

[image: Foxglove by Adalyn Grace]





Also by Adalyn Grace


Belladonna


Foxglove


Wisteria








Adalyn Grace is a New York Times bestselling author of All the Stars and Teeth, which was named '2020's biggest YA fantasy' by Entertainment Weekly. Prior to becoming an author, Adalyn worked in live theatre, acted as the managing editor of a non-profit newspaper, and studied storytelling as an intern on Nickelodeon Animation's popular series The Legend of Korra. Local to San Diego, Adalyn spends her non-writing days by watching too much anime, and playing video games with her two dogs.





Contents

Part One

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

 

Part Two

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

 

Part Three

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Epilogue

 

Acknowledgments





Eight

Signa searched for Death everywhere. Sometimes, when the temperature plummeted or she felt the caress of a particularly gentle breeze across her cheek, she would imagine that he was there beside her. She took her morning walks when the springtime sky was still a dreary gray and the lawn sparkled with the morning dew, ensuring she was alone as she spoke to a man who she couldn’t be certain was even there, giving him the updates of her investigation.

Nearly a week had passed since the day Elijah had been taken. Nearly a week of tailing Byron as he puttered around Thorn Grove, busying himself with hiring staff and assigning duties, inspecting all work with a critical eye. With the deal for Grey’s Gentleman’s Club having fallen through, he often took to Elijah’s study from sunrise to sunset to go over ledgers and paperwork.

There was little else Signa could do while he was in there, and thus she took to spending many afternoons pricking a needle into her finger, watching the blood swell and then stop seconds later without any sickness. Her powers still worked; it seemed it was only when she crossed the veil and had full access to them that she took ill. Though she knew little of Fate’s abilities, she guessed this situation was somehow his doing. If she didn’t already have enough of a reason to want to beat him at his own game, she certainly did now.

Blythe, too, had put on her detective’s cap, and unlike Signa, she was less distracted with worries of Fate and the image of Elijah hunched and beaten in his cell. However, she also didn’t have all the information, and Signa had no idea how to broach that conversation. Good morning, Blythe. I am a grim reaper who used my powers to visit your father in his cell. He suggested that I investigate your uncle. Would you like to join me in my continued mission of tearing your family apart?

No. If it meant sparing Blythe the pain of such knowledge, Signa would bear the burden of it forever. Just as she intended to do with the truth about Percy.

Blythe spent her mornings and afternoons in the library, reading about poisons and poring over whatever news clippings she could find for murders involving cyanide. She’d spent the first few evenings since Elijah was imprisoned at the dinner table, sharing the details of her findings with whoever would listen. Once Byron realized that she had no intention of discussing more dinner-friendly topics, he instructed the two girls to take their suppers elsewhere so he could have some peace, which meant that evenings quickly turned into Signa cutting into a piece of roast as Blythe discussed—in extraordinary detail—the latest murder she’d read about.

By the time Fate’s soiree rolled around—or rather Prince Aris’s soiree, as that was the name he’d been going by—the day felt as much of a mental reprieve as it did a chance to confront the man face‑to‑face. Every time Signa read the name and saw those gilded letters, another crinkle marred the invitation.

Elaine had helped Signa ready herself that afternoon, practically glowing as she laced her into a gorgeous satin gown the color of ripe autumn moss and adorned with golden embroidery. The dress was perhaps a few shades too dark for both this year’s style and the season, yet Signa loved the way it reflected back at her in the mirror. It felt rich against her skin and fit her like a glove—tight around the waist and narrowly avoiding a scandal at the bust. As she was unmarried, her hair had been pulled back from her face, twisted and pinned into elegant curls. She loosened a few of them as she inspected herself, wishing that Death would be there to see her. Maybe he would be. Maybe he was already here and trying to warn her not to attend the soiree; with their communication halted, it wasn’t as if she’d know.

