attacker to work. That’s promising. He hasn’t left yet, either, which is also promising. We’re in the best position possible to receive the aid we need.”

“They’ll hardly consent to lending us an army if we send the prince back injured.”

“They will.” Baylin’s voice was firm, though Marisol wasn’t sure which one of them she was trying to convince. “No matter what has happened in the past, we are proving that we’ve never stopped being loyal subjects of the crown. If we gain their favor, we’ll gain their soldiers. It won’t matter how weak our magic is if we just make it to autumn.”

Novoa sighed again, a strong, sharp sound. “And then what?”

“Then we’ll have more numbers. More magic. One way or another, we’ll stamp the Criterion out once and for all.”

On the other side of the glass, lightning cracked to punctuate the moment. The rain had grown wilder, splattering the windows and blurring the night. Wind howled, wrapped with the sound of rustling leaves and snapping branches. At Kindred, a storm like this would have rocked the walls and pierced the ceilings, requiring buckets and pans to keep them from being swept away. House Vida stood like a stronghold, indifferent to nature’s cries.

“All right.” Novoa glanced at something tucked into the far right corner of the room, and then straightened as though he’d come to a decision. “Thank you for your counsel, old friend.”

Baylin smiled, and it was soft compared to the rest of her. “Always.”

Marisol waited until they’d left the room, until their footsteps had faded, until her heartbeat settled into a rhythm that didn’t make her feel as if she were being hunted. She melted against the back wall, closing her eyes in silent relief.

That had been close. Too close.

Lightning flashed a second time. She climbed out of the cupboard.

Bas had already emerged from his hiding place. Light briefly illuminated him as he charged toward the shelf they hadn’t noticed. Marisol took the time to transform the inside of the cupboard to the shelves she remembered and then loop around to the back corner to replace the wall. Her memory was warped by fear and urgency, but hopefully no one would note any changes.

“They harvested them,” Bas said as she drew closer. “That’s why we couldn’t find them right away.”

He stepped aside to reveal a shelf that was lined with narrow vials of dark liquid. She could hear an odd humming that came from everywhere and nowhere, like a siren song of power that made her body sing in response.

Finally.

Bas was watching her face for any sign of recognition, so she nodded before grabbing three of the vials. When he turned away so she could hide them in her swollen dagger holster, she grabbed one more. Just in case.

Gaspar had been right. The difference between a regular plant and one that was spirits-blessed was clear, even when that plant had been converted into tattoo ink.

And she was holding crafter magic in her hands. At last.

Marisol shifted the vials until the four that were missing were no longer obvious at a quick glance. Bas drew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped away any trace of their fingerprints.

Smiling at each other, they slipped from the room to rejoin the party.







[image: Chapter Nineteen.]

HOURS LATER, THEY WERE ON THE BEACH, FAR ENOUGH from the harbor that the docks were black tongues extending out over an undulating palette of water. It was a cloudy night, the only illumination coming from the massive bonfire that Bas had put together at Teo’s request. Marisol sat on one of the three logs that Teo had dragged over for this purpose. She felt less claustrophobic here on the open sand, with the ocean spreading so far out that it seemed endless. The fire protected her from the chill, and the curtain of night protected her from having to emote. She could just be.

“All right, I think that will last for a while,” Bas said, dropping down on the log beside her. Though there was room for at least half a person between them, she still thought it bold for him to sit so close to her when he’d put a weapon right in front of them. “Are you going to explain what this is about now?”

“Yes,” Teo said. “But first, you have my eternal thanks that I can just tell you that I want to do something and you’ll help me make it happen without further information.” It was the kind of thing he would usually say lightheartedly, but there was an unusual somberness about him. “I really don’t know what I’d do without you, Bas.”

Bas shifted in his seat. “I love you, too.”

Marisol wanted to ask if the two boys wanted a moment alone, but it would have felt wrong considering the gravitas that had fallen over them. She wasn’t the only one who felt the most herself here in the dark. Bas and Teo, both lit in gold and orange from the flickering flames, were more real than she’d ever seen them, without sarcasm, without guile, without lies.

“I wanted to do this far away from the snooping ears of any servants,” Teo said, standing in front of the fire. “We’ve been planning and scheming for a while now, but there was a part of me that didn’t believe we could really do this. I know it’s just one theft of one plant, and the road from here is no less daunting, but I wanted us to take a moment and celebrate this victory. Before, we were allies. Tonight, we were a team.”

Instinctively, Marisol began to smile. It was very much like the prince she had come to know to do something like this, and she couldn’t fight off the fondness that was replacing her apprehension. Even cast in shadow, Teo looked like a god, the flames rippling behind him like a cape made of pure light. Anyone else would’ve looked monstrous with their face dimmed, but Teo’s expression and body language were too open for that. She could pick out the color of his eyes and the shape of his smile. His enthusiasm was contagious.

Despite the cold summer night, she didn’t need the fire to keep herself warm—not with this sunshine of a boy in front of her.

“You’re absurd,” Bas said, sounding as delighted as Marisol felt. “It’s the middle of the night, and it’s freezing.”

“As if we haven’t gone swimming under these very circumstances.” Teo knocked his foot against Bas’s, smile widening. With his curls tumbling over his eyebrows and his cheeks rounding, he was so handsome that she had to look away. “Remember when we stole two bottles of vermouth from the banquet, got sick drinking one, and decided to dive into the river?”

“We were fourteen,” Bas clarified when he caught Marisol’s raised eyebrow. And then, to Teo: “I remember the look on your brother’s face when he fished us out.”

“Well, our clothes had been custom-made by a new tailor…”

Teo began to laugh, and so did Bas. With their heads bent together, Teo leaning over his seated friend, they looked again like lovers. She got to see Bas this relaxed only when he was with the prince, and the change never stopped fascinating her. Even at Seaward Palace, he had been guarded, and she’d taken it as dedication. After all, he had been a servant. She had been a ward. If something happened to her when they were together, he would be the one punished.

The fact that she couldn’t remember ever seeing Bas this loose, this open, made her suddenly, profoundly sad.

Teo turned his glittering eyes on her, still snickering. “Have I told you about the time I convinced Bas to steal a sword from the armory?”

“Please,” Bas groaned. “I thought this was supposed to be a celebration.”

Marisol begged to hear the story, and laughed her way through Teo’s dramatic retelling of Bas getting locked in a storage closet when Itzal arrived for training early and accidentally knocked over a spear that blocked the door. Tentatively, Marisol contributed a memory of the first time she’d practiced with real blades and lost her grip on the sword, nearly cutting off her own foot in the process. Bas consoled her with the story of the first time Teo’s horse had jumped a small stone fence and landed without Teo on its back, only for them to find him clinging to the branch of a nearby tree he’d gone flying into.

The fire began to burn low, forcing Teo to leave to get more firewood. Bas’s legs spread until his knee was almost close enough to touch her thigh. Marisol considered moving, but she wanted to stay in this moment a little bit longer.

“I think I understand now,” she murmured, watching the curling smoke. “Why you chose him over us. Why you love him. He’s… something special.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Bas turn toward her. “Marisol, it wasn’t a choice. And, if it was, you could have made the same one.”

“No.” She sighed. “I could never have done what you did.”

She closed her eyes, thinking of that night, of exhaustion and loss. She thought of this night, of celebration and harmony, of friendship and something a little more undefinable. She wondered what Yoselin would do, here and now, and then realized it didn’t matter. If Yoselin were here, she wouldn’t have this choice to make. She wouldn’t be broken, clutching at her cracks before any more parts of her slipped through the seams.

Neither would Bas.

Neither would Gaspar.

They had schemed. Marisol had been brought in only when the plan was so complete that there was very little chance that she could mess it up. And she still felt as if she was messing it up, because, here beneath the silver sky, she was wavering. She was full of doubt and empty of hatred.

She felt like the eighteen-year-old girl she was. Lost. Tired.

Marisol had carried the truth of that night every day like shackles around her heart, thinking that to move forward would mean to forget. To forgive. She had let anger propel her through every day, and she had given in to despair in her quiet moments, feeling alone.

But as the fire ebbed, she realized that was not true. She had never been alone, not really. And she did not have to forgive or forget to move forward.

She did not have to live in a painful past, punishing herself with what she did or didn’t do. Her rage had become a crutch, a cage. She didn’t want to let it control her anymore.

Every breath was a revolution. Every step was a rebellion.

Her future was hers to create.

“What’s going on in that head of yours?” Bas asked. Flames danced in his dark eyes. Red and orange light painted his brown skin. He felt less like a target or an enemy. He felt attainable, and that was more dangerous than anything else she could have thought. “Your entire demeanor just changed.”

“Stop watching my demeanor,” she deflected. “What does that even mean?”

“It means that you stand like you’re carrying all this weight… and I just saw you put it down.” Bas turned away, facing the ocean. “It was nice. That’s how it should always be.”

It would have been easy to point out that he was the reason she carried anything at all, but she didn’t want to fight. It wasn’t even true: Her parents’ deaths had been the first weight. As quickly as the Seawards had taken her in, she’d never quite shaken that feeling of isolation from losing the people who had first loved her.

For the rest of her life, loving her had been a choice—and most people had chosen not to.

“I did think about you, you know,” Bas continued, so quietly that the waves could have carried his words away. “In every quiet moment, I thought about you. I missed you. I still miss you.”

“I’m right here,” Marisol said, because she didn’t know what else to say.

“You are, and you aren’t.” The smile that crossed Bas’s face was sad. “It’s not the same.”

“No. It’s not.”

Teo chose that moment to return with an armful of dry wood. There was no tension for him to pick up on. Instead, there was only weary defeat. Marisol and Bas hadn’t fought, but it still felt as if they had lost something vital. Maybe accepting that was the only way to move forward. To rebuild.

“One of you needs to help me,” said Teo brightly, “because I will set myself on fire trying.”

“It’s putting wood into a flame. It’s hard to mess up.”

Bas sighed and climbed to his feet. “Marisol, you’d be surprised.”

Teo and Bas traded places. The prince settled onto the log beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed. His smile, while Bas’s back was turned, was downright devilish. Marisol knew at once that he’d just wanted to sit down, and the realization made her laugh.

It felt so good to laugh.

When she managed to get herself back under control, it was to find Teo staring at her, his lips parted. There was something in his eyes that she couldn’t quite read, but then he blinked and it was gone. The smile returned, bringing the charming prince with it.

“Once we get back to Cloverdale, I’m going to sleep for an entire day,” he declared, leaning back and staring at the sky as though his rented manor was waiting among the stars. “But, for now, there is nowhere else I’d rather be.”

Marisol watched Bas’s muscles work as he fed wood into the fire, hiding a smile of her own. “Me too.”
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WITH A WEEK AND A HALF BEFORE HOUSE CAMBIO held their midsummer festival, Marisol traveled to Domingo with the vials in a bag she kept in her lap.

Gaspar was waiting out the Coronet in a Domingan border city called Alta Lira, which was bisected by a wide river and filled with cathedrals, plazas, and towers. The first and only time she had visited this manor and the urban sprawl that surrounded it, she had thought of it like a captured painting, quiet and picturesque with none of the troubles of everyday life. It had been as beautiful as it was unsettling.

Most of their time and their lessons had been spent in Estrellad, but Alta Lira was closer by horse and carriage. Gaspar had a summer home there, so no one would ask questions, but it made him more available if Marisol needed him.

She needed him badly now.

Technically, she could have entrusted the vials to one of her servants. There was no need for her to make this trip when she could have been planning a way inside House Muerte’s garden, deepening her bonds with Teo, Bas, and Noelia, or even practicing her magic so that she would perform better under the pressure of nearly being caught. But even considering the appearance of Novoa and Baylin—who, Teo had grumpily explained, could not be persuaded to remain in the ballroom—the heist had been wonderfully done. On the carriage ride home from the beach, they had shared a glass of champagne, and Marisol had returned to Wildridge with a smile on her face that cracked when she remembered that she was having fun with the boys she was meant to kill.

She was slipping again. Gaspar would talk some sense into her.

Golden walls caught the sunlight as they approached the house. There was a small cemetery on the grounds, with three rows of off-white gravestones hemmed in by a squat wall that was weatherworn and layered with moss. Cypress and laurel trees circled the area. The rooftop was covered in ceramic tiles, as blue as the ocean, and the rest of the yard was divided into several well-kept gardens protected by marble walls.

Gaspar waited for her on the covered porch, snipping a few loose stems of potted purple fountain grass. He wore a camel-colored jerkin and sepia breeches, his sleeves rolled up to allow his tan skin to get some sun. He wore no hat, but he had the beginning of a beard along his jaw. The smile that crossed his face when she exited the carriage felt like home.

“Don’t tell me you’re done early?” he said, setting down the scissors and removing his gloves.

The carriage pulled away to the stables as Marisol ascended the stairs, bag still in hand. “I brought you a present, but it isn’t that good.”

Gaspar reached for the bag, using it instead to reel her into a hug. Marisol’s arms tightened around him, her eyes closing involuntarily as she inhaled his familiar scent. The world was a terrifying and isolating thing, but not when she was here. Not when she was with the closest thing she had to family—someone whose hatred matched and honed hers.

He patted the top of her head as he let her go, his smile widening. “I’m sure you’re hungry after such a long trip. Come, let’s talk in the study.”

It had been a month since they’d last seen each other, and Gaspar filled her in on his movements in that time. He had finalized the potion to neutralize the effects of morpher magic, and he was working on creating it in bulk. He had attended Prince Itzal’s birthday party in Estrellad and gathered rumors from court, most of them wary questions about Prince Tomás’s newfound sympathy for Coventrian witches. He’d gotten very into a gothic mystery series about a man who rose from the dead every night, solving crimes until he could figure out who had killed him.

Marisol rolled her eyes. “You’ve always loved a sensational story.”

“Well, those who can’t, read.”

There was already a tray of food on a low table in the study, which was near identical to the one at Wildridge. The main difference was a new portrait of the Ruiz family, this one set in a garden, with Gaspar holding his infant son high in the air while his wife laughed beside them. Marisol let Gaspar empty her bag onto his desk while she reached for a slice of bread splashed with olive oil and dry-cured ham. She freed her curls from her jeweled hood and tucked her bare feet beneath her as she settled into the armchair.

“Wonderful,” said Gaspar. “Absolutely wonderful. I can feel the power in each vial. Inconvenient that they’ve already been diluted in ink, but I’ve done more with less.”

“What you need to do is sit down while there’s still cheese left on this tray.”

But Marisol assembled a sandwich for him and brought it to the desk. Gaspar was still handling the vials as if they were precious jewels, but he accepted her gift with one hand. His journals were spread out in front of him, but they weren’t the same ones he’d shown her in Estrellad. She wanted to ask how many of these he had in reserve, but part of her didn’t need to. If she’d had a way to avenge Yoselin before now, she would have obsessed over it, too.

“So, why are you really here?” Gaspar asked once he’d finished his sandwich and begun scribbling notes into one of the journals. “It’s nice to see you, but we both know you didn’t have to come. What’s on your mind?”

Marisol picked at the crust of her bread. “It’s… different than I thought it would be. The Coronet. The prince. Even Bas.”

She told him what Bas had told her, about the Seawards and their poor rule. About Teo’s injury and the Magisters’ rising fear of the Criterion. About how seamlessly she, Bas, and the prince had worked together to claim the first plant.

The bonfire she kept to herself. It was a memory too precious to open up to scrutiny.

“The last time I looked into the Criterion, they were barely more than a fringe group,” Gaspar mused. “If the Trident is taking them seriously, their magic must be even weaker than we thought.”

“I think both things can be true,” Marisol said. “The Criterion has definitely gotten bolder and recruited more welks, but House Vida could barely keep their constructs together at the hunt. If things keep going this way, we might finish early, with the bonus of blaming things on the Criterion.” Rodrigo’s face flashed before her eyes, but she ignored it. He had made his choices, and she had made hers. “I still want my revenge. I do. But sometimes I wonder if there’s another way to take it, you know? You managed to come up with a plan that didn’t involve death. Maybe I should, too.”

Gaspar tilted his head. “Are you that worried you won’t be able to do it?”

Marisol thought of how she and Bas were inextricably tied together, defined by a past that neither of them had truly managed to escape. The way he had made himself a weapon for the boy who had given him everything back and asked for nothing in return but the love Teo had been lacking since his mother’s death.

She thought of how being a target hadn’t stopped Teo from staying soft—not as a form of weakness but as a form of strength. The way he was free with his affection, sitting as close to Bas as possible in any given seat and holding Marisol to reassure them both that she hadn’t been injured by rebels.

She understood now that it wasn’t just Teo whom Bas was protecting but also their bond. One month of that gentle devotion, those kind eyes, that charming smile, and she was already questioning whether Teo really needed to die for her revenge.

But then Marisol thought of how angry she became when she thought of Bas, a rage so deep and overwhelming that it felt like a living thing. She could still kill him. She knew that she could. But he had already made it clear that there were so many things about that night and her childhood she didn’t understand, and she didn’t want him to take those things to the grave.

Not yet.

“The plan is the plan whether you murder anyone or not,” Gaspar said gently. “But I need to know what you choose, so I can make sure that you get away with it. Bas won’t be missed, but the prince…”

Marisol returned to picking at the crust of her bread. “If the hunt is any indication, the witches might kill him for me.”

“How ready you are, for war to break out.” Gaspar shook his head. “The follies of youth.”

“Okay, old man, I get it. I don’t want a war, either. At least not until magic won’t be involved.”

He set down his journal and reached for her hands. Marisol let him, curious as to where this was going. His touch was soothing, his grip soft around her palms. “There’s a lot going on, and a lot to think about. I don’t blame you for being confused, especially since you haven’t let it interfere with your mission. But I think what you need more than anything else is a break. You can go back to Rojanea tomorrow. Tonight, forget the mission and be yourself.”

“Myself…?” Marisol blinked owlishly, unsure which self he was talking about. “No, that’s all right. But maybe we can go into the city and see a show?”

Gaspar patted the back of her hand once before letting go. “That sounds wonderful.”

He went back to his journal, and Marisol went back to her meal. Her mind was still racing through the possibilities, but she felt lighter, now, knowing that she’d left all her problems back in Coventry. Maybe there would come a day, after the plan had run its course, when she would live in Domingo permanently. She would be Gaspar’s ward for real, and this golden life would be as much hers as the house in Rojanea she’d once hoped to escape to and hadn’t visited since.

She could have asked him here and now, but she was too happy to ruin it with a push for commitment.

Once this was done, they could talk of the future. For now, they would find closure to their past by tearing witch magic from the world.







[image: Chapter Twenty-one.]

EVERYTHING WAS ALWAYS RESPLENDENT AT MIDSUMMER, the longest day of the year. Once, it was when Kindred would let the kids stay out later with what little money the matrons had saved for them to use at market. During those long, balmy hours, they could forget, for a time, that they were the castoffs of society. It was also the only time when Marisol would behave, because she hated to be banned from attending the festival. Being alone with her thoughts at midsummer only reminded her of how alone she’d been since the witches had taken over. With a cheese empanada in her hand and street musicians in her ears, she could ignore the pit that grew in her stomach with each passing year.

Some things never changed.

“This is the best part of the summer because, no matter which House is hosting, it’s not just about magic,” Noelia was saying as they wound past a man selling seafood croquettes. “Most of the vendors are welks, so you get a wider variety of things to see.”

Bas and Teo walked somewhere behind them, distracted by someone who was offering gilded rings that could keep the wearer from falling sick. Glittering trash, essentially, but Marisol wasn’t going to ruin their fun. While she was in Alta Lira, Teo had sent a letter to his father about their success at House Vida, but he’d received no response. This, he’d claimed, was normal. The only person who hated talking to him more than his father was his brother, and Teo didn’t bother writing to Itzal.

Marisol had considered asking him about his relationship with his family, and specifically about her suspicion that they were the ones who wanted him dead, but she’d decided against it. Planting the seeds in his mind might help them grow into a cover for her own murderous schemes, but it might also upset him. She needed him sharp if they were going to steal the final plant.

That was the only reason she cared.

Obviously.

“You seem to really like welks,” Marisol said, focusing back on her companion. A group of morphers in white walked past, carrying large cups of unknown liquid. Their coven marks, a diagonal arrow that pointed in both directions, flashed seconds before their drinks did; whatever was in there now was not what they had originally bought. “That seems like an unusual attitude for a witch to have.”

Noelia rolled her eyes. “Older witches, maybe. They remember when their powers were chained by people who had none. King Alvaro and Queen Ximena wouldn’t allow them to wield their magic outside of their command, and they were conscripted from the moment they showed any sign of it. Then they were exiled and welcomed into yet another country that wanted to use them—”

“Use them?” Marisol’s eyebrows lifted. “The Seawards let you live here in peace, I thought?”

“That’s what they said. But the Royal Council made it clear that, as a condition of our residence, we had to use our magic for the benefit of welks. We weren’t allowed to work, or we’d be accused of taking their jobs. Our powers were our job.”

Marisol frowned. This was a version of Coventrian history she’d never heard, and she doubted it even though Noelia had no reason to lie to her. Certainly, the Trident would have made it sound as if their coup against the royal family had been for the benefit of all witches. They would need an explanation for why witches lived separately—and above—the Coventrian welks. That didn’t make it true.

Then she remembered Bas’s low opinion of the Seawards, and her stomach twisted from the reminder. But it was one thing to accept that they had been poor hosts to the witches, and another to accept that they had been poor rulers of their own people. With Noelia and Bas still keeping their relationship a secret from her, who was to say that they weren’t working together to erode her opinion of her family?

But why?

“Anyway”—Noelia waved a hand as though dismissing the bad memories—“they’re punishing all welks for the actions of a few. Removing them from the Council? Forcing them to live in cramped quarters? Banning them from the Coronet? I want witches to have lands they can feel safe in, but not at the expense of the people who were actually born here. Besides.” She paused at a vendor selling dangling earrings. Her fingers traced the line of one that ended in a blue jewel. “Welks are fascinating. Witches are locked into three distinct specialties, but welks can be anything, do anything. We could be so much greater if we learned from and worked with them.”

Marisol kept her eyes on the earrings because she was afraid of what her face might be doing. It wasn’t the explanation she’d expected, and the idea that there might be more witches who thought the same way bothered her. Honestly, she would be doing Noelia a favor. If she liked welks so much, she would enjoy becoming one.

Marisol’s guilt ebbed, but it didn’t entirely fade away. The longer she was in Coventry, the harder it was for her to hold on to the anger that had driven her back here. The longer she spent with this witch, the harder it was for her to believe her actions would be righteous.

A hand touched her shoulder, jolting her out of her thoughts. Teo stood over her, smiling down at the booth. He’d recovered so well from his injury that she could almost forget it had ever happened, and the sun had given him a golden tan that made him even more attractive. “If you see something you like, my love, I’ll happily buy it for you.”

“I have my own money,” Marisol said, but there was a flirty curve to her mouth that softened the words. “Have you bought anything for yourself?”

He lifted a woven wicker bag that was heavy with purchases: a new sword in a leather sheath, a container of golden pears that were now in season, and what looked like handmade soaps in several colors. She stared at him, and he grinned back.

“Some of these are for Bas,” he assured her.

Behind him, Bas shook his head.

Marisol couldn’t help but smile. “Well, if you want to add earrings to that, I won’t stop you.” She pointed at a set of gold earrings, shaped to look like dolphins with small pearls for eyes. Her lost dolphin pendant still haunted her, but that didn’t mean she would avoid them forever. “That one, please.”

She stepped back so he could haggle with the vendor, her smile still in place. The streets were still wet from the recent storms, but the sun was beating down on them through the thin cover of clouds. Joy dawned within her, warming her faster than the sunlight ever could. For once, Marisol let herself feel it. Even though this was a borrowed life, even though this would come to a fatal end, right now she had friends, family, a home.

She also had Bas watching her. Again.

It had become so commonplace that it no longer surprised her, but it still made her wonder what he was looking at. Or looking for.

Marisol raised her eyebrows. “Is everything all right?”

“You seem happy today,” Bas said simply. “I’m glad.”

Unsettled by how he always seemed to see right through her, Marisol did nothing but nod. It was an answer to her question, but she wished he had kept that to himself. She didn’t want to think about him taking pleasure in her happiness. She didn’t want to remember that night on the beach, how he had read her body language like a book and been relieved to see her relax. She was sick of these conflicting emotions stalking her wherever she went.

“That one, too,” she told Teo, pointing at a silver charm bracelet. The action allowed her to turn her back on Bas and his unwanted earnestness, to focus instead on Teo’s crooked smile and playful eyes. “Thank you, my love.”
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That night, Soltura Harbor was crowded with witches for the Sky Lantern Showcase, which marked the end of midsummer.

Marisol was restless as they retrieved their lanterns and made their way toward the coast. Regardless of which House hosted the festival, boats were taken out onto the water each year and the lanterns released into the air. Most times, there had been so many, and they had traveled so far, that she’d been able to see the bobbing lights if she snuck onto the Kindred rooftop.

The wind was cool, and even the scent of brine couldn’t stop her from tumbling into her memories of sitting there with her knees drawn to her chest, her eyes on the glowing horizon. Yoselin would have found the lanterns so beautiful.

The rowboats were large enough for only two people. Teo helped her into one, while Bas took another in the company of a morpher witch. Noelia had bid them goodbye to arrive at the event with the rest of the House Muerte reapers, and Marisol had yet to see her among the thick crowd. She settled on one of the two bench seats, gripping her lantern tight enough to wrinkle it as Teo pushed them off from the shore and took his place across from her.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at something over her shoulder.

Marisol glanced behind her and then shrugged. “It’s uninhabited. The former royal family of Coventry had the island created in case they needed to build more homes for incoming residents, but the project was obviously abandoned after their death.”

“Does it have a name?”

Marisol glanced back at it again. The shape of the island was usually visible from the coast of Rojanea, but this was the first event to bring them here since their arrival. Marisol was used to the gray-white curve of its distant beach, but it had been years since she’d thought of it.

“Santesa.” The word felt ancient on her tongue, a memory covered in cobwebs. “That was the plan, anyway.”

Teo made a thoughtful sound before visibly deciding to move on. He reached for one of the oars, only to snatch his hand back when it began to vibrate. Seconds later, the oars were rowing by themselves, sending their boat into deep water. Crafters, no doubt, working in tandem with morphers to create self-rowing boats that would spare them the burden of exercise.

Teo squinted at the oars for a moment and then placed his hands on his thighs. “Well… that’s certainly convenient.”

“That’s what magic is,” Marisol said, dipping her fingers into the moon-painted water and letting the midnight waves wash over her skin. “A convenience for people who already live easy lives.”

“My brother,” Teo began, and then stopped. His mouth curled as if he’d smelled something unpleasant. “Itzal used to believe that magic was a divine curse. That when we turned away from the old gods, they sent it as a plague of inequality where things like bloodlines and aptitude no longer mattered.”

Marisol blinked. “Used to?”

“Well, I don’t know much about what he thinks anymore.”

“You keep talking around it, so forgive me if this is too forward. But what’s going on between you and your family?”

The moon silvered Teo’s dark hair, outlining him in pale light. He ran a hand through his curls, not meeting her eyes. “My father began to train Itzal to take over for him, and Itzal… changed. Or maybe I did. He never goes out among the people. He refuses to see what I see. What use is a monarchy that doesn’t care for its people? My father and brother would rather make monsters out of the neighboring witches than acknowledge the monsters they’ve become to our citizens.”

“You think the monarchy is useless?” Marisol asked, trying to keep the surprise off her face.

“I…” He sighed. “I do. Magic and monarchy, they’re both ways of saying that some people can be born more powerful than others. I want magic gone, but I think the witches have the right idea running Coventry by elected council. My father… Itzal… they only care about crown and conquest. That’s no way to rule a country.”

“How would you rule it? If you were next in line.”

“I wouldn’t. I’d never follow my own advice, so why would I expect anyone else to?”

Marisol smiled faintly. “You’re not as bad as you think, you know. You’re certainly not as bad as I thought.”

“A glowing review,” Teo said with a smile of his own. “You’re nothing like I thought you’d be, either.”

The boat eased to a stop, the oars still as they gently floated atop the calm waters. Stars flecked the sky, most of them hidden by the lights of Rojanea, and the half-moon watched sleepily from on high. Though the harbor was filled with boats like theirs, Marisol felt as if she and Teo were in a world apart. Whispers and waves were all she could hear.

“I think you’re braver and kinder than you give yourself credit for,” she said. “You’re sarcastic and spontaneous, but you’re not irresponsible. You’re introverted and charismatic, but you’re not cruel. I think you’ve had to create different masks to survive how you’ve been raised, but beneath them is a prince. In character, not just by birth.”

Teo’s lips parted in surprise. He looked, in that moment, younger and more vulnerable than Marisol had ever seen him. It felt like something she shouldn’t be allowed to witness, so she turned her head toward the water.

One by one, the lanterns in the boats came alive. Lavenders and blush pinks, mint greens and ceruleans, straw yellows and pepper oranges, all glowed across the water’s surface, rising as the witches began to push the lanterns into the air. Marisol had been given a lantern that was licorice red, and it sparked in her hand, warming from the fire. She almost didn’t want to let it go, because the heat was a soothing balm against the crisp summer night.

But Teo was pushing a buttercup-yellow sky lantern upward until it lifted under its own power. So Marisol did the same.

The lights hovered above their heads, bathing them both in a brightness that only made the darkness around them more complete. She blinked to allow her eyes time to adjust, but when she found Teo’s gaze again, it was already on her. His stare had taken on a molten quality, as if he couldn’t believe that she was real.

Marisol bit her lower lip. Teo’s hand came up to cup her cheek.

“Thank you for saying that,” he said, his voice thick. “I know I shouldn’t, but I care what you think of me.”

“Why?” Her own voice was as fragile as glass. “We hardly know each other.”

“I know that you watch people with the kind of intense focus that makes whoever is on the other end of it feel like the center of the world. I know that you laugh like you’ve forgotten what it’s like to be happy, and you brood like you’ve grown accustomed to sadness. I know you don’t trust easily, even though your instinct is to take care of those around you.” His thumb brushed her lip, gently extracting it from between her teeth. It lingered there, a warm weight that made her shiver. “I may not know the details, but I know what I’ve observed. And I like it. I like you.”

Marisol swallowed. “This would be far more complicated if we didn’t like each other.”

But she knew, from his hooded gaze and shallow breathing, what he really meant. He had always been handsome, but the lantern light made him something aureate, something to be treasured.

This heat. His attention. This was what she’d wanted… wasn’t it?

This was true power, true control.

This was wrong.

Marisol pulled away, breathing as if she’d rowed the boat herself. The cloud of lanterns rose higher and higher, until they looked like multicolored stars, and the oars surged to life again to carry them back to shore. Teo made no attempt to touch her again, and Marisol didn’t dare look at him.

She was afraid of what she might see.

She was afraid of what he might see.

Her heart knocked against her chest, confused but frantic. Part of her wished that she’d let him kiss her. The rest of her was glad she hadn’t. Not yet. Not now, when what she felt and what she wanted changed from day to day.

Teo was a means to an end, but he was also one of the closest things she had to a friend. He was a necessary sacrifice, and he was a charismatic devil. It was easy, too easy, to like him—but she had never considered that she might…

The boat bumped against the shoreline. Marisol was the first one out.

Teo called her name only once, but all it did was make her run faster until she was swallowed by the dark.
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MARISOL HAD NO IDEA WHERE SHE WAS GOING, BUT she felt better the more distance she put between herself and Teo. People were still making their way to shore, chatting as they left their boats and made plans for the rest of their night, and she twisted away from them, so she could have silence to quiet the screaming in her head. It felt as if she were on a precipice, a breath away from free-falling into a terrifying unknown, and her eyes burned at the prospect.

Her thoughts were in tatters around her. She had to either weave them back together or let them slip away on the wind like the sky lanterns.

The road away from the harbor curved up a gentle hill and cut through tall trees and stucco houses. Shadows on the slanted tiled roofs made it clear that she wasn’t the only one who had watched the showcase from the highest point she could find. Her shoulders eased as she passed the welks; they reminded her that her revenge had a more important purpose. In fewer than two months, she had seen two lavish Houses, surrounded by lands and greenery that seemed endless, while the regulars of Coventry were forced into these buildings packed so close together that one could hardly tell home from home or civilization from wilderness.

Then again, Gaspar was not the one who had wanted the prince dead. That was her embellishment, her sin. Could she go through with it now that she still felt the gentle press of his thumb on her mouth? Now that she had seen in his eyes how badly he had wanted to replace it with his lips? Now that she knew, when suspended in that moment, that she was just weak enough to let him?

The clearing shocked her back to the present. It was hidden by tall grass, and she would never have found it if she hadn’t burst through the copse of trees on her way to nowhere. Slowing, she fought to catch her breath and get her bearings. The woods were dark, every bit of foliage the same in the night, but she could see the open sky still lit by lanterns expanding across the horizon. She sat down, ignoring the twigs and burrs that caught on her dress, and pulled her knees up to her chest. Her eyes burned with unshed tears.

“I miss you, Yoselin,” she whispered. “I wish you were here.”

She imagined what it would have been like if both she and Yoselin had survived the bloodbath. With her magic, Yoselin would have been accepted as a morpher in House Cambio, and perhaps Marisol could have lived with her as her lady’s maid. If they had both met Gaspar, Yoselin would have thought he and all his promises were suspicious. “I want things to change, too,” she might have said, “but I don’t want to change to something worse.”

Tears began to fall, because Marisol was always just guessing at what Yoselin might have said and done. They had been so young. Their time together had been so short. She felt like a mess, so her imaginary Yoselin was decisive and confident. But the truth was she didn’t know how things would have turned out with Yoselin at her side. She would never have the chance to see who her best friend, her sister, would have become.

“Marisol,” Bas Arroyo said, stepping into the clearing with his face cast in shadow. “Teo is looking for you.”

“Leave me alone.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and yet it was colder than the wind that stirred the harbor. “I mean it, Sebastjan.”

He ignored her to come closer. “Are you crying? What’s wrong?”

“What do you think?” Marisol swiped at her tears before she got to her feet, the hatred that had been wavering in her heart roaring back with a vengeance. “Yoselin was only seven when you got her killed. She’ll never get to see something this beautiful.” She threw her hand toward the sky and the multicolored lanterns that trailed across the stars. “Sometimes, I get really upset about that. Strange, isn’t it?”

“I’ll tell Teo that we’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

And then Bas rolled his eyes, and whatever tenuous control Marisol had on her temper snapped. She shoved him. Hard. His arms pinwheeled as he stumbled away, and she shoved him again because it felt good, to see him unbalanced for once.

“Damn you,” she snarled. “How can you be so unfeeling? Why am I the only one destroyed by what you did? Why don’t you even care—”

“You think I don’t care?” Bas caught her hands before she could shove him again, his grip like an iron band. “You’re acting like a child, Leya, unable to see beyond your own feelings.”

“Shut up,” she hissed, trying to yank her way free.

“You’re not the only one who lost family that day.”

“I said shut up!”

“They were my family, too,” he roared over her. “Did Yoselin ever tell you that? Did she ever tell you that she was my half sister?”

Marisol stopped her attempts to escape. Everything in her mind had gone quiet. “You told me that you were from Esquivel.”

“My mother was.” Bas ran a hand over his face. “And since I couldn’t tell the truth, I turned her history into my own. The king insisted.”

Her mouth hung open. Her heart revolted against this information, and yet she looked at Bas now and she could almost see it. The dark eyes. The thick curls. The strong jaw. He looked remarkably like the portraits of a young King Oberon, but with darker skin and a fiercer stare. But it couldn’t be true. Yoselin had never said anything. She had never once reacted to Marisol’s stories about the kitchen boy who saved her treats and laughed at her bad jokes.

“Oberon had an affair with my mother. She couldn’t afford to feed us both, so she sent me to the castle. He agreed to take me in—as a servant. And to keep her quiet and me under control, he killed her.”

“He—”

“She was found in our old house, bleeding out from over a dozen puncture wounds. They never found the weapon. Because there was no weapon to find.”

“How—”

“He told me himself, when I asked to go home.” Tears glistened beneath Bas’s eyes, but he didn’t let them fall. “He told me that my mother was dead and that I would follow if I said anything to threaten his family. He had me tested, tortured, for magical aptitude so many times. Evaline kept the bowels of the palace so dark that no one would have seen me even if they’d heard me screaming. And Yoselin… she didn’t care. Why would she? She was seven years old and heir to the throne. She had her parents. She had you.”

Marisol’s vision blurred, and she realized that she was crying again. Bas had grown up in the same castle that she had, but he had clearly not had the same experience. He had tried to tell her so many times, but it wasn’t until now—after a perfect day, after nightmarish grief—that she felt the truth of it cut through her. If she thought about it, she remembered the many times she had been turned away from the kitchen and told that Bas wasn’t feeling well enough to play.

His grip loosened, but Marisol didn’t move away. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You were happy,” he said simply. “You were one of the only parts of my life I enjoyed, and I didn’t want you to live like I did, terrified of what each new day would bring. The more you knew, the worse they might treat you.”

“So you killed them? That was supposed to make me happy?”