“If you don’t have a hundred handsome men asking for your hand by the season’s end, then surely there is no hope for any of us.” Elaine lowered her hands to her hips as she looked Signa over. She was the single rose among the aptly named Thorn Grove these days, and Signa wondered if perhaps it was for her and Blythe’s benefit that Elaine’s cheeks were so rosy and her smile so bright, to make up for the foulness that plagued the manor. But the more time that passed, the more genuine it seemed. When Signa had first met Elaine, the young woman had been quiet and reserved. Now she hummed when she strolled the halls and shared stories of happy news whenever she delivered tea. Though her cheerfulness was sometimes odd, such grim circumstances made it that much more appreciated.

As for the comment about the men . . . Signa smoothed out her long white kid gloves, never having realized they could be so interesting. Her wealth was no secret, and with the Hawthornes feeding her as well as they had been, Signa had filled out in a lovely way. Her skin was suppler than when she’d first arrived at the manor, and though there were some who still considered her eyes with great skepticism—for one was a winter’s blue and the other a melted gold—Signa knew she was pretty enough to draw interest. However, knowing that she couldn’t summon Death whenever she wanted had her yearning for him even more, and seeking the attention of others less than ever.

“Oh, don’t make such a face,” Elaine chided, looking at Signa’s reflection in the mirror in front of them. “If this is about Mr. Everett Wakefield, even I know he’s keen on you. I’m certain that once Mr. Hawthorne is proved innocent, all will be well. Though, if you ask me, I say why not go for the prince, instead? Especially if he’s handsome.”

Signa didn’t care one bit for the playfulness of Elaine’s voice or the way she wagged her brows. More than anything, though, she hated the suggestion that a man as despicable as Fate could ever be thought of as handsome. He was ghastlier than anyone she’d ever laid eyes on—which was saying a lot, considering she had grown up seeing all sorts of strange spirits with parts of their bodies stabbed or rotted or blown away in old wars.

Signa didn’t have the heart to shoo Elaine away when her lady’s maid pinched some color into her cheeks and ushered her out the door. “You best be on your way, miss. Your uncle will be meeting you in the carriage.”

While the idea of being escorted by Byron for an entire evening once would have stalled Signa’s steps, she was eager to get him out of Thorn Grove and away from Elijah’s study. Fate wasn’t the only one to be wary of; she needed to see how Byron behaved in the public eye. Whom would he approach or find himself in conversation with? What might his mannerisms be? Whatever he did, she’d be there to track his every move.

Skirts in one hand, Signa held the other above her eyes, blocking out the beaming sunlight as she hurried to a polished carriage led by two stallions with slick black coats and thick muscle. The wiry groom who opened the door was decidedly not Death’s human charade, Sylas Thorly, and Signa felt a little pang in her chest as the young man helped her up.

To Signa’s surprise, it wasn’t Byron who waited for her inside.

“Hello, cousin!” Blythe’s voice was more cheerful than it had any right to be, and Signa fixed her with the most vicious glare to signal as much. “Oh, don’t give me that look. Surely, you knew I was going to come.”

“I expected you would consider it, though I had hoped you’d see reason.” Signa halted at the door, debating the merits of dragging Blythe out by the skirts when the driver cleared his throat.

“Hurry and take your seat,” Blythe scolded. “We’re already late.” She wore a shade of blue so pale it could almost pass for white and kept her hair as loose as possible while still maintaining societal rules. There was a healthy flush to her cheeks, and Signa hated that there was such a glimmer of determination in her eyes, for she had no idea how she might possibly manage to convince Blythe to stay home.

“Where is Byron?” Signa asked.

“He’ll follow us in the next carriage,” Blythe answered. “With our gowns, there wouldn’t have been room for him to stretch his legs.”

Again, the driver cleared his throat. Recognizing that she’d lost this round, Signa sighed and slid onto the velvet seat across from Blythe. Her cousin folded her hands on her lap and inspected the sapphire jewel upon her gloved finger, not meeting Signa’s eyes.

“You shouldn’t have come.”

“Of course I should have.” Blythe was dismissive, as though that fact was the most obvious thing in the world. “Look at me. I couldn’t let this dress go to waste.”

“I’m being serious, Blythe—”

“So am I.” Only then did Blythe look up with a dark severity in her icy eyes. “My father’s life is at stake. I do not care if the prince is sixty years old or the most boorish man that has ever walked this earth. There is power to being a pretty girl in a pretty dress, and if I have any chance of getting him on our side, I intend to do so. Now, will you help me or not?” She stretched out a hand, and—against her better judgment—Signa let her fingers slip through Blythe’s.

Even through the gloves Signa could feel every bone in Blythe’s fingers. She was still so thin; still so frail. Though Blythe tried not to show it, she was clearly still recovering, and the last thing in the world that Signa wanted was for her to get sucked into Fate’s games any more than the Hawthorne family had already been.

“I will always help you.” Signa squeezed Blythe’s hand in both of her own. “But, given the current state of the Hawthornes and that it’s my name on the invitation, perhaps it would be prudent if I spoke to the prince first.”

“Perhaps.” Blythe shrugged her delicate shoulders. “Though Uncle says the invitation was likely for the family. I understand your concern, but I’ve been to hell and back in this past year. I believed that I would never again attend a ball, let alone ride in another carriage. Yet here I am. A prince does not frighten me, cousin. Especially not one who doesn’t even have the decency to properly invite me to his soiree.”

Signa had little choice but to lean back in her seat and settle her hands into her lap. How much simpler it would have been if only Blythe knew the truth. Step‑by‑step, she was veering closer to the web that Fate had spun for them. But if Blythe wouldn’t protect herself, then so be it. Signa would work twice as hard to keep the Hawthornes safe, and away from his ensnarement.

No matter what happened that evening, she would not allow Fate to win.





Eleven

If looks could kill, Signa aimed to obliterate Fate as he strolled onto the dance floor with Blythe on his arm. One corner of his lip quirked when he caught Signa glaring. From the placement of his hands to the smug gleam that lit his face, it seemed Fate was making every effort to get under Signa’s skin. Unfortunately for her, it was working.

“Is that Blythe Hawthorne on the arm of a prince?” Bodies pressed in behind Signa, falling into a tizzy of whispers that had her digging her heels into the marble. She’d been a fool to let Blythe out of her sight, too distracted by Byron and Eliza, who even then fought to steal her attention. The pair no longer stood near the dance floor but had excused themselves to a corner of the room. Eliza spared no glance at Byron; in fact, she held her fan out to cover her mouth. Every so often Signa would catch a glimpse of Eliza’s lips and see that they were moving. Byron stood close enough to listen, and though he hid it well, he was speaking, too.

Signa longed to get closer, sensing with everything in her that she was missing something important. But if Fate had made one thing clear, it was that he intended to allow Signa no reprieve. She’d been enough of a fool already to allow Blythe to fall into his hands; she wouldn’t make the same mistake again by allowing him anything more than a single dance with her cousin.

The ballroom fell quiet as Fate bowed to Blythe, who returned the formality with a curtsy. Though she would have heard the whispers by now, Blythe was light on her feet and held herself with the grace of a queen as she placed one delicate hand atop Fate’s arm and allowed his other to settle upon her waist. The swell of a waltz filled the ballroom, and with every step the couple took, Signa’s pulse throbbed in her neck.

How was it that Fate had managed to convince everyone that he was royalty? He had only to appear and already ladies were fawning while men straightened their vests. Signa thought to ask some of those men for more information—where the prince allegedly came from, or where his parents, the queen and king, were—yet the moment her mouth formed the words, their eyes went glossy and stared blankly back at her. They watched her as though swept into a dream, never hearing the questions.