Bas released one of her hands to rub his temples. “Leya…”

“You can make this about Coventry as much as you want, but you were saving yourself,” Marisol whispered. “You didn’t care about me. You never did.”

“If that’s what you need to believe, fine.” Bas’s other hand fell to his side, giving her the freedom to push past him if she wanted. “Stay loyal to a family that was running our country into the ground. I’m sure they’d thank you for it if they were still alive.”

“I hate you.” And this time it wasn’t a whisper; it was the culmination of years of loneliness and terror and rage, so much rage. “I hate you! If you’d told me the truth—If you’d let me help you—”

“You wouldn’t have helped me. No one did.”

“You didn’t trust anyone. I have no idea who you are anymore.”

“That’s rich”—his smirk was cutting—“coming from the girl wearing someone else’s face.”

Tears soaked the collar of her gown, making it cling to her skin. “You taught me a valuable lesson that night. I suppose I should thank you for that and for saving my life at the expense of everyone I care about.”

“I’m not sorry.”

“I know. Neither am I.”

It was quiet except for their breathing. There was a sob trapped in Marisol’s chest, but she smothered it. She had been right all along. Their friendship had just been in her head, and he had never trusted her with the truth of who he was. A Seaward bastard, treated like less than, tending to his resentment until the right opportunity fell into his lap. An indirect murderer, dodging responsibility by laying the blame on his mistreatment rather than his mistakes. She saw all of him now, and she hated it.

In seconds, she had her dagger—Sol—in hand, pressing it to the line of his throat. “You,” she hissed, “owe me your life.”

Bas didn’t even flinch. “I saved you.”

“You took everything from me.” The blade punctured his neck. Flecks of blood welled up, too little to satisfy her. “I should kill you where you stand.”

“You can kill me right now, if you need to avenge them.” He leaned forward, allowing her dagger to cut deeper. Crimson stained her blade, his skin, in light lines, but he didn’t even seem to feel it. “I won’t stop you. I won’t even fight back if that’s what you want.”

“You don’t know anything about me or what I want.” Her hand shook around the handle. She should end it, slice through his trachea and watch him bleed out on the ground, but she couldn’t make herself move. Not while he was acting as if she’d be doing him a favor. Not when he refused to suffer the way he’d made her suffer. “I’m not that little girl anymore.”

“And I’m not that little boy. So where does that leave us?”

Marisol waited just long enough to give him pause, and then she withdrew her dagger. Her cut had barely broken the skin, but she hoped that it would scar. She hoped that every time he looked in a mirror from now on, he thought of how easily she’d had him at her mercy.

“I don’t know.” She turned her back on him so she could slide the dagger back into its holster. The heat from his body was equal only to the fires of her anger. It felt as if every part of her were burning, and he had lit the match. But if she caught fire, she would make sure he died with her. “And, honestly, I don’t care.”
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MARISOL SHOULD HAVE GONE BACK TO WILDRIDGE Hall, but her emotions were volatile. She stuck to the darkest parts of the streets, worried that her magic would choose then to fail her, and every step carried her further into the past that she had been trying to make peace with.

How optimistic that girl on the beach had been.

Once, when she was six years old, she and Bas were playing tag in the castle corridors. She skidded around a corner in time to see a group of councilmen exiting the audience chamber, still in deep discussion over whatever boring law or issue they’d been called to vote on. Behind them was King Oberon, a tall and jovial man who smiled down at Marisol as though she wasn’t standing in his way.

“There she is,” he said brightly, “like water in the desert.”

Marisol had read about deserts, but she’d never seen one. She knew enough to understand that this was a compliment, though, and she dipped into her most playful curtsy. “Are you done working? Do you want to play tag with us?”

“Who is us? Yoselin?”

Oberon glanced over her head, searching the corridor for a second person, but he didn’t see what Marisol saw: Bas hiding behind one of the tapestries in the corner, as if they’d started a new game and he was already bad at it. The king laughed, as if her invisible playmate were a joke she was telling, and he promised that he would have time to play later. Bas didn’t come out from the tapestry until Oberon was long gone.

At the time, Marisol had chastised him for confusing tag with hide-and-seek. But now she saw the interaction for what it was: Bas had feared the king’s attention.

On another occasion, Marisol, Yoselin, and Bas were playing in the courtyard, kicking a ball back and forth. Marisol, then seven, kicked the ball too hard, and it went spinning into one of the stone fountains that decorated the space. Yoselin and Bas dived in without a second thought, reaching the ball at the same time over the scandalized squawking of Yoselin’s maid, and Marisol remembered thinking that they were too similar. She would have paused to pick up a stick and then pull the ball toward the rim of the fountain. They’d both been too impulsive to think at all, and it had been both silly and hilarious.

That night, Yoselin was given a long, warm bath, her hair freshly washed and oiled. Bas, on the other hand, went missing from the kitchens for a week, with what the head cook claimed was a flu. Now, Marisol wasn’t so sure.

The signs had all been there. The difference in their treatment, even though they were both technically servants. The way Bas spent time with Yoselin only if Marisol was there, too. The downward curve of the king’s mouth when he caught Marisol sneaking out of the kitchens, something she’d attributed to an interest in her health and diet.

She had been too young to see the truth then, but she had no excuse now.

Bas was right.

Marisol’s soul rebelled against the revelation. Her eyes burned with unwelcome tears. Her anger was a lump in her throat, making it hard to breathe. Because if Bas was right about the Seawards, if he had been justified in overthrowing them, then the worst night of her life hadn’t just been a wound he had carved into her childhood. It had been an inevitability. If his allies hadn’t killed them, then the commoners, the servants, the tortured magic users would have.

You’re acting like a child, Leya, unable to see beyond your own feelings.

She didn’t want to forgive him. She wasn’t capable of forgetting her grief. Now it was just compounded by mourning a family she’d never really had. She had lived a life of sunlit memories, loved and wanted by people she’d miscast as saints, while Bas smiled at her from the shadows, knowing that one wrong word would get him killed.

Marisol pressed the meat of her palms against her closed eyelids. She couldn’t deal with this right now.

She walked until her legs began to burn, and then she flagged down a carriage the rest of the way—not to Wildridge Hall, but to her gifted house. It had been a year since she’d been here, give or take a month, and it was like seeing it again for the first time, these gorgeous apartments in this wealthy neighborhood that had her name on the deed. The gate was closed, and the yard was dark. It was after midnight by this point, and Ofelia was probably asleep. Luckily, Marisol still had her own set of keys, which she used to let herself in as loudly as possible.

Her shoulders drooped, releasing the weight of Lady Marisol Vinyet and her conflicted feelings about the boys she wanted to kill. She didn’t go as far as to change her appearance, but she padded barefoot to the kitchen and turned on the lights as if it were the early days of her adoption and she was feeling the freedom that home ownership afforded her. There was a time when she’d been starving and terrified. Now she was a lady, and her worst problem was whether to commit a crime her rich patron could get her out of.

Perspective was important.

“My lady, it’s late,” said a voice from the doorway. Ofelia stood there in a white nightgown, looking healthier than she had the last time Marisol had seen her. Her cheeks were round, and her eyes were clear. The caution there didn’t come from fear—at least, not the same kind she’d felt on the streets. “And you didn’t send word that you needed the house.”

“I don’t,” Marisol said, forcing polite distance into her voice. Ofelia still didn’t know who she was or why she’d given her the job, after all. “I was just in the neighborhood, and I wanted to see how things were going.”

“Everyone is asleep upstairs.”

According to the letters she’d received from her servant, Ofelia had been lending what little space she had to any orphans from Kindred who had aged out of their beds. Rodrigo was not among them, likely due to the place he’d found with the Criterion, but there were at least four other children sharing the upstairs bedroom with Ofelia. They all had to look for work and help with the upkeep of the house, but they didn’t have to worry about sharing her previous fate.

Until she ran out of space, that is—but Marisol was hoping that things would change by then. Without their magic, the witches couldn’t keep welks out of homes and neighborhoods. They could reclaim the city, and Marisol could buy blocks of homes for everyone as Lord Ruiz’s ward.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll be leaving soon.”

“It’s all right, my lady. Let me know if you need anything.”

Ofelia turned and glided back up the stairs. Marisol was gratified by the weight that Ofelia had gained and the confidence that she displayed in turning her back on a noble. It was the reminder that she’d desperately needed. This plan wasn’t just about her wrath over the things she’d lost. It was about taking down the witches. She was a one-woman Criterion, evening the field so that welks could thrive in their own country. Coventry may have been broken long before the Domingan witches arrived, but that didn’t mean it had to stay that way.

She poured herself a glass of water and drank it at the counter, letting her newfound resolve settle beneath her skin and dispel her lingering anxiety. Something glittered in the corner of her eye, catching the light of the moon, and she pushed a cookie jar out of the way to grab it.

Her lips parted in surprise. Her dolphin pendant winked up at her, a torn piece of paper wrapped around its tail. She unfolded it carefully, recognizing the handwriting immediately as Rodrigo’s.


Doesn’t Caya like these? If you don’t see her in six months, sell it for money.

See you soon.



Marisol was glad that she had no more tears left in her body, because she was tempted to cry again now. Rodrigo—angry, hardheaded Rodrigo—had paid enough attention to her to know she liked dolphins. He was, in fact, still thinking about her now, even as he followed the Criterion down a dangerous path. He was thinking about all the Kindred orphans if he had stopped by long enough to give this to Ofelia in case she needed cash.

It had been almost a year since she and Rodrigo had spoken, but at their core, they were still the same people. Wanting better. Wanting more.

Marisol slipped the pendant and the note into her pocket with only a twinge of guilt. Already, she felt calmer having it close. Perhaps she would write Gaspar about sending an anonymous donation to the house for Ofelia and the other children, so they wouldn’t notice that the pendant was gone.

Either way, she would reveal herself to them soon. Once she had gotten rid of magic, she would explain everything.
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“My lady,” said a maid, appearing in Marisol’s bedroom doorway so abruptly it made her jump. “My apologies. I knocked, but you didn’t seem to hear it.”

This morning, she had yet to get out of bed, but her mind was on a series of books she had pulled out of Wildridge Hall’s library. Books about the Seawards, books about the Trident, books about the Castellans. She was trying to approach them all without preexisting notions, as if she were a stranger who wanted to know more about the Alban Peninsula.

Her current read, Magic in the Time of the Seawards, offered a new perspective:


Some were born with a unique sensitivity to the world around them, said to be spirits-touched. They could commune with the living and the dead, and it was said that their tinctures contained the powers of the gods. Though they were largely unrelated, these sensitives became known as “the folk” or “folk healers”—the first witches. Those who hadn’t settled in isolated villages worked for the Seawards, though rarely by choice.



The truth was everywhere, had she cared to look. Now it was becoming another distraction.

“That’s all right,” she finally said, setting her book to the side to meet the maid’s worried gaze. “What is it?”

“You have a visitor, my lady. Prince Tomás Castellan is here to see you.”

“I see.” Marisol’s heart stopped as the maid backed into the hallway. “Thank you.”

She took her time getting dressed, strapping her daggers beneath her gown and brushing her hair into a high bun. Bas could have told Teo anything about last night, and she wouldn’t be able to defend herself. At this point, she didn’t worry that he would reveal her secret, but she had openly threatened to kill him. What if the prince had brought guards to protect his companion?

But when she made it downstairs, there was only Teo, waiting for her with his hands behind his back and his eyes apologetic.

Marisol paused, gripping the banister. “Did we have plans today?”

“No, I—I wanted to speak with you privately.” Teo cleared his throat. The wine red of his jerkin brought out the gold in his tan, and she was breathlessly reminded of how he’d looked on the boat, gilded and yearning. “I wanted to apologize for my behavior last night. I was too forward.”

Marisol descended the rest of the stairs. Her eyebrows drew together. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve tried to conduct myself well, considering all you’ve done for me so far. I don’t want you to ever feel like our friendship is dependent on you indulging my… attention.”

“Teo—”

“Please, let me finish. You deserve better than half-hearted impulses. If I am to court you, I want to do it properly. With no lies between us. I just need to know if that’s something you want as well.” He held up a hand, stopping her from interrupting. “I don’t need an answer now. I just want you to think about it. If you decide that’s of no interest to you, I won’t burden you with my feelings again. But if you decide to let me try”—his eyes darkened—“then I promise you won’t regret a single moment.”

Marisol’s breathing hitched as the implications sank in. “All right.”

Teo beamed at her, a happy, boyish smile at odds with the wicked promise that lingered in his intense gaze. From the moment she’d met him, she’d considered him a bundle of contradictions, but never did she feel it more than right now, when his expression made her feel both adored and exposed.

“Where’s Bas?” she asked as she finally dragged her eyes away. “I thought the two of you went everywhere together.”

“Oh, I ordered him to remain in bed. He was robbed at knifepoint by rebels last night, and he keeps insisting that he’s fine.”

It took every ounce of control not to snort. “Rebels?”

“They scratched his throat and took his money,” Teo said with a concerned frown. “It wasn’t very deep, but if he can force me on bed rest for a scrape, then I can do the same.”

“To be fair, Your Highness, you were also sedated.”

“Irrelevant, thank you.”

Robbed by bandits. She’d panicked upstairs, expecting a knife in her back, and Bas had claimed to be robbed by bandits. Teo still thought she was Marisol Vinyet, the girl he had feelings for, and Bas… well, there had to be a reason that he was keeping her secrets, but, for now, Marisol didn’t want to question it.

“I was just about to have breakfast,” she said. “Would you care to join me?”

Teo’s smile easily returned. “I’d love to.”
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THE FINAL EVENT OF THE CORONET WAS A SHADOW play put on by the reapers of House Muerte at Requiem Theater, the kind of building that someone like Marisol had only ever seen from the outside before she met Gaspar. However, two weeks stretched between the midsummer festival and the shadow play, and those weeks were exciting only for aspiring coven witches. Marisol, Bas, and Teo were free to plan their final theft, and they began by going over the length of time it would take to travel from Requiem to House Muerte and back again. The general consensus was that it would take too long to go unnoticed, and they were considering having Marisol fake an illness when Noelia’s invitation arrived.

“A dinner party at House Muerte?” Teo mused as they browsed the marketplace for the ingredients Noelia had listed in the card. She wouldn’t have time to go shopping, she’d claimed, and she had thanked them in advance for their help. “If she weren’t a witch, I would swear that Lady Galvan was working for us.”

Marisol glanced at Bas. He was busy weighing turnips by hand, so engrossed in his task that his focus had to be manufactured. They had both managed to avoid being alone with each other since that night, but a fragile truce had formed between them in the meantime. Regardless of how they felt about each other, they had a job to do.

But he still didn’t know that she had seen him meet with Noelia a year ago.

And she still didn’t know when to play that card.

“Do you hear that?” she asked, stopping between two stalls. The low hum of voices was common in the marketplace, but these were shouts of dissent. “I think the Criterion is having another rally.”

Bas frowned. “You’re not still thinking you can get your things back, are you?”

“There’s nothing wrong with hearing them out,” Teo said, placing his hand between Bas’s shoulder blades and steering him toward the din. “I’ve always been curious about these rebels.”

Bas looked as if he wanted to protest, but Teo’s excitement was infectious. It was almost funny, to watch a grouch like Bas be felled by Teo’s charm. His shoulders were tense, his mouth twisted into a scowl, and yet he walked easily in the circle of Teo’s arm without further argument. Trailing behind them, Marisol was almost able to ignore her own nerves.

After years of avoiding Criterion rallies, she was walking into the heart of one.

Marisol had always pictured chaotic disorganization, welks too young and too old drawn in by an idealistic message and a picture of a world that would never come to pass. But the plaza they entered was packed with people, some carrying children on their shoulders so that they could see better. There was a stage with a masked figure on it, and he pontificated into a speaking trumpet to the roar of an enraptured audience. She looked around but saw no sign of the city guard. Perhaps they had chosen this area because the marketplace would provide good cover for both the crowds and the noise.

“Every year, the Trident shows off their wealth and power in the Coronet, a wasteful reminder that we work ourselves to tatters while they enjoy luxuries we will never see,” the man ranted. “The only government that truly serves the people is a government by the people. We have lived under the oppressive yoke of a Seaward monarchy and a Trident oligarchy, and what has it gotten us? Poverty and overcrowding and dwindling opportunities for ourselves and our children!”

“No peace!” the crowd screamed in response.

“We deserve equality! We deserve equity! We deserve an end to witch rule!”

Marisol couldn’t make out what they were screaming this time, except that it was louder than anything that had come before. She had lost Teo and Bas in the throng, but instead of looking for them she searched for amber curls and hazel eyes. The masked man on the stage was older than Rodrigo, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t here somewhere, listening or providing a lookout. If she could just talk to him—

She paused. And say what? She was still Lady Marisol Vinyet. He’d sooner spit on her than hear her out.

A pamphlet was shoved into her hands. JOIN THE CRITERION was emblazoned on the front, and a quick look at the contents revealed a list of crimes that the Trident had committed against welks in the last year. Lost jobs, poor wages, separated families. Starving parents forced to sell children with magical aptitude to one of the Houses, knowing they would never see them again. Children abandoned to the orphanages as their parents worked themselves to death in witch homes, replaced as soon as they could no longer hold a broom. People arrested for protesting, injured for complaining, their houses collapsed atop them to serve as an example to others.

Marisol swallowed as she crumpled the pamphlet in her hand. This was just another thing she had ignored in her fight to survive. It was no wonder Rodrigo had joined the rebels. She should have done the same.

“NO PEACE UNDER WITCH RULE!” someone shouted to her left, reminding her of exactly why she hadn’t. The Criterion sought to improve the life of welks, which they currently did by stealing from the witch elite, but that was not the goal of this rally. Rulers were never deposed peacefully. It would be another coup, another bloodbath.

As much as Marisol wanted the witches gone, the chaos of the days after the Seawards were killed still haunted her. Killing Teo, killing Bas—that felt like an ending. Closure from an ongoing nightmare. Killing the Trident felt more like a beginning. Like a war.

She pushed her way toward the edge of the crowd, switching directions when she caught sight of Bas’s neat Afro. He was in conversation with one of the rebels, holding a pamphlet and frowning. His eyes found her and widened. By the time she made it to his side, he had already sent the person away before she could get a proper look at them.

Marisol lifted her eyebrows. “What was that about?”

“Nothing.” Bas flicked the pamphlet over his shoulder. “Have you seen Teo?”

“Are you a rebel sympathizer?”

“Aren’t you?”

Marisol’s eyes narrowed. Yes, the Criterion’s goals were similar to her own, but he knew that wasn’t what she meant. The fact that he was trying to divert her made her even more suspicious. “It just seems like you’re having quite a few clandestine conversations without involving the rest of us.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Bas’s suspicious glare made Marisol want to smile. She had gotten under his skin.