No one else noticed it. But Signa did, just as she noticed that while the voices had quieted, they wielded their whispers like finely honed blades and flocked around Blythe like wolves circling for the kill. She wished again that Death were present, if only to feel his comforting chill against her bones as she watched her cousin with increasing dread in her stomach. On her own, Signa’s abilities were not yet a match against Fate’s. She thumbed at the belladonna she kept tucked in her dress regardless, just in case. Whether Fate intended it or not, he was broadening the target on Blythe’s back, and one of these days someone was bound to take aim. Signa wished only that she could be Blythe’s shield.

Fate set his hand on the small of Blythe’s back, a small gesture but one that was far from innocent. Like every other unmarried woman in the crowd, Signa readied herself to pounce the moment the song was over, unwilling to watch her cousin continue this parade of tossing her hair back and smiling in some ridiculous attempt to sway a man she undoubtedly hated.

“Look at them,” Charlotte whispered dreamily, leaning her head against Signa’s shoulder. “They make quite the pair, don’t they? Their children would look like little sunbursts.”

“He knows that her father’s been accused of murder, doesn’t he?” Diana flapped her fan against the heat of the ballroom, and for once Signa found herself wishing she had one of her own. Why was it that these events always looked so much more glamorous on the outside than they truly were?

It was a challenge to stand idly by as Fate and Blythe danced. Though, given all the eyes on Signa, she had little choice but to force a smile onto her lips. She needed to get onto that dance floor, which meant that she needed to make herself look approachable at the very least. Already Charlotte and Diana were being swept away with invitations, names filling their dance cards. Eliza Wakefield, too, had rejoined the others on the floor. Though her dress dazzled as she spun and twirled in the arms of a man Signa had never seen, her smile was frayed at the ends, and her gaze kept flickering toward the corner where Byron stood watching, the sconces cutting grim shadows across his face.

Signa nearly cursed when she realized what she was doing. How much easier it would have been if she’d been honest with Death about her intent to come and had him watching over Byron. As it was, she had to make a choice—there would be time for Byron later. But first, getting Blythe as far from Fate as possible took precedence.

She accepted a dance from the first man to ask her and took her place across from him in a row of other women. Down the row her eyes wandered, searching for Blythe. It wasn’t until she turned her attention back to her partner that Signa noticed the man who stood before her was not the same one who’d invited her to dance. It was Fate himself, silent but for the gleam in his eyes that spoke louder than laughter. There was no time to retreat before the song began.

“Is there something I can help you with, Miss Farrow? I could feel your eyes boring into me from across the ballroom.” Fate stepped forward, the burnished amber of the walls casting a glow on the floor that reminded Signa of a late autumn sunset, almost as though they were dancing upon fallen maple leaves. Yet there was no gentle crunch beneath her footsteps; no settling of her mind and easing of her chest that came from autumn’s stillness. Signa mirrored her partner as he lifted one hand to the air, their palms nearly touching as they circled each other as if on either side of a looking glass.

Heat seared between the open space of their palms, jolts of static prickling her fingertips. Signa kept a straight face despite it all. From the low swell of music to the sunset lighting, everything about Fate was a performance she refused to acknowledge. “Whatever your issue is with me, my cousin has no part of this.”

“On the contrary,” he said, and Signa noticed for the first time that there was the hint of an accent in his voice. It wasn’t like any she’d heard before, but something old and strange and almost guttural. “Because of your insistence that she live, your cousin has now defied her fate three times over. Three times, she was meant to die.”

Signa’s throat squeezed tight as she realized that the room’s chattering had ceased. Gone was the low sweep of autumn as winter’s silent chill leached in. There were no whispers or laughter, nor even the soft tinking of glassware. While those around her continued to dance, their movements had sharpened, every one of them as precise as the next and perfectly coordinated. Pretty faces smiled at no one, their unblinking eyes filling with tears that streaked down their cheeks and onto grinning lips. They were little more than puppets and Fate their puppeteer, twisting and twirling and bending them to his every whim.

Everywhere Signa looked there were signs of Fate’s power. From the palace and the golden threads spun around it, to his control over so many beings at once. It was an effortless power—one he didn’t even seem to consider as he spun Signa across the dance floor.

“Free them.” While her command was firm, Signa was careful not to let emotion slip in. It wouldn’t do to give Fate anything more to hold over her, though something in his gleaming eyes told her that he already knew how deeply his power bothered her.

“You must have many questions for me,” he said. “Promise me another dance, and I’ll answer whatever you wish me to.”

She had to stop her brows from shooting up. Fate was baiting her, yes, but if there was even a possibility that he was being sincere . . .

“Anything?” she pressed, scrutinizing his every movement.

“Within reason. Though you must first promise to stop your glaring.”

She forced her gaze away from him.

“And your scowling.”

“Very well.” It was Blythe that Signa thought of as she blocked out the image of hollow faces spinning beside her. “I agree to one more dance.”

Dazzling was the only word to describe the smile that spread slowly across Fate’s lips. He made the tiniest motion with his free hand, fingers barely shifting, and suddenly laughter filled the air. There were whispers again, and chatter all around as the dance ended and partners separated in search of the next name on their dance cards. All the while, Fate kept a firm hold of Signa.

He was so indiscreet that Signa could only hope her cheeks did not flush as quiet gasps and tittering laughter rose behind her. First Blythe, and now her. She could only imagine what Byron must be thinking, though wasn’t it he who had suggested that Marjorie sleep with Elijah to stop him mourning his late wife? Perhaps he believed this was exactly the sort of play that Signa should be making.

“Thank you for that,” she admonished, earning only a grin from Fate as music reverberated through the ballroom once more. It wasn’t a proper waltz but rather an old tune that sounded like something from another time. Something that made her feel as though they should be dancing barefoot in a forest glade rather than a dimly lit ballroom.

Fate was close enough that Signa smelled the wisteria on his clothing, mild and sweet. He drew the first step, leading her through the dance with practiced grace.

“You were right. I do have questions, many of them,” she said, trying to sound less anxious than she felt.

To her surprise, Fate’s touch was firm but careful, and he watched Signa’s face as though she were a puzzle in need of solving. She suspected that her own face looked the same.

“So long as there’s music and we are dancing, you may ask them.” His voice was gentler than she expected.

“Why is it that no one is questioning a palace that has appeared out of nowhere?” Signa demanded, wasting no time. “No one seems to recognize you as the man who accused my uncle. They only see you as a prince.” Her steps were rigid as she counted from one to three in her head. Signa would be damned if she allowed herself to blunder a simple dance before Fate.

“Human minds are easy to placate.” Again, the golden threads around them glistened. “I can control what they see, what they do . . . If necessary, I could have everyone forget that Elijah’s imprisonment ever happened.”

Fate braced her when she missed a step, as if he’d anticipated her doing so. Only then did Signa allow herself to truly look at this man. She didn’t care for the heat of Fate’s body, or that touching him made her hands clammy. Still, she appreciated that he was gentle with her, and that he handed his information over easily. It didn’t hurt that feigning the role of a prince didn’t feel out of reach for him, either. His face was one that belonged on the pages of newspapers throughout the world, broad and chiseled in all the right places, with a proud square jaw. He was strong, too, his body firm beneath her fingers. And she couldn’t forget the cleverness in those eyes—always a little squinted, as though he was in a constant state of assessment and perpetually dissatisfied with his findings.

Signa could have sworn she’d seen that look before, though she couldn’t place where.

“Why are you here?” she asked as he spun her.

His answer was too simple. Too relaxed. “I’m here to meet you, Miss Farrow.”

She missed another step, though Fate took her by the elbow and corrected her before anyone could notice.

Signa scowled, trying not to let herself linger too long on his words. It would seem, with increasing evidence, that the man was a true and proper rake with a tongue of silver. “What about your brother? Are you not here for him?”