“I just want to know how many secrets you’re keeping,” she said. “And from whom.”

The crowd roared around them, agreeing with whatever the masked man had said. Bas was searching her face, clearly trying to read the signs of the trap she was prepared to spring, but she made sure to give nothing away. She hadn’t been the subject of this much of his intense concentration since midsummer night, and it was a heady feeling.

That night, he had torn her into pieces and left her to put her world back together. Today, she felt strong, as if every crack in her had been reinforced with steel.

“I saw you with Noelia,” she continued, “at the regatta last year. But the two of you have spent this entire season pretending not to know each other. Now you’re having furtive conversations with rebels—the same rebels that she’s admitted to sympathizing with? Are you going to tell me it’s a coincidence?”

“NO PEACE UNDER WITCH RULE!”

“Are you going to tell me more pretty lies?” Marisol reduced the distance between them to almost nothing. Ever since she’d seen him again for the first time in years, they’d been pulled together like bees to a flower. She wanted to be the first one to sting. “Or should I ask Teo?”

“Leave him out of this,” Bas growled. “Or I’ll ask him a few questions about you.”

Whatever Bas was hiding, it was big enough to risk the plan over. Marisol filed that away for later, trying to tamp down the delight she felt at seeing him emotional for once. They were surrounded by people and yet it felt as if they were the only ones in the plaza, so close that she could count his eyelashes. She felt alive in a way she only did when she was with him—destroying him, the way he had once destroyed her.

“Tell me the truth,” she murmured. “For once in our lives, be honest with me. Trust me. Let me help you.”

Bas’s eyebrows drew together. He looked conflicted, and Marisol bit the inside of her cheek so the pain would keep her focused. She hadn’t meant to say that much. She hadn’t known how much it still bothered her that she’d never really known him at all. It should have been another manipulation, but instead, as always, Bas had made her lose control, dredging up feelings that had been buried in a sea of rage.

“I—”

“The Castellan prince has joined us.” The masked man sounded as if he’d found a slug in his drink, so deep was his disgust. “Should we let him know what we think of Domingo forcing their problems upon us?”

“Don’t touch him!”

Marisol’s cry went unheeded as everyone surged to the right, where Teo was presumably standing. She elbowed her way through the crowd, catching sight of his curls just before he was knocked to the ground. Her dagger was in her hand a second later, but she didn’t draw blood. Not yet.

“I said don’t touch him,” she shouted, throwing herself between the prince and the rebels. Teo had rolled back onto his feet, so she passed him a dagger. Welks circled them, their faces cold, their anger stoked by the masked rebel. Marisol didn’t want to fight her own people, certainly not in defense of a prince she should hate as much as they did. But she wouldn’t allow Teo to be hurt again. “Just let us leave.”

“What are you doing here?” said a man with a scar that ran from the side of his neck to the collar of his shirt. “Is this what passes for sport in Domingo?”

“We just wanted to understand,” Teo replied. “We wanted to hear your concerns, and—”

“And what? Help? You caused all of this!”

“THE GUARD IS COMING!”

Everything happened in a rush. The masked rebel disappeared from the stage, his speaking trumpet abandoned. The crowd scattered, everyone running in a different direction. Pamphlets were thrown, and enough dust was kicked up to make Marisol cough. By the time her vision cleared and she had lowered her second dagger, the plaza was empty except for the makeshift stage and the trampled leaflets that read JOIN THE CRITERION.

Bas stood a few feet away, lowering his hands from his mouth. “The guard probably is coming,” he said with a shrug. “So we should probably leave, too.”

“You’re brilliant.” Teo laughed, a nervous hiccup of a sound, and hurried forward to throw his arms around Bas. “You scared me to death, but that was very clever.”

“I scared you to death? Stop running off.”

Bas hugged him back, and, for the first time, Marisol felt annoyed by their closeness rather than left out. Sometimes, they made her feel as if she didn’t exist, as if her relationships with each of them would never matter as much as their attachment to each other. It shouldn’t have bothered her as much as it did, especially considering that their love was a key part of her revenge plan. But she wanted that. And she wanted it with—

No. Careful.

Teo had dropped her dagger on his way to Bas’s side, so she recovered it and placed it back inside its holster. This gave her the opportunity to look away from their display of affection, to get her head on straight.

Bas had never answered her question, but he would be on edge now. Worried about what she would do next. Scared of what she would say and to whom. In his final days, that was what she wanted: emotional turmoil.

“We should finish shopping,” she said once she’d flattened her skirts back over her thighs. “Rally or no rally, Noelia won’t forgive us if we come empty-handed.”
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MARISOL HAD EXPECTED NOELIA TO HIDE THEM AWAY in one of the rooms, but it seemed even a small dinner party meant playing by different rules. They were in House Muerte’s massive dining room, sitting at a long table. Teo and Bas were on one side, Noelia and Marisol were on the other, and the food that sprawled between them was an impressive array, considering that Noelia had cooked it all herself.

If Marisol had minded doing her shopping for her, the resentment would have disappeared at the first sight of this lavish feast: mutton stew with ground hazelnuts and fine spices; sea bass fillets wrapped in toasted bay leaves; fritters coated with honey and rose water; sliced mountain ham on small pieces of bread, topped with goat cheese and peppers.

“Where is everyone?” Marisol asked, spearing a potato with her fork. “I know you said this would be a small dinner party, but I didn’t realize you meant ‘small’ as in ‘empty.’”

“They’re around. Next week is the play, if you recall, so some of them are at rehearsal. But most are preparing for what comes after that.”

“An encore?” Bas said. He had pried his sea bass free of a bay leaf and was digging into the bone-white skin—a task that, apparently, left him with plenty of time for sarcasm.

“The closing ball,” Noelia said, rolling her eyes. “It’s incredibly boring, and I’d rather skip it.”

Marisol chewed her potato, enjoying the seasoning that Noelia had layered onto it. “Why is it boring? Is it different from the opening ball?”

“It’s more private. While everyone enjoys the dancing and the food, all of the aspiring witches are taken away to receive their coven marks. Haven’t we been to enough balls this season?”

Marisol tried to imagine attending so many social gatherings that they began to seem boring. The Vinyet family probably had a similar problem, and that was why they had withdrawn from Domingan court. All Marisol could think of was how good the food had been at each dance and how wonderful it must have been to be born into such a fairy-tale life.

“Washroom,” Teo said, standing and leaving the table before anyone could even tell him where it was.

Marisol stared after him, puzzled. He had been oddly quiet on the carriage ride to House Muerte and even more so during the dinner. She had assumed he was still shaken up by the Criterion rally and what could have easily turned into a second attempt on his life, but now she wondered if she should have investigated more.

She went back to her meal, asking Noelia about the best balls she had attended, during the Coronet or otherwise. Every so often, she and Bas would lock eyes, and the worry that she saw reflected in his gaze only made things worse. This wasn’t part of the plan. She and Bas lacked Teo’s charm. They couldn’t keep a conversation going long enough to cover for Teo’s absence.

When she had cleared her plate, and the prince still hadn’t returned, she placed her napkin on the table and stood. “I’m going to make sure he isn’t ill. Where is the washroom?”

Marisol waited long enough for Noelia to tell her, smiling until the other girl turned her attention back to Bas. Then she nodded once, a silent promise to figure out what was going on as discreetly as possible, and made her way into the hallway. The nearest washroom was by the entrance of House Muerte, but Marisol had a feeling she didn’t need to look there. Instead, she followed her mental map back to the inner courtyard. The door was cracked open, and she could see a shadow cutting through the illumination of the lamps there.

She peeked outside to make sure that the garden was otherwise empty. Then she closed the door behind her, just in case.

Somehow, the garden was even more beautiful than the little she had caught a glimpse of before. At night, torches in sconces lit the paths in flickering golden light. The hedges and trees were menacing in the shadows, but the reflecting pool glittered with captured stars, making the black water look more like a small sky. Beyond the water was a cobblestone plaza, surrounded by orange trees bursting with pearlescent flowers. Blue light, ebbing and flowing like the tide, skittered over the petals.

Spirits-blessed, all of them.

So this was what they looked like, before they were converted into ink. Gaspar’s sketches hadn’t done them justice.

Marisol found Teo standing in the center of the plaza, holding two orange blossoms so tightly that they had begun to bruise. She touched his arm, and he looked down at her with haunted eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I just—we need these plants. We need as many of them as we can get. We’re running out of time.”

“We won’t have any time if we don’t get away with it,” Marisol reminded him. “And if we’re the only ones here when the orange blossoms go missing, we won’t make it out of Coventry with them.”

“There are so many. How will they be able to tell?”

“You’ve been gone for nearly an hour, Teo. They’re going to make sure everything is in order as soon as you leave.”

The wilted blossoms fell from his hands. Weak blue light seeped from the petals and faded into the night. She could no longer feel the magic of it, as if it had been damaged too much to retain a single spark.

Teo pushed both hands into his curls. “It seemed so simple when we were just discussing it. To rid the world of magic. To depower the witches. To change the world for the better.”

“We just need to be patient.” Marisol squeezed his arm. “We’re so close.”

Still, she understood his frustration. It took seconds for something to break. It took ages for it to be restored, and it was never quite the same again. They both wanted change, but, no matter how hard they worked, that change would come slowly. Even once they had the plants, they still had to brew the potions. Even once they brewed the potions, they still had to engineer the antidotes. Even once they engineered the antidotes, they still had to trick the witches into taking them.

And even once magic was gone, they still had to rebuild a society that had been designed to empower only those who had it.

Marisol knew that they were moving as fast as they could, but it would never be fast enough. Every second, welks were hurting.

“I brought one of those pamphlets home, and I read all of it. It… was eye-opening.” Teo sighed as his hands fell to his sides. “So much of society seems to be designed for inequality. Money. Class. Magic. Education. Some are a privilege of birth, and some are a privilege of time, but having just one can make your life so much better than someone who doesn’t.”

“You can’t rid the world of inequality, Teo.”

“Alone, no. But imagine what the world could be if we all tried.”

Marisol didn’t want to imagine it, because it would mean acknowledging that Tomás Castellan was nothing like she’d thought he’d be when she first saw him in the city center. That he was kind and egalitarian, fair and capable. That he was better than any boy she’d ever met—and that she genuinely believed he could change the world, even if he had to do it alone.

It was a thought that had plagued her in all her quiet moments, when she could snuff it out like a candle to do what she needed to do. Now it rang through her head, daring her to face it, daring her to do something with the fact that she liked the prince so much more than she had planned.

“We should go back,” she said instead. “Preferably before Noelia comes looking for us. I don’t think I can explain missing the washroom on two separate visits.”

Teo huffed out a laugh, allowing himself to be led toward the door. He still looked haunted by something, but whatever was going on in his head seemed content to stay in there. Marisol got the sense that something heavier than the Criterion rally was rattling around in there, but this was neither the place nor the time to talk.

Then the prince stopped so abruptly that Marisol walked into his back.

“There’s someone coming,” he whispered.

“What?”

Panic made her body go cold. It was too soon. If they were caught, everything would be ruined.

“I think they’re coming this way.”

They needed a plausible lie. Something that no one would think too hard about. The doorknob was turning, and Teo took a step back. She couldn’t see his expression, but she imagined that he was hiding his panic better than she was as he prepared to give the performance of his life. She could leave it to him and his charm—but charm could only get him so far. It was too big a risk to trust that he had a convincing falsehood ready. This required more than deception. This required deflection of the highest degree.

Suddenly, she knew what they had to do.

“Can I kiss you?”

Teo turned to face her. “What?” And then: “Of course you can.”

She pulled him closer, their lips colliding just as someone appeared behind him.

Their bodies slotted together like puzzle pieces. His hands curled around her hips, thumb tracing fiery patterns over her skin through her dress, and his mouth was hot as his lips parted against hers. She managed to hold on to the thread of her plan—but barely. Teo kissed her as if he’d been doing it for years, sending a gradual wave of heat through her that threatened to scatter her thoughts.

The plan, the plan, she thought in time to the fluttering thump of her pulse. We’re in danger.

But as she arched against him, her fingers digging into his curls, it felt as if she was the one who was in danger.

“It’s the prince and his fiancée. They’re, um. They’re—”

Part of Marisol had hoped that kissing him would be enough to rid her of this annoying attraction, but she had underestimated her powerful reaction to him. To his smiles and his hands and his scent. She hadn’t planned for things to go this far. She hadn’t planned to kiss him at all before she killed him. But Teo Castellan had laid waste to her inhibitions, and now here he was, making her want.

It couldn’t last, and yet she didn’t want it to end.

He sucked in a sharp breath and then his tongue dipped between her parted lips. The sound she made into his mouth was embarrassingly close to a whimper.

But there was something off about the way he angled his head, the way he sank against her, the way he coaxed her into a deeper kiss that had her toes curling in her shoes. He didn’t kiss her like someone who was proficient in kissing; he kissed her like someone who never wanted to stop—earnest and natural and sloppy and eager.

Somehow, that just made it better.

Because she was kissing him the same way.

Her hands trailed down from his hair, down the back of his neck, over the ridges of his jacket to his waist, and then back up again, beneath it. She could feel the warmth of his skin through the thin fabric of his shirt, a heady sensation. His grip tightened and then loosened, as if he wasn’t sure if he wanted to pull her closer or push her away.

She clearly wasn’t the only one who liked playing with fire.

“Hey, you two. Go back to the dining room. You can’t do that here!”

Marisol jerked back from the kiss, barely remembering to look sheepish and harmless. Two reapers stood in front of the door, one looking anywhere but at the two of them and the other with folded arms and a judgmental stare. And behind them—

“Bas,” Teo panted. “I—”

Bas turned and disappeared into the hallway. Teo took a step forward almost involuntarily, a wrinkle appearing between his eyebrows. Her lip stain was a smear of uneven color across his mouth.

“Get out of the garden so we can lock up,” the judgmental reaper snapped. “This isn’t a public area.”

“Then why was it unlocked?” Marisol asked innocently. The shyer witch seemed to shrink at the question. “Maybe we can all agree that this never happened?”

“Please,” the witch mumbled. “Magister Baylin can be very strict.”

Back in the hall, they watched the two witches lock the door to the courtyard and accepted their kind offer to walk them back to the dining room door. Teo looked as if the last thing he wanted to do was go inside, which struck Marisol as darkly hilarious. Once the witches were gone, she nudged him with her shoulder.

“I thought you said that you and Bas weren’t together.”

“We’re not. But that doesn’t mean—I just don’t usually do that sort of thing in front of him, is all.” Teo had rubbed his face clean, but the look he shot her was a soft thing, disarming and real. “And that wasn’t how I wanted to kiss you for the first time.”

Marisol cleared her throat, ignoring the heat in her cheeks. “I think Bas will understand, if you explain it to him.”

“There’s nothing to explain. I’ve wanted to kiss you. You know I have.”

“I know you said that, yes.”

On the other side of the door, she could hear the stilted sounds of Bas and Noelia attempting to make conversation. Once again, if she hadn’t been aware that they knew each other, she would have thought they were strangers who only had her in common. Even without an audience, they were performing.

Not that she could judge them. There was no audience in this corridor, and yet she was performing, too.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she said carefully, her eyes on the door instead of the boy beside her. “At least not right now. We need to focus on surviving the Coronet, and that would be easier without any… distractions.”

“Do I distract you?” The prince sounded delighted. “That’s more than I expected.”

“I think you should raise your standards, my lord. Besides, it’s your distractions I’m worried about. You could have ruined everything tonight.”

All the joy leaked out of his expression until that haunted look returned. “Yes. I’m sorry.” The air thickened with the weight of words unsaid. Marisol remained quiet, making no move to reenter the dining room and waiting, waiting, waiting. Until finally: “Do you ever get tired of feeling like a pawn? Do you ever need to control something, even if you haven’t thought it through?”

Marisol wanted to laugh. What an odd thing for them to have in common. “You’re not a pawn, Teo. This plan couldn’t succeed without you.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Teo said with a sad smile, “but it’s nice of you to say.” Before she could reply to that, he threw open the dining room door, the mask of the charming prince back in place. “Sorry, sorry.” He reached to take her hand and tugged her forward. “Sometimes, I just need some time alone with the love of my life.”

Marisol ducked her head, pretending to blush. She saw Noelia’s shoulders relax, saw her wink, saw her eyes light up with the desire to hear more later. But her attention inevitably drifted to Bas, who wasn’t acknowledging either of them. Their plates were empty, but their goblets were full. Bas downed the rest of his and remained silent as she and Teo found their seats.

Something like guilt curled in her stomach, but she ignored it.

She wanted to upset him. She wanted to take everything from him.

This was part of her revenge.

But somehow it felt as if she were the one who was losing.
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INSTEAD OF TAKING A CARRIAGE HOME WITH TEO, BAS, and their issues, Marisol decided to take a walk. Bas spoke his first words since the kiss to ask her if she would be safe, but she waved him off. Maybe before, she would have been worried about being a woman walking the city streets at night, but now she had magic. It might not have been reaper magic, but anyone who tried to rob her would find her a difficult target.

The night was crisp enough to make her wrap her cloak tighter around her shoulders. Cicadas buzzed, their clicking song drowned out by the Rojanea nightlife. Music flooded from bars. Horses slumbered in stables, whinnying quietly. Drunken welks wandered the streets, their laughter bright. They may not have been invited to the Coronet, but that didn’t mean they didn’t know how to make their own fun.

Marisol dug her hands into her pockets, palming the key she’d taken. She’d brushed against one of the reapers at House Muerte, stolen the key, transformed it into two identical ones, and then returned one to the witch. They may not have gotten an orange blossom, but she wasn’t going to let a lock stop her from stealing one later. The feel of the cool metal reminded her of Teo’s desperation, his impulsive actions and lost expression. She wondered if he and Bas were discussing how he’d almost ruined everything.

She wondered if they were discussing her.

Marisol was drawn out of her thoughts by the sound of footsteps. The street she had turned down was quieter than the main road; most of the shops were closed except for a single inn occupying the center of the block. There were no partiers or horse-drawn carriages to be seen, which made the footsteps stand out in the otherwise quiet night.

Someone was following her.

She sped up, only for the person to speed up as well. She slowed, and they slowed. She considered ducking into the inn and waiting them out, but it was already so late and she was already so tired. If they just wanted money, they could have every ducado in her bag.

If they wanted a fight, she was happy to give them one.

Marisol stopped in the bright circle of a streetlamp and turned. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Not sure if you’re brave or stupid,” said a familiar voice. Rodrigo stepped into the light, wearing all black and a low hat but lacking the mask she had last seen him in. He had a knife in his hand, raised so that she could see it. “But I know that you’re a thief.”