Fate leaned forward, a mere breath away from starting a new scandal. “I no longer have a brother. I told you already, I’m here for you.”

Signa trained her eyes on his chest, hating herself when she felt her cheeks warm.

The light in Fate’s eyes dimmed when he was unable to catch her gaze. “This song will only play for so long. Aren’t you going to ask why I’m here for you?”

“No.” She had no intention of falling for his tricks, and certainly not when there were more pressing matters. “I want you to leave Blythe alone. The price for her life has already been paid.”

“Yes, by a man who had ten more years left on this earth. Believe me, I’m aware.” Fate’s grip tightened, and though he didn’t show it, she could feel a storm raging inside him. “There is a ripple effect when you toy with a person’s fate. Why don’t you take a guess who’s left to deal with the repercussions.”

Signa’s skin burned beneath his sweltering touch. “I promise you that she’s worth our effort. Mine and yours.”

He puffed an amused breath from deep in his chest. “No one is worth that much.”

“I don’t believe you mean that.” She gave no thought to what she was saying, the words pouring from her even as Fate’s expression went taut. “You can’t tell me that there’s never been someone you would do anything for. That there was never anyone you believed was worth it.”

The music crashed to a halt. All around her, bodies slumped forward, bent at the waist like puppets with their strings cut. The walls flickered, the facade splintering to reveal glimpses of bare gray stone webbed and cracking. Signa shot a panicked look through the crowd in search of Blythe, but her cousin was nowhere in sight.

Fate took a breath, then tightened his hold on Signa as the music started once more. Immediately, the crumbling stone disappeared, replaced once more by gilded amber as bodies snapped upright like tin soldiers and twirled without any sign that they’d ever stopped.

“What exactly did Death tell you?”

“Only that you once loved a woman,” she said in a rush, staring at the walls as they flickered from gray to gilded, “and that he had to take her.”

“Well, that’s a start.” Fate’s laugh was the grate of carriage chains dragging over cobblestone. “But I’m afraid that barely scratches the surface, Little Bird.”

Chills rippled through her, and Signa had to fight every instinct telling her to pull away. “Don’t you dare call me that. He was about to tell me more, but you took away his ability to speak with me. Didn’t you?”

With his square jaw shadowed by flickering candles, Fate’s princely face broke with the smallest crack of pain. There one moment and gone when she next blinked, just like the palace.

“Death doesn’t deserve happiness.” The music was coming to a crescendo, and Fate hastened their dancing until they were moving so quickly that Signa’s vision began to blur.

“What of me?” she demanded. “Does my happiness mean nothing?”

“On the contrary, Miss Farrow, it means everything.”

Signa was panting for air by the time the music stopped, sweat beading her temples and gliding down her back. Fate didn’t have a hair out of place.

“It’s my turn to ask a question,” he said at last, so quiet she had to strain to hear him. “When you heard that song just now, did you recognize it?”

She riffled through her mind, hoping to find something there to appease him. The answer he wanted was clear, and with so much at stake, she wanted little more than to give it to him. But no matter how much she strained—no matter how much she looked upon him or let his skin sear hers—nothing about this man was familiar.

“I’ve heard many songs in my life. I can’t be expected to remember them all.”

Fate ran his palms down his face, groaning into them. Only when his shoulders eased and his anger ebbed did he extend a hand. “Please.” It was a plea, gentle as a lullaby. “Take it and we’ll try it again. I need you to remember. I need you to listen, and to remember who I am.”

Signa drew back, tucking her hands close to her sides. “Who you are?” Perhaps her initial impression of Fate wasn’t as far off the mark as she’d thought. “I would know if I’d met you before.”

Fate didn’t withdraw his hand but instead pressed it forward as his stare bore into her. “No, Miss Farrow, you might not. Not if we met in another lifetime.”





Fifteen

The belladonna berries were pruned and shriveled as Signa unfurled them from their wrapping. Only ten berries remained, and as she stared at them, she imagined Death’s voice in her head, telling her not to take this risk. That they would find another way.