“R—What are you talking about?” Marisol wished she’d gone into the inn. The urge to be overfamiliar with him would be her undoing. “You’re the one robbing me. Again.”

“Trust me, I’m not eager to see you again, either. But you took something from Ofelia’s house, and I want it back.”

Her fingers tightened around her bag, where the dolphin pendant was hidden. “Does Ofelia know you’re doing this?”

“I told her that there was no way some noble would just give her a job out of the goodness of their heart, but I had no idea the noble was you. Why steal back something so small? Something you could buy hundreds of? What was the point if not just to hurt her and the kids?” Rodrigo stepped forward, the sharp line of his blade glinting silver in the lamplight. “You can’t stand it when we have anything for ourselves. You need us to be miserable because you’re miserable.”

Marisol didn’t back away, but she didn’t draw her daggers, either. She was trying to find a way out of this that didn’t involve a fight, because she would win and she didn’t want to draw blood. And she couldn’t run away; he would catch up to her easily. She’d spent so much time looking for Rodrigo that she hadn’t stopped to think about what she would actually say to him. Now he’d left her no choice but to figure it out quickly.

“I gave her the job because no one should be living on the streets. I’m never there anyway—”

“We aren’t charity projects,” Rodrigo spat. “Do you want an award, for helping to solve a problem you created?”

“Can you just put the weapon down? I can explain everything.”

“The pendant.” He gestured at her bag with the knife. “It’s not worth your life.”

Marisol couldn’t reconcile this cold boy with the one she had known. Rodrigo had been surly and insensitive, emotionally unavailable and sarcastic, but he had never been cruel. Before, she would have thought him incapable of robbing someone at knifepoint.

They’d both come so far from the people they used to be.

“It’s mine,” she said, and this time she did take a step back. “It’s all I have of her. I’ll give you anything else but that.”

Guilt flashed across his face, and for a moment Marisol thought that maybe she had gotten through to him without revealing herself. But then: “Buy yourself another one. Buy twelve. But hand that one over.”

“I—”

“Now.”

Marisol almost laughed at the absurdity of Rodrigo trying to rob her of her pendant to—what? Give it back to her? There was no other obvious reason for him to be so focused on it. After all, his note to Ofelia had said Doesn’t Caya like these?

She wanted to drop her magic and scream It’s me, but she still didn’t dare. Anyone could have been watching.

“I won’t.” Marisol swallowed. “Let’s just talk about this.”

“Wrong answer.”

Rodrigo lunged forward, and Marisol twisted away just in time to avoid getting her cheek cut open. The knife sliced her hood instead, and it flew from her head, leaking tiny pearls onto the street. She ducked another slash, hugging her bag to her chest like a shield. Give him the pendant. Draw your daggers. Run.

Her body did none of this. His sloppy moves were telegraphed, and she dodged them in the hopes of tiring him out.

Her foot caught on an errant stone and she stumbled, nearly tripping off the sidewalk. Hot pain flashed up her arm. Rodrigo had carved a river into her forearm, and it bled through the new hole in her sleeve.

“Okay, okay, stop,” she said, gritting her teeth against the throbbing pain. “Rodrigo, it’s me. It’s Caya.”

His eyes narrowed. “Do I look like an idiot?”

The street was too public for her to lower her disguise—and Gaspar would have killed her for taking the risk. Her arm was so slick that the fabric of her dress was beginning to stick to it. Marisol swallowed. “The matrons sent us to the city center to buy groceries, and I made fun of you for being afraid of the crowd.”

Rodrigo paused.

“Once, you ate so many pumpkin buñuelos that you threw up in Gabriela’s bed.”

His stare was unfathomable.

“You thought Lord Ruiz was going to sell me into slavery in Esquivel.”

Finally, Rodrigo lowered the knife. He shook his head repeatedly, as if he could shake the truth out of it. He scanned her from top to bottom, looking for something he wouldn’t find. “Caya, you’re… you’re a witch? A morpher?”

“I…” She couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t. “I guess.”

“You nearly killed me that day, with Lady Galvan. And at the rally, protecting the prince. I’ve been looking for you for months, and you’ve been—” She could see the moment that she lost him. Something inside him snapped, his expression freezing over. Even during their worst fights, he had never looked at her this way. As if he resented her for breathing. “You’re one of them. You left us behind to become one of them. After everything we’ve gone through.”

“That’s not—that’s not what happened.” The words sounded feeble even to her own ears. “How could you join the Criterion? Don’t you know how dangerous that is?”

“More dangerous than surviving on the streets?” Rodrigo snorted. “That day in the city center, someone handed me a pamphlet and I actually read it. The Criterion are the only people who care about making Coventry better. They help people like us find food, shelter, and work. They want to overthrow the witches and put us in charge of our own futures. Of course you’d have a problem with that, you witch sympathizer.”

“I am not—”

“Give me the pendant,” Rodrigo snarled, raising his knife again. “Or else I’ll—”

Marisol would never find out what he planned to do. At first, she thought it was raining, but the moisture had hit her face and chest rather than the top of her head. She looked down to see blood on her chin, dripping toward a larger patch on her collarbone, and it made no sense, none at all, because Rodrigo had slashed her arm.

He collapsed to his knees in front of her, a sword tip sticking through his throat.

Behind him, a city guard gripped the hilt, his face cast in shadow. Beside him, a second guard hovered with his hand by his own sheath.

“You’re safe now, my lady,” he said. “Do you need a ride home?”

The words made no sense, because Kindred was home, and Rodrigo was home, but Rodrigo was bleeding out on the city streets, and Kindred had abandoned them both. She wore fine dresses and attended elegant parties, and Rodrigo had a sword through his throat and his blood was on her chin. How could it be that two people from the same home could have such wildly different fates? It wasn’t fair.

It wasn’t fair.

Her knees were cold. She was kneeling on the ground beside his body, her skirts soaking in the pool of blood that dripped steadily from his neck. She was making sounds that she hadn’t made in years, a hitching sob-howl like a moribund animal. She was here, gripping his body with shaking hands, and she was in the past, hugging him tightly before she left Kindred, and she was even further back, holding tight to Bas’s hand as he led her out of Seaward Palace to an uncertain future.

Rodrigo’s eyes were still open, staring blankly at the sky.

Marisol hadn’t known there were parts of her that could still shatter.

“Poor thing. She’s probably never seen a dead body before. We’ll get you home, Lady Vinyet. Don’t worry.”

It wasn’t fair.

Marisol pressed her forehead against Rodrigo’s and screamed.
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She didn’t remember getting home. She saw Rodrigo’s slack face and lightless eyes every time she blinked, and the blood that had hardened into rust-brown patches on her dress was all that she could smell. She wanted nothing more than to go to bed and sleep through the next few years. Unfortunately, there was a figure sitting on the front steps of Wildridge Hall.

Bas Arroyo looked up as she exited the carriage, his hands dangling between his long legs. He stared at her for a moment. “Who hurt you?”

“I’m fine,” Marisol said dully. “I thought you went home with Teo.”

“I was worried.” He stood. “Is that your blood?”

“Some of it.”

“Leya—”

The name made her flinch. Tears gathered in her eyes. “A boy I knew from Kindred, he joined the Criterion. He tried to rob me tonight, and they—he—”

Warmth surrounded her. It took her a moment to realize that Bas had pulled her into his arms, let alone that she had started crying again. On any other night, she would have been humiliated, knowing that he had seen her like this yet again despite all her efforts to hide, but now she curled into his body and let him be strong when she felt so weak.

She cried for Rodrigo and the life he would never get to live. She cried for their bond and her inability to save it. She cried for the sacrifices she always had to make, the losses that were dealt to her when she least expected them. Through it all, Bas held her tightly, his cheek pressed against the top of her head and his hand tracing a soothing path up and down her back. Flakes of blood were peeling off her dress and onto his jerkin, but he didn’t seem to care.

Her throat was hoarse and her eyes were burning by the time she managed to pull away. She couldn’t meet his gaze, so she stared at the bougainvillea that crept around the pillar to her left. Suddenly, she was even more tired than she’d been before.

“I know you don’t trust me. And I’m not saying I deserve it,” Bas murmured. “But I do care about you, Leya. I would be there for you, if you’d let me.”

Marisol didn’t even have the energy to scoff. “You’re such a liar.”

“The things I haven’t told you… they aren’t my secrets to tell.” He reached out slowly, telegraphing his actions and giving her plenty of time to stop him. When she stood unmoving, his hand found her cheek. “I may have lied about where I came from, or about what I was planning, but I never lied to you about who I was. Or how I felt about you.”

Marisol didn’t lean into his touch, but the gentleness of it was a warm balm to her cold body. It was a jarring contrast to her horrific night, this kindness. Her eyes fluttered closed.

“Why did you run away when you saw Teo and me?” she asked.

Bas’s thumb traced the line of her cheek. “I was upset.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Marisol opened her eyes, met the intensity of his gaze. “You don’t?”

Rodrigo’s death had left her frozen, but she was slowly thawing beneath Bas’s burning focus. He drew back, sliding his hands into his pockets instead, but she could still feel him everywhere.

“I’m going to tell you a story.” Bas said it like a warning, but it sounded more like a plea. A request for her to listen. “Once upon a time, there was a boy who traded one horror for another. To save himself or to save his country—to this day, he can’t be sure. The boy ran as far and as fast as he could go, until he reached a new land and met another boy running in the opposite direction. Even though one boy had everything and the other had nothing, they became best friends. Because they both dreamed of all the ways the world could be better. Because they were both willing to work for a future that had once seemed out of reach.”

Marisol searched his face. “Were they in love? The boys?”

“Of course,” Bas said, as though it was obvious. “Love can take many forms. The boys watched theirs grow and change over several years, but it was always there.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because he’s all I have.” His voice was a whisper that she could only hear thanks to his proximity. “Through my own actions, through my own sins, he became everything to me. I didn’t know who to trust, so I forgot how to trust. I didn’t want to feel, so I forgot how to feel. There was him, or there was nothing, and I’d had enough of nothing to last a lifetime. It’s not that way anymore.” Marisol held her breath, unable to look away from his face. “He cares for you.”

The breath rushed out, replaced by a strange disappointment. “I know.”

“I don’t want to stand in the way of his happiness.”

“You won’t.” She settled her gaze on his shoulder instead. “But don’t you deserve to be happy, too?”

“Do I?” Bas asked. “Even after everything?”

Marisol reached for the hate that had sustained her and driven her here, and she found nothing but embers where there had once been a wildfire. Rodrigo’s death had smothered all other feeling. All she could see now was loss.

She spoke before her mind could catch up with her words. “After everything, we both deserve to be happy. Whatever that happiness looks like.”

She didn’t know how long they stood there, staring at each other, but it felt as if she were reading a beloved childhood story as an adult and finding new meaning in all her favorite lines. She saw his pain and his guilt. She saw his protectiveness and his strength. She saw his passion and intuition.

For tonight, not even his bloody hands were enough to distract her from his gentle heart.

“I should get back,” Bas whispered. “Good night, Leya.”

Marisol offered him a faint smile. “Good night.”
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THE NEXT WEEK BROUGHT ANOTHER WAVE OF RAINSTORMS that forced everyone to stay inside. Noelia had decided to spend her rare free afternoon at Wildridge Hall, in an obvious attempt to comfort Marisol through her ongoing depression. She hadn’t said anything to indicate that she could tell, mostly because she genuinely appreciated the effort. She couldn’t talk about Rodrigo without revealing too much, and Noelia talked more than enough for the both of them.

It was nice not to be alone.

It was more than she deserved.

One of the servants played the harp near the fireplace, bathing them in light music, and Noelia was curled up in Marisol’s favorite armchair, a book across her lap. Marisol was too tired to read, so she’d settled on the rote motions of stitching to clear her head.

“If the weather keeps on like this, they might cancel today’s tours,” Noelia said, staring through the curtains at the gray sky and the raindrops hitting the windowpane. Her legs were thrown over the arm of the chair, the picture of relaxation. “Maybe I’ll visit my parents instead.”

Marisol paused her needlepointing. “Your parents?”

It wasn’t as though she’d thought Noelia had sprung fully grown in the heart of House Muerte, but this was the first time the other girl had mentioned her family. Marisol had quietly begun to think that perhaps Noelia was an orphan like her, and she would open up about her family’s deaths when she was ready.

“They live in the rim of the city, which, now that I’m thinking about it, is a terrible name.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t see them very often. It’s hard to find safe topics to talk about after they sold me.”

Marisol set the needlepoint down before she hurt herself. A half-finished tent-stitched rowboat gazed up at her, the silver needle and brown thread sticking up from the center. She leaned forward. “Sold you?”

“Are you a parrot?”

“This is just a lot of information and yet so little!”

Noelia laughed, her high ponytail shaking with the motion. “My parents are welks. When I showed signs of magic, they sold me to House Muerte for money. I can’t blame them for it, but it means that I was a reaper ward long before my first Coronet. I never had a choice in my coven mark, even if it was what I would have chosen myself.”

Several things about Noelia suddenly fell into place, like her sympathy for the Criterion and how bored she was by other witches. If she’d grown up among them, forced to be a ward because her welk parents couldn’t afford to eat otherwise, it made sense that she would be overly familiar with both sides of society.

“Do you… want company?” Marisol heard herself ask. “Those visits can’t be easy for you.”

“They’ve gotten easier.” Noelia’s voice had grown soft. “I appreciate the offer, though.”

“I understand a little of what that’s like. Having guardians who have previously acted against your best interest, I mean. And loving them anyway.”

At this, Noelia sat up, dislodging her book. It clattered to the ground, but she didn’t notice. Her blue eyes were already wide. “Yeah?”

“It’s… hard to deal with the fact that the people meant to love and protect you are capable of terrible things. Whether that harm is done directly to you or not, it complicates the relationship. The love.”

She stared at her lap, unable to meet Noelia’s gaze as a world of legal guardians ran through her mind. Her parents, who had worked hard in the hopes of a better life only to die and leave her alone to live it. The Seawards, who had kept her ignorant to how badly they were mismanaging her home. Gaspar Ruiz, who had taken her in because she was his best chance at overthrowing the witches.

Each of them had chipped away at her ability to trust. To love. To rest.

“I don’t actually have any advice,” she finished. “I guess I just wanted you to know that even if you go alone, you’re not alone.”

Noelia’s smile was warm. “I know now. Thank you, Marisol.”

A comfortable silence fell between them. Marisol picked up her needlepoint, but she didn’t return to the stitches. Her mind had drifted back to Rodrigo, and how little she knew about him even though they had grown up together. She didn’t know if his parents had died or abandoned him. She didn’t know if he had been born in Rojanea or in Coventry at all. She didn’t even know his last name.

Mourning him the last few days had felt like grieving the Seawards: a longing for a person and relationship that had never actually existed. She had replayed their conversation in her mind a hundred times, wishing that she had handled it differently. Wishing that she had just told him the truth. Wishing that she had just run.

A tear fell onto her needlepoint. She brushed it away.

She hadn’t even contacted Bas and Teo, though they’d sent several messages by courier. Her last conversation with Bas replayed in her mind at the most inappropriate times, mocking her for caring about a boy’s feelings when she had cost another his life. It wasn’t a fair thought, but it stayed her hand every time she considered writing them to come over, even just to scheme. She was afraid she would be doing it because she wanted to see them, to know where they all stood, and not because it would advance the plan in any way.

They knew as much as they needed to know, anyway. All there was left to do now was wait.

“Do you want to go out?” Noelia asked. “The rain is starting to let up.”

Outside the window, the sky was graphite, but she could no longer hear the plink of water against the glass. If the weather held, people would begin flooding the streets again, bringing the city back to life. Marisol hadn’t been out since Rodrigo’s death, but she suddenly couldn’t stand to be in Wildridge a moment longer, enjoying these borrowed luxuries while Rodrigo had died without a family, believing her a traitor.

“I’d love to,” she said, climbing to her feet.

“I’ll bring the carriage around. You change into something that doesn’t make it clear you haven’t gotten out of bed in days.”

Marisol looked down at her rumpled housedress and winced. “Yes, all right.”
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Marisol glanced out the window of the carriage, watching the market sprawl through the city center. She couldn’t hear the vendors calling to customers, but she could imagine the sound. As she’d thought, the break in the rain had caused the streets to fill with activity. Children and dogs splashed through the puddles, much to the chagrin of their parents and owners. Stalls offered fresh fruit and cheap jewelry, umbrellas still open to protect their wares. A busker played a vihuela in front of an upturned hat, ducado already glittering inside.

It was hard not to think that Rodrigo should be among them. He seemed to have joined the Criterion just to help people, and she could almost imagine him handing out free food or spending all his coin just to make sure no one in the market went home with an empty belly or emptier wallet. Once, she had thought of the rebels as a violent fringe group, but she was seeing everything with new eyes now.

Marisol hadn’t bought much with the money that Gaspar had given her, and she didn’t see herself needing anything more before she returned to Domingo. But as she thought of Rodrigo and looked at a man selling cherries by the bag, an idea formed in her mind.

“Stop the carriage,” she said, leaning toward the window to call to the driver.

Noelia blinked as they wove toward the side of the road and parked. “What’s wrong?”

“I brought quite a bit of money with me on this trip that I didn’t spend.” Marisol threw open her door. “Why not give back?”

“To who?” Noelia asked, but Marisol had already climbed out of the carriage.

She bought cherries and plums, apples and figs. She bought freshly baked bread and several kinds of cheese. She bought fish and fresh-caught shrimp, beetroot and carrots, pork sausage and ham. Once she’d filled the carriage with food, she turned toward clothing and blankets and medical supplies. Noelia contributed money, too, despite her unanswered questions; by the time they finished shopping, there was no room for them in the carriage, forcing them to sit on either side of the driver.

“To Kindred Orphanage, please,” said Marisol.

Noelia grinned.

It was a strange thing, to take a carriage back to a place that she’d left in another life and with another name. The streets were familiar, but the building looked smaller. This had once been the whole of her world, and now she’d seen and done so much that it was simply a stop on a much longer journey.

The matrons came outside once the carriage stopped, and there wasn’t even a flicker of recognition in their eyes. Mother Felicia had new wrinkles along her face and at the corners of her dark brown eyes. Mother Lupe had new gray hairs woven into her braids. They had changed in all the normal ways.

Marisol looked and felt like a stranger.

“My ladies,” said Mother Lupe, barely hiding her astonishment. “To what do we owe the pleasure of this visit? Are you looking to adopt?”

“We’re looking to donate,” said Noelia, jumping down from her seat. Marisol followed her at a more measured pace, her tongue thick in her mouth. Even now, part of her feared the matrons. Even now, part of her was desperate for their approval. “We have food, clothes, medicine—take as much as you need.”

Mother Felicia blinked. “We have nothing to give you in exchange.”

“We didn’t ask for anything,” Marisol said. She stared her former matrons in the eyes and projected earnestness. “This is a gift, not a permanent solution. If you’ll accept it.”

Mother Lupe was already by the carriage, where Noelia held open the door to reveal the bounty. It was the youngest that Marisol had ever seen her look, her eyes wide and watery in the sunlight. Marisol may have caused them trouble, may have resented their wagging fingers and how easily they’d sent her and the other older orphans away, but she acknowledged how hard they worked to care for the abandoned children of Rojanea. How, during the lean years, the older children ate less so the younger ones could have more, while the matrons ate nothing at all. How they, like the children, shared a single room to make space to fit more beds in the orphanage.

It was long past time for her to give back. She should have done it before, if not for the vengeance that had wiped every other person from her mind. She should have been more like Rodrigo when he was alive. At least she could still honor his memory.

“Thank you,” Mother Felicia finally said. “The children will love these gifts.”

Noelia directed the driver to begin carrying everything in. Mother Lupe began to help while Mother Felicia went inside and returned with a few of the older children to put them to work as well. Once they had enough hands to make her extraneous, Noelia floated to Marisol’s side.

“Do you know of any other orphanages in dire need? This shouldn’t be a one-time thing,” said Noelia. “We have the means. We should do it at least every month.”

Marisol smiled. “You know that I’m going back to Domingo after the Coronet. But I can get you a list before I go. These forgotten people tend to fall through the cracks, and it would be nice if that never happened again.”

“Oh, right.” An expression passed over Noelia’s face that Marisol couldn’t parse before it was gone. “I’ll do my best.”

Marisol expected Noelia to ask her to write, to reaffirm that their friendship would continue after the Coronet ended. But the other girl said nothing, and neither did Marisol, and they watched the children of Kindred carry everything inside in silence.
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REQUIEM THEATER WAS LOCATED IN A DISTRICT OF Rojanea that looked like an entirely different city. The streets were clean of both trash and people, the businesses ranged from custom tailors to jewelry shops, and the city guard that patrolled the area didn’t look as though they were eager for money or a fight. The theater itself was a magnificent three-floor structure, with stucco walls and a glass dome over the lobby that must have provided a gorgeous light show at high noon. Inside were carpeted floors and staircases that led below, to the orchestra seats, and above, to the balconies and boxes.

Marisol, Teo, and Bas had been given a box to watch the shadow play from, and she was curious to see what such a thing would look like from up high and done by witches. She wiped her sweaty hands against her skirts and stepped into the box, freezing when both boys turned to look at her with a chair open between them. A hysterical laugh bubbled in her throat. She forced it down.

“There you are,” Teo said, standing to help her to her seat. “I was starting to worry you’d be late.”

“I’m running out of clothes for these events,” she lied, instead of explaining that she had almost overslept due to emotional stress.

Her kiss with Teo didn’t haunt her the way her hug with Bas had… and therein lay the problem. In fact, she had barely thought of the prince in the last few days, except as part of a team with an unfinished job ahead of them. Instead, she cried herself to sleep thinking of Rodrigo and practiced her swordplay until she was too exhausted to keep thinking of Bas.

Bas’s hand on her cheek.

Bas’s arms around her body.

Bas’s heart in her hands—metaphorically or literally.

Bas gave her a small smile that made her stomach flutter as she settled in beside him, and she cursed her traitorous body for the involuntary reaction. It felt as if these feelings were parasitic in nature, feeding on her heart the second it had escaped the cage of her hate. She longed to go back to that hate. It was easier. It made sense.

Teo handed her a program, but Marisol didn’t have time to glance at it before the lights went low.

On the stage was a scrim. With the houselights down, a larger light illuminated it, and the shadow puppets bounced into view. Instead of being on sticks controlled by puppeteers beneath the stage, the shadows were freestanding and shape-shifting, the result of magic rather than human ingenuity. They were spectacular and impressive, swirling out of view in a cloud of shadows or appearing from the edges of the light as if they’d been hiding from the audience. Teo was enraptured from the first line.

Marisol continued to watch Bas from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t tell if he was paying attention to her or the stage, and she couldn’t tell which one she preferred. She folded her hands in her lap, clasping them tightly to keep from fidgeting. He would notice. He always noticed everything about her.

The dancing shadows animated his blank face. She remembered the first time she saw him again, when his smile had been enough to send her into a murderous rage. Now she had seen him angry, she had seen him sad, she had seen him resigned to death and hopeful for life.

He had infected her mind. There was no other explanation for this. He had been there for her in her lowest moment, and now she craved his quiet strength. His presence was driving her to distraction. She needed to get over this.

Marisol stood. “I need to use the washroom.”

Inside the empty room on the first floor, she washed her face with cold water. The mirror mocked her with her own beauty. As conflicted as she was inside, her illusion held; she looked like a mermaid emerging from the waves, pretty and perfect. It had been her weapon before, but now it felt like a blade pressed to her own throat. She missed her own imperfect face. She missed her own imperfect life.

She closed her eyes. One plant down. One to go. Then this would end.

The door opened.

Marisol met Bas’s eyes in the mirror. “Is something wrong?”

He let the door fall shut behind him and then leaned against the wall beside it, his arms folded. “You’ve been preoccupied. I’m checking on you.”

“Maybe I’ve seen this play before.”

“So you stare at me instead?”

Caught, she dropped her gaze to the sink. Water droplets lingered across the porcelain, some escaping down the drain. She wished she could escape, too.

“You’ve been acting strange,” Bas continued. “If I said something to upset you, please just tell me.”

“You didn’t say anything to upset me. You upset me.”

A quick glance showed that his expression had darkened. “I thought we were—”

“What?” Marisol whirled around, tired of feeling like the cornered one in this conversation. “You thought we were what? Past you killing my entire family and abandoning me to the streets? Past you living in luxury while I shared a hard bed with at least three other kids at the orphanage? Past you never looking for me, never thinking about me, never once taking accountability for all the ways you ruined my life?” Her hands made fists at her sides. “I’m trying to get past it, Sebastjan, but I have to admit it’s a little hard.”

The words burned as they came out, slicing her as deeply as they seemed to be slicing him. But they were a barrier between them, keeping him and these confusing feelings at bay. She would rather have his ire than risk anything else.

“No,” he said slowly. He took a step forward and then another, his eyes narrowed. “That’s not what it is. You haven’t looked at me like you hate me in days.”

“Oh?” Marisol went for airy, even though the sink was digging into her spine from her failed attempt to back away. “Enlighten me. How have I been looking at you, then?”

Bas stopped when there was only a handsbreadth between them, not even room for a second person to squeeze through. His eyes were the color of tea steeped just a touch too long. He placed his hands on the counter on either side of her, preventing her from running, from thinking. His quiet intensity pinned her in place as surely as his arms did.

He leaned down until those eyes were all she could see. His voice was feather soft. “You look at me like I’m the answer. So what’s the question, Leya?”

The sound of her nickname sent a shiver down her spine. She straightened, tilted her chin up to project a lack of intimidation.

“What do you want?” she snapped. “That’s the only question I have.”

“I can’t answer that.”

“Why not?”

He swallowed. “You know why. Tell me you know.”

“I—” She faltered as his expression caught fire, the heat in his eyes igniting one in her body. She couldn’t breathe, not with him so close, not with him looking at her like… like… “I thought you were in love with Teo.”

Bas chuckled, a frayed and bitter thing. “I do love him. I’ll always love him. But I loved you first. Since I saw you again, it’s been impossible for me to look away.” One hand came up to cup her cheek. The touch of his callused palm made her swallow. His gentle fingers chased the line of her cheekbone. “I told you in the woods: Kill me, and end this.” He leaned even closer, until the slightest wind could send them careening into each other. “Or kiss me,” he whispered, his eyes on her mouth, “and ruin us both.”

Marisol kissed him.

Foolishly. Happily.

He grasped her sides and lifted her onto the countertop, stepping into the space she’d left behind. She had to tip her head back to meet his frenzied kisses. Her hands moved with equal fervor, unsure where to settle: his hair, his shoulders, his chest, his back. She could feel his muscles moving beneath his shirt as he stepped impossibly closer. Someone was whimpering, weak and breathless mm-mm-mms that didn’t seem as if they could possibly be coming from her. And yet he sighed her name like a revelation, his hands sliding from her hips to her thighs, and she realized that it was her.

She wanted him. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly when it started, but she did. It was not like with Teo, that bright spark of attraction that made her feel powerful. This was a need, something that made her feel raw. Every time he tried to pull away, she chased his mouth and swallowed his half-bitten curses. Every time she tried to lean back, he did something with his tongue that made her gasp with pleasure.

“We can’t,” he whispered into her mouth. “We can’t.”

“I know. I’m—” She exhaled shakily as he bit the line of her jaw. “I didn’t mean for—”

“You’re supposed to hate me. You have to hate me.”

“I do hate you.”

That was the problem, after all. Even when faced with the reality of Teo’s feelings, Marisol could think only of how Teo worshipped her. She was attracted to him, but how could she love him when only one boy had ever made her feel an emotion as powerful as love? Her hatred for Bas had kept her warm on chilly, lonely nights, and now, with her entire body burning at his touch, she realized that this was what true passion was. It was not just two bodies colliding but two hearts. It was the thorny, warring emotions she felt when she looked at Bas, remembering what he’d done and what he’d been through. Her desire to protect him and her desire to make him suffer. It was all-consuming, and Teo did not have enough of her to consume. He never would.

It was right here, with Bas. The boy she couldn’t want. The boy she couldn’t have.

Traitor. Victim. Lover. Enemy.

Marisol locked her legs around his waist. He was just as affected as she was, and that made her want to abandon all reason—except he was looking at her, panting, and there was something off about his expression. Something that made her feel less wanton and more exposed.

“I miss your real face,” he admitted, thumb brushing against her pulse. “This isn’t… you. I don’t want to—not until I can see you. Really see you.”

You’re the only one who ever has, she wanted to say. Instead, she whispered: “Kiss me.”

Where their first kisses had been devastating, this was soothing. Their mouths met as if they’d been doing this for years, and his thumb gently massaged her pulse point as he explored her mouth. This time, she let him pull away, his forehead on hers, their lips still in dangerous proximity.

“We can’t,” she reminded him.

He inhaled shakily. She lowered her legs. He stepped away.

Marisol cleared her throat and slid off the counter, swaying only slightly on knees that didn’t seem to want to hold her. She turned back to the mirror, bringing her breathing back to normal, and stared at herself again.

Now she almost recognized herself in those wild eyes and swollen lips. She looked like trouble. She felt like trouble. She was trouble.

It was the most like herself she’d felt in years.

She washed her face again, letting the water drown out the sounds of Bas piecing himself together behind her. She didn’t want his guilt or his obligations to take away from this stolen moment. If she could only have these few ruinous kisses, then she would keep them close to her battered heart.

But by the time she had washed her face, straightened her clothes, and reapplied her makeup, the washroom was empty and Bas was long gone.
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NOELIA HAD BEEN RIGHT ABOUT THE CLOSING BALL.

It was a generic night of dancing and food, only noteworthy for taking place outside rather than at a specific House and for lacking any guests who wore anything but House colors. The new witches were taken away to receive their coven marks, and they returned to the ball when it was halfway over. Marisol politely applauded with the rest of the crowd, but it didn’t take her long to wish that she’d skipped the event entirely. There was nothing interesting about a new generation of witches coming into their powers. The only interesting thing was the looks that Bas kept throwing her across the room, which made her cheeks heat and her eyes roam for anything and anyone else to look at.

It felt as if there was a conversation that they had to have, but they had said all that needed to be said in the washroom. The kiss had been a heated mistake. Their history was too tangled and painful for anything new to grow. Bas’s priority was Teo, and Marisol’s priority was gutting them both. Nothing had changed.

If she kept telling herself that, maybe it would feel true.

Two days after the closing ball, an invitation arrived in the mail. The cream-colored card had the prince’s seal on it, with midnight calligraphy that listed a date and time above the following:


All witches are invited to join Prince Tomás Castellan at Cloverdale Hall for a second, unified closing ceremony. This year’s Coronet has been illuminating, and the prince wishes to celebrate a new and more promising era with his honored guests before his return to Estrellad.

Refreshments will be provided.

RSVP.



Marisol read the card several times, growing increasingly confused. Teo hadn’t told her about hosting a party. In fact, he had seemed withdrawn at the closing ball, which she had taken for frustration that they still didn’t have the final plant in hand. Was he offering a massive distraction to empty House Muerte for her? Or was she expected to attend this, too?

She returned her RSVP with a request to meet, but she received no response.
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Marisol arrived at Cloverdale an hour before the start of the ceremony. The servants led her to the sitting room, and the prince entered ten minutes later. He took a chair on the other side of the coffee table, dressed in nothing but a loose tunic and breeches, as if she’d caught him in the middle of getting ready.

“You look lovely, as always,” he said, giving her a once-over.

Marisol, with her hair styled into an Afro puff bubble ponytail and dressed in a plum-colored gown that matched her lipstick, tried not to preen. “Thank you. Why didn’t you answer my letter?”

“I’ve been busy setting everything up. Bas is still at the market, shopping for last-minute items.”

That was going to be her next question, and she hated how much she relaxed to hear that Bas hadn’t just been avoiding her.

Marisol set the card on the coffee table and picked up one of the cups the servants had placed there. “You didn’t tell me you were going to host your own event. That was a strange thing to find out from an invitation.”

“I didn’t realize that was something I had to run by you,” Teo said with genuine bewilderment. “Did you want to help with the planning?”

Marisol’s lips parted, but she had no argument to make to that. They’d been partners, but only for the length of the Coronet. The Coronet was over. The plan would have been over, if not for the fact that she had yet to get back inside House Muerte. He didn’t need to run his future actions by her, especially with regard to the witches. She’d just wanted him to.

She’d thought they were—Well. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.

She sipped her tea. “I was just wondering how this was supposed to help us get the final plant from House Muerte. You didn’t even ask to host it there.”

“That wasn’t on my mind,” Teo said. “My father insisted I end my trip on this note, and then I had a limited amount of time to get everything together…”

Marisol thought of Teo sneaking into the garden, snatching the orange blossoms from the trees, and crushing them in his hands. That boy seemed worlds away from the one who sat before her, claiming that he hadn’t considered the plan at all in setting up this event. Something was going on, but Marisol couldn’t figure out what.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I was being silly. You should get ready before the guests start arriving.”

“I’ve never seen anyone arrive to a royal party on time.”

She lifted an eyebrow.

“You’re early, so technically it doesn’t count.” But Teo was smiling as he got to his feet. “I’ll be back once I’m dressed, and we can spend some time together. I’ve missed you.”

Marisol wasn’t surprised that she’d missed him, too, but her eyes were still drawn to the window and the lands beyond. She couldn’t very well see to Estrellad from here, but she could let her mind wander. Gaspar would be furious if she returned without the plant he needed, and Rodrigo’s death would’ve been in vain if she didn’t take down the witches in his stead. Perhaps she would follow Teo’s lead and ask Noelia if they could have a going-away party at House Muerte tomorrow. With her key and her knowledge of exactly where the orange trees were, she could be in and out in under five minutes.

And then she could enjoy tonight’s party without stress.

By the time Teo returned, Marisol had emptied her cup and eaten half his tea cakes. He rescued one for himself, eyes twinkling, and drew her into conversation about her week. The prince was easy to talk to and he knew it. Every time she thought they might run out of conversation, he smoothly led them on a new tangent, until she was laughing so hard that she thought the seams of her dress might give out. Bas arrived with an armful of bags, rolled his eyes fondly at their hysterics, and disappeared into the kitchen. Eventually, he returned to sit on the arm of Marisol’s chair—forcing her to ignore her newfound awareness of him before Teo noticed anything amiss.

Their conversation was only ended by the arrival of the first guests, announced by the servants to be Magisters Baylin and Ozalla.

It was an hour after the party was due to start. Teo smirked at her as if to say, I told you so.

Witches trickled in steadily, filling the ballroom. Teo had hired his own musicians, and they played Domingan classics as couples took their turns around the dance floor. Marisol had sampled a little of all the food on display, which left her too full to eat any more once the festivities began. But the party didn’t come alive to Marisol until Noelia arrived, resplendent in teal and gold, and threw her arms around her.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said once she’d let go. “I couldn’t decide what to wear, and the note I sent to Wildridge was returned unanswered.” Her eyebrows rose suggestively. “I imagine you’ve been here?”

“You’re incorrigible.” Marisol laughed. “And you look wonderful.”

Arm in arm, they found two chairs on the edge of the dance floor so they could watch everyone. The musicians played from a stage between the windows, and roped curtains revealed the moon surrounded by several stars. Not even the sounds of the ball and the chatter of Noelia beside her were enough to save Marisol from her sudden melancholia.

She wasn’t sure if she was ready to leave Coventry, plant or no plant. She didn’t want to build a new life in a new place. She wanted to prune her roots here so that they could grow back stronger than before.

It was a sobering realization.

“What’s that face for?” Noelia asked, interrupting her own story about a witch who’d gotten seasick at the regatta.

“I—”

The music faded to a stop as Teo ascended the dais. He wore a black doublet and sage hose, not unlike the outfit he’d worn the first time she saw him in person. However, his curls were decorated by a simple diadem, marking the first time that Marisol had seen him wear a crown.

He looked like what she had almost forgotten he was: a Castellan royal.

“Thank you all for coming to this gala and helping me to say goodbye to a country that I’ve truly come to love,” Teo said, his voice raised so it could carry over the crowd. “I’ve met with the Magisters, and they have assured me that this is the entirety of the witch population of Coventry. These numbers are both larger and smaller than I thought, but it’s made our decision easier.

“After reading my letters, King Alvaro has decided that he will work toward an end to the exile that has kept witchcraft out of Domingo for decades.”

The room filled with shocked murmuring, but no one was more shocked than Marisol. She was on her feet before she’d made the conscious decision to move, and, from the corner of her eye, she saw Noelia stand as well.

Teo’s eyes found her in the crowd, and all she saw was a stranger. If she expected guilt or shame, she didn’t find it in his placid expression. She would have thought it was a morpher impersonating him if he hadn’t been looking right at her, as if he wanted to note her reaction before anyone else’s.

As if she would give him the satisfaction.

She stared him down until his gaze moved on, leaving her fuming.

Teo waited for the whispers around him to die down before continuing. “However, there is a condition to the impending agreement. I’ve taken the time to study your coven marks, sending the ink samples you generously provided back to Palacio Real. We’ve used them to create a coven mark of our own. No longer will you be divided into separate Houses. Instead, there will be a single mark, branding you as a member of the Crown Coven and allowing King Alvaro to share in the power that has made you so strong.”