For two weeks Byron had done nothing to prove himself the culprit, but if he was, then there was no time to waste. She’d waited hours for him to leave Elijah’s study, and there was no telling when he might be back. Byron had barely left the room even to sleep, and when he did, he never left it unlocked. If Signa wanted to know what he spent his days doing in there, this was her chance to figure it out.

As the temperature of her bedroom plummeted, Signa knew that while she may not have been able to see him, Death was there with her, watching as she palmed five of the remaining berries. The windows ripped open, frost icing their edges as a breeze tore into the room and knocked one of the berries from her palms. She glared behind her at where she hoped Death stood before she picked it back up and steadied her trembling hands, not wanting him to see just how afraid she was.

Something strange was going on with her powers, but Fate wouldn’t let her take ill enough to die if he suspected she might be Life. It wasn’t a comforting thought












































































Eighteen

When Signa returned to her rooms that evening, Death was waiting.

Though she could not see him, his oppressiveness weighed upon her the moment she stepped over the threshold. It felt as though she were wading through gelatin as she forced one foot after the other, her excitement stifled by the instinct to turn back.

Her eyes darted around the room, and she wished she could catch a glimpse of him. But all she saw was Gundry curled by the fire, his paws sprawled near the hearth as he slept, seemingly without a care in the world even as every hair along Signa’s neck rose.

“What is it?” she whispered, though she already knew the source of Death’s anger before his words filled her thoughts.

Tell me I’m mistaken. For once Death’s voice was no balm to her soul but a blizzard that chilled every inch of her. Tell me that you are no fool, Little Bird, and that you did not make a bargain with my brother.

“I did not make a bargain with your brother.” Signa shut the door behind her and turned the lock, worried someone might stroll by and see her breath pluming the air. “I made two. And I understand if you’re frustrated, but—”

Frustrated? The fire in the hearth flickered, rousing Gundry from his slumber. The hound lifted his head and growled low in his throat. You haven’t the faintest idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. Fate is not someone you bargain with, Signa.

The last time Signa could remember hearing him this angry was after she’d first met Eliza Wakefield and the other girls for tea months earlier. He’d hated how Signa had stifled herself around them, pretending to be someone she wasn’t solely to appease them. This time, though, there wasn’t just anger in his tone, but something else that Signa couldn’t place.

“What other choice did I have?” she asked. “It was either a bargain with him or never getting to see or speak with you again. Besides, it was my idea, not his.”

Death’s laugh was the most intoxicating poison, and even amid her mounting annoyance, Signa found herself wanting little more than to drown herself in it.

This is what he wanted to happen. He spat each word, as if he could not get them past his lips fast enough. It was Fate who laid out this game and placed its pieces precisely where he wanted them. And you fell for the trap.

There was a storm brewing in Signa’s chest, rage heating her cheeks and palms. This was her idea, not Fate’s. She had come up with it. She had approached him, ensuring that every word was spoken with intention so that she could get precisely what she wanted out of the deal.

She was in control . . . wasn’t she?

These are not decisions you have to make alone, Death told her, and Signa knew he must have been close from the way frost brushed across her lips. And yet you have done so.

His last few words were spoken pointedly enough that Signa took note. She braced herself against her desk, squeezing the edge of it. “What exactly are you trying to say?”

Death’s answer did not come with storm-sharpened wind but with a sigh that eased much of the pressure in the room. I would understand if you wanted to make the deal, Signa. So much has been thrown at you, and you have options now that you didn’t have before. It makes sense if you’re curious, though I must warn you—

“I have no need for your warnings.” Signa realized then what the strange tension was in Death’s voice: fear.

He thought she was interested in Fate. The very idea was absurd, yet no laugh bubbled in her throat. Instead, she followed Gundry’s eyes to where Death stood and gave herself no time to contemplate before she stalked toward him. She ripped off a glove at the last second and managed to find a bare slice of his skin before Death had the chance to pull away.