Marisol could feel her legs shaking. She stumbled toward the wall, using it to keep herself standing.

The ink samples you generously provided.

Teo had never once mentioned that he’d simply been given the samples that he had been helping her to steal. When had that happened? Why hadn’t he told her this? Any of this?

They want the witches’ magic back under their control, Marisol realized, her throat tightening. And that’s something that must not happen.

How many lies had he told her? Why had she ever believed him?

“The Magisters have already agreed to these terms and will thus take the mark first,” said Teo. His smile was indulgent, and his eyes were blank. She saw nothing of the thoughtful boy she’d come to know in those depthless voids. She couldn’t even tell which version of him had been the performance. “Then the rest of you can follow.”

No one asked what would happen if they didn’t take the mark. It was clear that the decision had been made for them, that this was all or nothing. It was likely that no one wanted to be the witch to ruin their chance to expand into Domingo.

Marisol wanted to laugh hysterically—or maybe curl into a ball and cry. Her mind was still trying to make connections even as it frayed from the depth of Teo’s betrayal. The secrets he’d been keeping. The way he’d manipulated her, acting as if she were leading them and he would help her on her path, all while he had an agenda of his own.

It was the same thing that she had done to him, and yet she had never seen it coming.

Are you that worried you won’t be able to do it?

The shame she’d felt that day she’d spoken to Gaspar rose up so fast that it nearly choked her. She had been fooled by charming words and beautiful eyes. She had become another person who thought that Teo truly cared for them while he used them for a safe place to sleep. Watching him smile and laugh at the witches as he oversaw their coven marks one by one made her want to vomit.

If she couldn’t tell which parts of him had been lies, she had to assume that it had all been a game. One that she was losing, because she hadn’t even known to play.

It would be easy to fall apart. That might even be what the Castellans wanted. But Marisol had spent too much time forging herself into something that caused pain instead of simply being the victim of it. Piece by piece, she built a wall between the crush of emotions and the clarity of her mind, until she could almost breathe again. She had never needed Teo for her plan to work. He was here to die, and he had bluffed his way out of her clutches. That was fine. She could still win.

After all, every witch in Coventry was here in this room—which meant that House Muerte was virtually empty.

No one was looking at her as they lined up to receive the crown mark.

Even Noelia had left her side and was waiting in line for her turn to make her Magister proud.

She wanted to look for Bas, but she didn’t know how much more her heart could handle and still beat on. He had to have known. This had to have been one of those secrets that “weren’t his to tell.” It was easier to villainize him again than to look for the truth.

No more distractions.

No more waiting.

Marisol looked at Teo one more time, mourning the boy she’d thought he was and the relationship she’d thought they had. Then, she went to end this once and for all.
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HOUSE MUERTE WAS A MAUSOLEUM, FULL OF GHOSTS.

The ghosts were only in her head, but they haunted her all the same. The first time she had stepped into this grand manor, she had been confident: in herself, in her purpose, in her place in the world. Now she crept across the stones, eyes frantic in their search for lingering servants, her heart a useless rock in her chest.

Marisol wanted to move forward. To live her life fully, without being weighed down by loss. But how could she move forward when she kept losing? She’d thought she was the queen on a chessboard that she and Gaspar had painstakingly created, but she was a pawn in overlapping plans. She had never been in control. She’d just been surrounded by people who benefited from letting her think she was.

She was the same lost child she’d been when Bas had led her out of the burning Seaward Palace, but this time she could save herself. She held on to that fact as she unlocked the garden and began pulling spirits-blessed orange blossoms from the trees.

In the dark, everything seemed louder and more fragile. Every branch she touched seemed to snap with a cracking sound that carved through her body. Every noise she didn’t recognize was a servant coming to check the courtyard for people like her. Her own breath was loud in her ears, too fast ever since the revelation of Teo’s treachery.

She stuffed five different orange blossoms in her pocket, feeling the magic zing through her fingers and up her arm. In the end, it had been easy to be in the right place at the right time. She’d just needed another distraction, and, whether he’d meant to or not, Teo had given her one.

Marisol left as quickly and as quietly as she had come, debating between returning to the gala to keep up appearances or fleeing back to Domingo before she had to face more of Teo’s lies.

Unfortunately, her luck had finally run out. There was someone waiting for her in the entrance hall.

“What,” asked Noelia Galvan, “are you doing?”

Marisol paused, glad she’d taken the time to hide the flowers away before she left the courtyard. She lifted her hands in a placating gesture. “Looking for you. I lost sight of you at the gala, and I thought you might have come back here.”

“The doors were locked.”

“A servant recognized me and let me in.”

“My room,” Noelia snapped, “is that way.”

“I—”

“I know you’ve been stealing from the Houses.”

This brought Marisol up short. Her mind emptied of any excuse, and her lips pressed together. She wouldn’t confess to such a baseless accusation. She would need to be confronted with irrefutable proof first.

“What I don’t know is why.” Noelia was coming closer, her hands clenched at her sides. Marisol kept her own hands near her daggers, just in case. “At first, I thought you were trying to help the Criterion somehow, but none of them have ever heard of you.”

“And how would you know that?” Marisol asked as all her suspicions came to the forefront. “Why have you been working with Bas, Noelia? What have the two of you been working on?”

The other girl stopped. Her pale skin flushed with obvious guilt. “How do you—”

“I saw you at the regatta last year, and Bas more or less confirmed that you had a shared secret. He said it wasn’t his to tell… but I think I’ve finally figured it out.”

Noelia was a member of the Criterion, and Marisol had no idea how she hadn’t seen it before. The rebels who had robbed them hadn’t been fighting to kill, even though they had no reason to keep two retaliating nobles alive. She was busier than she reasonably should have been during a social season like the Coronet, giving “tours” of House Muerte that there were more than enough other witches to handle instead. She sympathized with them beyond any other witch, claiming that it was because of the parents who had sold her as a child. Marisol had been too wrapped up in her own plans to notice that nothing Noelia said had quite added up.

Once again, she’d been made the fool.

“Did you approach me at the opening ball to investigate me?” she asked, hating the fact that she sounded hurt. “To see if you needed to recruit or stop me?”

“At first, maybe,” said a new voice, familiar and unwanted. Bas Arroyo appeared in the doorway with Teo right behind him, both watching her as if she were a cornered animal and they needed to keep her from attacking. Bas stood beside Noelia, who now refused to meet Marisol’s eyes. “It’s more that I wanted to see what you’d do.”

“Lord Ruiz and my father have their own plans for the witches and their magic,” Teo added. “But it’s not what you think. We couldn’t figure out how committed you were to their cause or what you were getting out of this. We still can’t.”

“The Criterion is going to change Coventry for the better. They actually care about the people here,” Bas murmured. “I’m sorry we lied to you, Leya. I really am. But this close to victory, we couldn’t take a chance on you.”

“Until now.” Noelia had the nerve to sound hopeful, as if these half-baked explanations had done anything but make Marisol feel even more foolish. She stared into the eyes of the boy whom she’d kissed, the one who had made her feel something good for the first time since he’d ruined her life, and she felt the old, familiar urge to slit his throat. Before her stood three liars whom she’d mistaken for friends, and she didn’t know which one of them she was angriest at. She didn’t even have time to figure it out. They were standing between her and the exit.

She drew her daggers.

“Now, wait, let’s just talk about—”

She was on Bas in a second. Noelia jumped aside, and Teo swore, but Bas managed to squirm out of the way before she could plunge the dagger into his shoulder. His hand came up to grab her wrist and yank it backward, forcing her to drop the dagger. She pressed the other one against his throat, only to feel it disintegrating in her grip. Noelia’s reaper magic had destroyed her blade, but it was no match for her rage.

Marisol threw her hand back and, drawing on her morpher magic, transformed the ground beneath Noelia into a pit. The scream as she fell satisfied a cold, cruel part of Marisol. She hoped Noelia had broken something down there.

Her head ached. Blood pooled from her nose. She reached up to wipe it away and lost her balance when Bas rolled them over.

“Leya, I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” he hissed as he attempted to pin her down. “I wanted to help you, but you wouldn’t be honest with me.”

“This is what you call being honest with me?” Marisol hated that her body still felt warm from his closeness, that her mouth remembered the taste of his. She hated that she still wanted the life they’d never had, where the Seawards had never been murdered and falling in love with him was the natural path she’d been walking down. She hated that he had never promised her anything, that she had known there was no future with him, and she was still hurt by his lies. “All of you laughing behind my back, keeping secrets—”

“You”—he grunted as she kneed him in the side—“are literally”—he grabbed her hand before she could carve a hole into his ribs—“wearing someone else’s face”—he slammed her wrist against the ground until she let go of her second dagger—“right now.”

Marisol smashed her forehead into his, breathing through the explosion of pain for the satisfaction of his profanity.

She shoved him off and scrambled to her feet. In that time, Teo had collected her knife. The way the prince was staring at her broke her already broken heart.

“You’re a witch?” he breathed, eyes wide with disappointment.

“No,” Marisol whispered back. “I am so much worse.”

She drew the rondel dagger that Noelia had gifted her and closed the distance between them. Teo was wielding her knife with the comfort of an expert in weaponry, but it was balanced for her and not for him. Every time he was too heavy-handed with a dagger made for light, quick movements, Marisol was able to break his guard. Her world narrowed to this golden-skinned prince and his deceitful mouth, any chance of a relationship gone up in flames between them. He breathed heavily from the effort of just holding her off, and that alone made her want to smile.

“Was any of it real?” he had the nerve to ask her.

She sneered at him. “You tell me, Your Highness. Why did you decide to help me steal what you could apparently have simply asked for?”

He blocked her next strike and then dodged the kick she’d thought he hadn’t seen coming. “My father wanted—”

“Since when do you care what your family wants?” Another strike, and her dagger went flying from his hand. “What about what you want? What about what I want?”

But it had been a feint. With his hand free, Teo reached behind himself to grab soil from a potted plant and throw it in her face. Her eyes watered. Her mouth tasted of blood. He grabbed her arm and flipped her over his shoulder, but Marisol was familiar with the move from hours of training. She twisted to land on her feet, changed her center of gravity, and flipped him.

His back hit the wall. Marisol blinked the last of the dirt from her eyes and pressed her rondel dagger to his throat.

“DON’T!”

Bas was somewhere behind her, but she didn’t dare let his voice distract her. Her eyes bored into Teo’s, and it was so different from their many dances. There, when she had him at her mercy, was the regret and guilt. There was also fear, and there was even affection. Marisol didn’t have to ask again if any of it had been real. Even with her knife dangerously close to ending his life, Teo still looked at her as if she were the world.

“Please, Leya,” Bas whispered. “Don’t. We can figure this all out, the four of us.”

“There has never been ‘the four of us.’ It’s always been the three of you and then me. You killed my person, the one who was always on my side. I thought you—” Her voice cracked, though her grip didn’t waver. She had really believed that she could be friends with these people, that she had found something to care about again. Now, the only thing keeping two of them from hurting her was how close she was to killing the third. They didn’t care about her. Maybe they never had. “You wanted to know what I’d do? Well, this is it. I wanted you to suffer, Bas. I wanted you to suffer the way you’d made me suffer all those years ago, to take from you exactly what you took from me.”

“We shouldn’t have lied,” Bas said. “But we’re all liars. We can decide, right here and now, to move forward knowing the truth. If you kill the prince, that can never happen.”

Teo’s throat bobbed beneath the blade. She wasn’t pressing hard enough to cut him, not yet, but she was fascinated by how weak he was at her hands. She remembered how powerless and foolish she had felt in Cloverdale Hall, and it delighted her to turn the tables this way. To claim some of it back. To not just stew in her anger, but to weaponize it against those who had made her angry.

It would be so, so easy to kill him.

It would be so, so easy to disappear.

But even now, even after everything, she hesitated. Teo’s death would hurt Bas, but it would hurt her, too. His wit and intelligence, his kindness and charm, those were things that couldn’t be faked. He may not have been completely honest with her, but she still cared about him. Why should she hurt just to hurt someone else?

“I’m sorry,” Teo murmured.

“You’re not,” Marisol replied. “But you will be.”

She stepped back, taking one last look at the people who had changed her and betrayed her. Then she raced out of House Muerte forever.
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EXHAUSTED, HER EYES RED FROM CRYING, MARISOL walked slowly up the path instead of allowing the carriage she’d paid for to carry her the rest of the way to Alta Lira. She needed the fresh air to clear her head, and she needed the time to figure out how to explain all that had happened to Gaspar. It seemed surreal that days ago she had been fighting the first friends she’d made since Yoselin died, that she’d been seconds away from putting a knife into one of their hearts. It seemed surreal that weeks ago she had ignorantly believed that she was making friends even while she was lying to everyone.

It seemed surreal that months ago she had been sure that the Coronet would be easy.

The servant who opened the door to Ruiz’s summer home stepped aside for her immediately, and she saw another one run off, presumably to inform Lord Ruiz that his ward had returned. Instead of going to find him, Marisol went to her room for a bath. Sweat and tears and blood were caked onto her clothes and skin. Her nose had bled on and off during the journey. Her brain seemed to rattle around her skull until it was bruised. She was in no state for a reunion. She was barely in the right state to breathe.

Once she’d traded her elaborate gown for a simple emerald nightdress, she finally, finally took apart her illusion. She watched her true face appear in the mirror, as unfamiliar to her as a book in a foreign language. Dark skin and darker eyes. A broad nose and plump lips. A full figure and a heart-shaped face surrounded by thinner curls than she’d given herself as Marisol.

She was still beautiful, but it was no longer a disarming kind of beauty. She looked like a normal girl, nineteen years old and tormented.

Instead of lingering, Marisol washed her hair, her real hair, and then began the long process of detangling and conditioning. It still hadn’t quite sunk in, that she was no longer the scion of the Vinyet family and engaged to the prince of Domingo. The persona she had constructed was so persistent that she didn’t bother to force a change in mindset. She would come back to herself in increments the longer she was home. She just had to be patient.

Once she emerged from the washroom, her dried hair in twists and wrapped in a satin scarf, Gaspar was sitting on the edge of her bed.

He’d regrown that awful mustache, but otherwise he was just as she remembered him. His warm eyes and round cheeks, his olive skin and straight black hair. He stood as she stared at him, and suddenly she was in his arms. She didn’t remember moving, but pressing her cheek against his black jerkin made her feel a certain peace.

“There you are,” he said, laying a hand on the back of her head. His voice was a fond rumble. “Did everything go as planned?”

“I didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re asking,” Marisol whispered, feeling him stiffen before she finished, “but I got the final plant.”

She pulled back long enough to rescue the orange blossoms from her bedside drawer and hand them over. Her arms crossed over her chest, as though trying to disguise how hard her heart was beating.

“I thought I wanted revenge, but… you were right. I couldn’t do it. I think that what I really want is belonging. I want to remain your adopted daughter and live at Ruiz Manor. I want to enter society for real, as myself.” She swallowed hard, aware of how weak her voice sounded. “I want to move forward, Gaspar. To remember what it’s like to actually live.”

“Honestly, I figured that would be your decision. All that anger can only sustain you for so long, Marisol. You’ve always had a good heart,” Gaspar said with a smile. “I need time to work on these. Why don’t you get some rest, and we can talk about everything in the morning?”

“I lost my daggers,” Marisol told him as she climbed into bed, not because he’d told her to, but because she was drained. “I’m sorry.”

“They were a gift. There will be other gifts.”

She settled beneath the blankets, inhaling the scent of mint and letting it calm her breathing. “I think I stretched the magic too far. When I was—”

Gaspar hushed her. He tucked one of her twists back under her scarf. “Tomorrow. Rest.”

Marisol kept her eyes open long enough to watch him turn down the lights, whisper good night, and leave the room with the door closed. Part of her protested that he hadn’t acknowledged her wishes, not really. But the rest of her was asleep before the thought could fully form.
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A servant woke her up while it was still dark outside. “Lord Ruiz wants to see you in his study.”

“What time is it?” Marisol yawned.

“He wants to see you in his study right now,” the woman said, giving Marisol another rude shake. “I’ll come back in ten minutes. Don’t be in this bed when I do.”

Marisol made a face at her back. After dressing in a linen housedress of ocean blue, removing her headscarf, and teasing out her curls until a waterfall of dark hair spilled over her shoulders, Marisol made her way to the study. There was only one reason that Gaspar would have summoned her already, and her heart beat an excited rhythm as she thought of the great things they would do together. He had been vague about the next phases of the plan, but after months in Coventry she understood his hesitancy. She couldn’t complete her own scheme without the inconvenience of emotions making her doubt everything. She would have to prove herself worthy of more trust than he’d given her.

He was, she knew now, the only person who had ever depended on her, believed in her. At this point, he was the only person who cared if she lived or died. She could be perfect for him.

She had to be, or she had nothing.

Gaspar turned as she stepped through the door, a triumphant smile on his face. “We’ve done it. All three potions, all three antidotes, are right here.” He gestured toward his desk, where six ornate bottles waited for her attention. Two were reaper red, two morpher white, and two crafter green. “It seemed only fair that we should take them together. After all, you should know how power truly feels before we take it all away.”

“Yeah?” Marisol couldn’t hide her smile. “You’d share this with me?”

“Of course. This is yours as much as it is mine.”

She sat down in the chair before his desk, watching him pour all three potions into a glass that he handed to her. He poured the remaining three into a glass of his own, and, instead of sitting, he leaned against his desk with a sparkle in his eye. Marisol gazed down at the liquid, which had swirled into a dull brown color, and then she looked back up at Gaspar.

He brought his cup to his lips. “Shall we?”

Marisol downed hers in three large gulps. Magic like nothing she’d ever felt swelled inside her chest, as if it was larger than her body could handle. She remembered to breathe through the ringing in her ears and the throbbing in her skull, waiting for the discomfort to pass so she could wield her new powers.

Seconds turned to minutes, and it didn’t pass.

Her breathing grew shallow. Her muscles grew weak. Her vision blurred, and, when she blinked the dizziness away, she was on the ground. Her chair was tipped over as if she’d fallen from it, and the back of her head ached where she must have hit it against the floor. Her heart felt as if someone had reached inside her chest to squeeze it, every painful thump a warning that she was dying.

“Gas… par…” she managed, words burning her throat. “It’s… too much…”

But her guardian was not on the floor with her, she realized when she tried to reach for him. He was in the same place against the desk, his empty glass next to him, watching her with cold fascination.

Marisol’s heart stung in a completely different way. “You… lied…?”

“I find it makes people more likely to do as I wish,” he said, his voice alternately too loud and too soft as her headache grew worse. “Each of your potions contained a slow-acting poison. For what it’s worth, there were times when I thought I might keep you around, but your youthful rage has made a mess at every step. You are weak. A liability in the grand scheme of things.”

Marisol felt herself cracking into a thousand pieces, and it wasn’t just the poison. “But… I thought… You trained me…”

“I have had years to plan, to think.” He glanced toward the bookshelves, as if he couldn’t bear to look at her. “There was no amount of time I wouldn’t invest, no amount of money I wouldn’t waste, in order to form a weapon against the witches. You went where I couldn’t without my absence being noticed, and you’ve served your purpose. Now you know too much, and you act too erratically. I don’t need another child, Marisol. I need a blade, and you’ve dulled yourself.”

That’s not my name, she thought. Somehow, it was even more painful to know that he had killed her without even giving her the decency of dying as anything other than what he’d made her.

“With the Crown Coven in place, King Alvaro will be able to drain the witches bearing the mark of their magic, neutralizing them as a threat.” Gaspar picked up the two glasses. “And with these potions, he’ll be able to give himself and his supporters that lost magic. We’ll be the most powerful country on the continent, and we’ll soon be the largest empire in history. Meanwhile, I have been named Witch-hunter General, leader of the inquisitions into their crimes. They will answer for the deaths of my family at last. They will pay.”

He stepped over her as though she was little more than trash. Marisol was transported back to House Muerte, to how Bas and Teo had tried to warn her that King Alvaro and Gaspar had their own plans. At the time, she’d thought they had just been trying to manipulate her, to get her to agree that their decision to go rogue was somehow for the best so close to the finish line. But Gaspar had never planned to just depower the witches. He planned to become one, and then he planned to kill the rest.

She was such a fool.

Tears burned her eyes. “Did you… ever… love me? Even… even a little?”

Gaspar paused by the door. “I need to go to the Palacio Real to uphold my end of the bargain.” When he looked at her over his shoulder, his expression was remote. He could have been looking at a wall, for all the emotion he was displaying. “Try not to vomit on my floor.”

Then he was gone, and she was nothing.

Again.

Too frail to even turn her head, she let the tears fall. Teo had claimed to care for her, but he had created the Crown Coven on behalf of his family. Bas had claimed he hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but he’d been a member of the Criterion, working to undermine her at every step. Noelia had claimed to be her friend, but she’d also been a rebel, allowing them to be attacked in broad daylight just to pass supplies to her allies. Now Gaspar…

A scream was trapped in her throat.

Everyone she’d ever trusted had left or betrayed her. She had loved people who didn’t exist; like the Seawards, who smiled at her over dinner while torturing her friend beneath the palace; or people who were glad to be rid of her, like the children and the matrons at Kindred. Her parents were dead. Rodrigo was dead.

Marisol Vinyet was dead.

She wanted to be angry. Anger was safe and motivating. But her body had gone numb and the only thing she had room for was despair.

She was a fool, a fool, a complete and utter fool.

And now she would die like one.
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MARISOL AWOKE WITH A GASP. HER CHEEK STUNG, which was a new enough sensation that her failing pain receptors had registered the complaint. She must have been dead already, because she was still in the study of Ruiz’s house in Alta Lira, but it was Noelia Galvan who was hovering over her with a raised hand and a determined scowl.

“What did he do to you?” she demanded. “Don’t make me slap you again.”

Marisol’s tongue felt heavy. Instead of the almost pleasant numbness of before, her body now felt as if it were boiling. Heat scorched through her blood until being alive felt like torture. As inexplicable as Noelia’s presence was, Marisol had to be alive. Death couldn’t possibly hurt like this.

“Poison,” she said, or thought she said. From Noelia’s confused expression, she assumed the word had been garbled, but Noelia’s face cleared when she figured it out. She disappeared, and Marisol closed her eyes to return to the slow pain of dying.
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The next time she awoke, she was choking.

“Sorry,” Noelia said, one hand on the back of Marisol’s neck while the other covered her nose. “You need to swallow this.”

Marisol coughed, slicking her chin with the foul-tasting liquid, and then she forced her aching throat to drink normally. It burned on the way down, but soon a chill radiated outward, easing the forest fires inside her body. The antidote, she realized as her mind slowly cleared. Gaspar had known that no one in this house would help her and that she was too close to death to help herself. He hadn’t even bothered to cover his tracks.

She’d meant that little to him, in the end.

Once she had the strength, Marisol sat up. “How are you here?”

Noelia was already on her feet, raiding Gaspar’s desk. Potion after potion appeared on the table. “The boys helped me out of the pit so I could follow you,” she said briskly. “I didn’t know what I was going to do at first. Sneak in and try and talk to you again, maybe. But I knew that something was wrong when I saw Lord Ruiz leave the manor without you.”

It should have disturbed her that Noelia had tracked her, but Marisol’s mind couldn’t handle any more surprises. The last time they’d seen each other, she had dropped Noelia into a ditch deep enough to break bones. Still, Noelia had followed her. Still, Noelia had saved her.

Gaspar Ruiz, the man she’d thought was her partner, her guardian, her friend, had tried to murder her. And she had let him, ignoring every sign that he didn’t have her best interests at heart.

She covered her face with her hands. “You all were right. He didn’t trust me, either. He just took it a step further and tried to get rid of the problem for you.”

“Lord Ruiz only works for himself,” Noelia snapped, pausing in her search. “And, yes, Marisol, we lied. People lie. But that doesn’t mean we don’t care about you. That doesn’t mean that at least some of this summer wasn’t real. I wanted to forgive and move forward, and you tried to assassinate the prince. Between the two of us, you have more to answer for than I do. My lies protected an entire group of people whose lives are constantly on the line. Who the hell were you protecting?”

Herself. Gaspar.

No, herself.

She had accused Bas of the exact same thing in the clearing. You can make this about Coventry as much as you want, but you were saving yourself. Had he known, even then, what a hypocrite she was? She didn’t care about Coventry or Domingo. She didn’t care to join a rebel group or help the other orphans. She was not as loyal as Rodrigo, as smart as Teo, as fierce as Bas, or as devoted as Noelia. Everything she’d done since leaving Kindred had been for herself and her vengeance. For Gaspar and his retribution.

She was selfish and wrong… and Noelia had still come back for her.

Marisol dropped her hands. Her tears had dried on her face in salty tracks that felt rough to the touch. “Where are they? Bas and Teo?”

“I can’t tell you that. Not until I know where we stand.”

Marisol stared at Noelia, who stared right back. Shame tightened her throat. Even after saving her life, Noelia could still doubt that Marisol would be loyal to anyone but herself. She and Gaspar had a lot in common, but she now knew that they differed in one respect: Marisol still had empathy, humanity. She could still learn and change when presented with new experiences or information. She had given Gaspar her love and loyalty and that hadn’t been enough to sway him from a path he’d been following for decades. It would be easy for her to believe that she hadn’t been enough, but here Noelia was, proving her wrong.

Despite all the lies between them, three months of friendship had made her life worth saving in Noelia’s eyes.

“Let me help you,” she said softly. “I know where everything is.”

Together, they worked quickly, sorting out the useful correspondences and notes. Letters from Alvaro and Itzal, discussing the beginnings of the plan. Research on the potions, with failure after failure until he’d started to see results. There were only two extra sets of each potion, which made Marisol falter. If she had done better during the Coronet, would he have given her one of these? Or was that another lie?

She shook the thought from her head. He’d made his choices. Now she would make hers.

Noelia dumped everything into her bag. “I distracted all the servants with a kitchen fire and by releasing all the horses in the stables, but they’ll soon be making their way back. Can you walk?”

“I think so.”

Marisol smoothed out a final letter, realizing from the first few lines that it was about Teo. Too independent, not aligned with our goals, certain she will be to blame, custom daggers. The words jumped out at her, painting a picture of a king who wanted his own son dead and another man who was willing to frame Marisol for the crime. Another surprise, another betrayal, that she didn’t have time to deal with. Another crack in a heart that was barely holding on.

“Did you come by carriage?” she finally asked.

“Yes, I—” Noelia swore over by the window. “Guards are arriving. A lot of them. Lord Ruiz must have had a backup plan in case you didn’t die.”

Sometimes, anger becomes initiative.

Teo’s father had been the one who wanted him dead all this time.

If you push people past a certain point of ire, that loss of control is not a single act.

Ruiz wanted her dead or arrested, his crimes shifted from his shoulders onto hers. A girl who had lied about her very identity couldn’t be trusted to be honest about anything else. She was his perfect alibi.

It’s a movement. An unshackling.

Noelia and Bas had the Criterion to shelter them, but Marisol and Teo had nothing without them. For her and Teo to survive, Noelia and Bas needed to escape—and that meant no one could know that Noelia had helped her.

A revolution is nothing if not anger left to kindle.

Marisol folded the paper and handed it to Noelia. “You need to go, then. I’ll stay here.”

“What?” Her friend stopped in the middle of refastening her bag, her eyebrows raised. “They’ll kill you. Or arrest you. Or both.”

“They won’t kill me. Not yet. I survived, and Ruiz will want to know how I survived. He’ll make sure that I stand trial, become an enemy to the world, and that I suffer long enough to know the consequences of moving against him.” It was what she would do, if she were in his shoes. Death was too kind a fate for her enemies. She wanted them to hurt the way she’d been hurt. Ruiz would want her to hurt, too. “You need to get these supplies and information to Bas and Teo. You need to keep your role in this a secret until we can see each other again. If Ruiz doesn’t think that he’s won, he’ll become even more dangerous. We need him smug and complacent and ready to make a mistake we can exploit.”

“But…”

“Listen to me,” Marisol whispered urgently. “There’s a house in my name in—I think the neighborhood is called Gardenia? Some of the kids who aged out of Kindred Orphanage have been staying there. Take care of them. Make sure that he doesn’t hurt them or try to use them against me. Tell Ofelia that Caya sent you.”

“Who’s Ofelia?”

Marisol almost laughed at the absurdity. Instead, she glanced at the door, anticipating the guards that would soon burst through it.

“You need to leave, Noelia. Now.”

Noelia reached out and then hesitated, her hand hovering in the air between them. “What if—”

Marisol took her hand. Her smile was faint, but it was real. She studied Noelia, her pale skin and golden hair, her worried eyes and her expertly applied makeup. She hadn’t had a friend so true since Yoselin, and she wanted to memorize this moment. Even believing her a fraud, even without knowing her motives, Noelia had been the best friend that Marisol had ever had.

“Go,” she said, giving her an affectionate squeeze. “Live. Let me save you this time.”

Noelia threw her arms around Marisol, catching her off guard. It was such a familiar gesture that her eyes began to sting, but she had emptied herself of tears. All she had left was her anger and her purpose. She wouldn’t die while her enemies still lived. She would make Gaspar Ruiz regret the moment he brought her from Kindred Orphanage and told her to take control of her own destiny.

With another long look, Noelia left the room.

Marisol settled into Gaspar’s chair, hating that it was still warm, hating that it smelled like him. She had thought that this house could become her home, that this life could become her life. She had been so naive then, but now her eyes were open. She couldn’t sit around and wait for someone to hand her everything she had ever wanted. She had to take it and forge her own way in the world.

She thought she had found peace in Coventry, but there could be no peace now.

Gaspar Ruiz had started a war.

She looked forward to ending it.

When the guards burst into the study a half hour later, Marisol wore her new face, her hands folded atop the desk and her chin lifted imperiously.

“Marisol Vinyet,” said the guard in front, his sword drawn. “You are under arrest for theft, fraud, and conspiracy to commit treason.”

“Am I?” She yawned daintily. “What took you so long?”
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NIGHT HAD FALLEN ON SANTESA BY THE TIME MARISOL Vinyet finished her story.

Outside her bedroom at the top of the tower, the only structure on the otherwise uninhabited island, darkness reigned. There was no moon to obscure the splash of stars that coated the navy sky, but thin clouds drifted lazily past the barred window. Dawn was minutes away, the sun a glowing line at the horizon, but all was still. Marisol hadn’t looked up from the hands that she had folded in her white cotton gown. He hadn’t moved from his place by the desk in front of a small notebook that wasn’t nearly as full as it should be.

He’d been dangerously invested.

Even after she stopped speaking, Marisol Vinyet’s words echoed through the small room, hovering like miasma between them. He had known that the story she would tell could never match the ones the world told about her, but she had exceeded his expectations. He understood, now, how one girl could become a legend in just a few months. She was a magnetic force, a persistent threat, an unrelenting survivor. Of course she was here because she wanted to be.

They were both here because they wanted to be.

He closed his notebook and leaned forward. “I have one last question.”

“Which is?”

“Are you sorry?” He studied her carefully, every angle of her face, every twitch of her muscles, waiting for her body to answer him before she did. “Are you sorry for any of it?”

Marisol smiled, and it was not a friendly smile. This smile was like the slow creep of mist across the harbor at sunrise, gorgeously threatening, unnervingly lovely. She looked less like a girl and more like one of the old gods, waiting for the people who turned away from worshipping them to realize the catastrophic nature of their mistakes.

“I’ve had so much time to sit here and think about it all… and the only thing I’m sorry for is that I’m here and my enemies are not,” she said. “My country is still in chains and so am I. If I could do it again, I would be smarter. Angrier. I would make them sorry.”

Outside, the sun began to rise, painting the sky blood orange. Birdsong filled the silence between them, followed by the sleepy sound of the change of guard. He would be expected to return to Coventry, to write the article or book that he’d claimed to be interested in, and to leave Marisol to her fate at the end of a noose. She had told her story on her own terms, and now it no longer belonged to her but to him.

He could make her immortal at the stroke of a pen.

But she had spent enough of her life being told who she was.

“Before you go,” Marisol said, rising from the bed. “Let me get you some more tea. I’d hate for you to fall asleep on your travels.”

“I’m not sure I could sleep after all of that, but thank you.”

She crossed to the door, knocking until a guard appeared to tend to her request. While they waited, she watched the sun rise steadily through the window and he watched her as if she would disappear if he took his eyes off her. It had happened twice before, after all.

Something shattered in the hallway.

The sky was now robin’s-egg blue around the climbing sun. From here, Soltura Harbor was in view, a distant strip of white sand and green hills, multicolored boats dipping by the brown docks. Beyond it, Coventry was waking to screams, the same screams that were erupting from the tower beneath them.

In Domingo, King Alvaro Castellan was enacting his plan, cleared by his small council in exchange for power of their own and scheduled for the morning of Marisol Vinyet’s execution. Every witch with a Crown Coven mark was being drained of their magic—a painful process, if the sound of it was any indication. They would be at the Castellans’ mercy, subject to trials at their leisure. They would have to do anything King Alvaro asked if they wanted the hope of getting their magic back. They had proven their loyalty to Domingo, and, in so doing, had become subjects of the Castellans once more.

Just not in the way they’d been promised.

As the screams began to die down, he released his hold on the magic that had gotten him this far. The illusion rippled and faded as he approached her, his reflection in the windowpane returning to the face he knew well: his square jaw, his brown eyes, his sharp cheekbones. His hair, usually cut close, had grown out into a short Afro, and he was dressed in military black because he knew how to fight in these clothes.

In the reflection, he saw Marisol smile. “Hello, Bas.”

“Ready to go?” he asked.

She turned around, and it took every ounce of training to keep his breath from catching at the way her eyes sparkled when she caught the light. There were still lies and pain between them, but there was this, too: this irresistible pull to her side and the knowledge that he was exactly where he was meant to be. She was stubborn and dishonest and manipulative and hot-tempered, but she was also loyal and generous and loving and brave.

And she was his. At least, he hoped that she still wanted to be.

Her gaze had softened in the time it took him to finish his assessment. “After all of this, let’s talk. Really talk.”

“Yeah,” he whispered. “I’d like that.”

A guard stepped into the room. Bas pinned them to the wall, smashing their head against the stones until they were crimson with blood.

Marisol ran ahead, because there was nothing in this room that she owned or even wanted to keep. He heard pained grunts and loud curses as he followed her down, killing the men that she’d left alive. These witches were welks now, but they could still raise the alarm when they awoke. Bas was used to making the ruthless choice. Wasn’t that how they had all gotten here?

They fought their way to the beach. Marisol had kept any sword or knife she found particularly useful, and she was a tornado of blades that left nothing standing in her wake. Bas wanted to watch her fierce beauty, but there would be plenty of time for that later. He efficiently slit throat after throat, until there was nothing between them and the boat but sand and low tide.

Marisol wiped her weapons clean on a nearby guard’s body and then stole his sheath and holster. Bas turned away so she could clip it to her thighs, putting his own knives away with blood still smeared onto them. As long as they were still sharp, he wasn’t particular.

“What’s happened since I’ve been away?” she asked. She walked toward the boat in her blood-soaked dress, looking like a phantom and moving like a queen. “Where’s Noelia? Where’s Teo?”

“They’re waiting for us,” Bas answered, untying the boat from the dock. They would have to sail around Coventry and enter from somewhere other than Soltura Harbor, but he had rations and supplies in his bag and contacts on the shore who would smuggle them in. “Teo has to return to Domingo soon, before his father gets suspicious, but the three of us have come up with a plan that will hopefully give Coventry back to the people it was stolen from.”

Marisol tilted her head, a smile crossing her face. “You freed me from jail to join a revolution?”

“Are you complaining?”

“Not at all.” She bounced with the boat as they moved out onto the waves. “No more lies, right?”

“No more lies. The only way we’re going to win is if we all work together.”

She was looking at the water instead of him, her eyebrows drawn together. He wondered if she was thinking of the last time they’d met, when he’d been powerless to resist her despite his feelings for and loyalty to Teo. Or perhaps she was thinking of Gaspar Ruiz and how he’d left her for dead even after she’d become his ward and his weapon. Her story had been equal parts heartbreaking and infuriating, and he knew, despite her present calm, that a river of wrath ran through her blood. He just hoped she was finally directing it in the right ways.

She met his gaze at last, seemingly coming to a resolution. “I’m ready. I just have one request.”

“Which is?”

Her eyes brightened at the echo of her previous words. In those eyes, he could see a precarious future: bodies dropped and blood shed, empires fallen and power stolen. He could see the potential for creation and destruction that she held inside of her, like the incarnation of a change of fate. The boat was filled by her presence, and for a moment he wondered if he was traveling with the greatest thing to ever happen to Coventry or the worst.

In that moment, he decided it was worth the risk. Change was never easy, and Coventry needed to change. It was a country on its last breaths, and the only way to save it was to start anew.

Then, her face shifted in small ripples. Her chin extended, her curls thinned, and her eyes lightened from black to umber. Full lips and a thick nose. Neat eyebrows and small ears. It was a face that he hadn’t seen in months, and, though it was not as purposefully stunning as the one she’d crafted, it was perfect. Because it was real.

As if she could read his mind, Cataleya Donant grinned. “Call me Leya.”
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