Immediately, Signa’s heartbeat slowed, only this time her shift into the reaper was far from peaceful. She fell to her knees as her lungs collapsed, head swimming as her body fought for breaths that refused to come. She gripped her throat, clawing at it until all she saw was white. There was no saying how long she was like that before irate shadows slipped into her vision, seizing hold of her. Even in his rage Death was tender, and Signa leaned into his embrace.

“My foolish girl,” he whispered, drawing her into powerful arms that wound tight around her. “What were you thinking?”

That was the problem—when it came to those Signa loved, she often wasn’t thinking at all. She leaned back, cupping his face.

“You’re the fool,” she told him. “When I made that deal, it’s because I wanted you, not your ridiculous brother. Why are you so afraid of him?”

Death set his hands atop hers, and though he offered a smile for Signa’s benefit, it didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s not him I’m afraid of, Signa.”

“Who, then?” she pressed, searching his eyes, which hardened as he looked at her. “Who are you afraid of?”

There was no reading his stare. No deciphering the tension in his jaw as he stepped back and extended a hand to her. “Come,” he whispered, and Signa wished she could disappear into that honeyed tone. “I’ll show you.”

 

Wisteria Gardens was almost unrecognizable as Death led Signa through its once-illustrious courtyard. If not for the marble fountain and the thriving wisteria draped over them from the canopy above, she wouldn’t have had the faintest idea where he’d taken her. As it was, she hesitated as they approached a palace that looked nothing like the one she’d ventured into only a few nights prior.

“We’ll need to be quick,” Death said. “There’s no saying when Fate will return.” He held Signa’s hand as they cut across the lawn to the dilapidated stone building. It was the very same one she’d glimpsed in the moment that Fate’s powers had slipped during his soiree. Able to see it fully in the glow of the setting sun, Signa took in the ancient gray stones that looked one door slam away from crumbling. If not for the fact that she was in her reaper form, Signa might not have dared approach it for fear of it toppling upon her.

“Why does it look like this?” She frowned at the withering grass beneath her feet, missing the verdant green fields from the days prior. There were no animals, either, she noticed. No bleating sheep or hoofbeats to fill the air. The palace was eerily silent—a resting dreamworld awaiting the return of its dreamer.

“My brother created this home ages ago.” Death cast a look around them before he pulled Signa through the front wall. “It is a part of him and has always reflected who he is and what he’s feeling internally.”

Where there was once a grand entryway and a gorgeous parlor with a roaring hearth, now the entry coughed thick plumes of gray smoke from dying embers. The interior walls were every bit as bare and ruined as the palace’s exterior, and though much of the art was still on display, the colors had dulled to blend in with the gray stone. Gone was any hint of the extravagance Fate had made such a show of.

“It doesn’t even look like the same place,” Signa whispered, taking one step up the staircase. It was so rickety that she had no doubt the planks would have snapped beneath her feet were she not gliding across them.

“It used to be every bit as luxurious as you last saw it, forever changing with his whims or to suit wherever he traveled.” Death kept his shadows near Signa as they made their way toward the highest story.

“What happened to it?” She folded her hands and pressed them against her chest, resisting the urge to touch anything as she and Death made their way past the ballroom. Signa poked her head inside, her heart falling when she found that all the beautiful amber paneling had vanished.

Rather than answer right away, Death led her farther down the hall to the portrait where Signa had seen Blythe and Fate speaking. She hadn’t gotten a chance to look closely at it then but now saw that the woman depicted was the loveliest she’d ever seen, with hair as pale as bone and a softness she couldn’t look away from.

“That’s Life,” she whispered, somehow recognizing the woman. “Isn’t it?”

Sorrow plagued Death’s eyes. “Wisteria began to deteriorate the moment my brother lost her. I let myself believe that he’d get better with time, but this place is worse now than I’ve ever seen it.”

Life’s painting, Signa noticed, was the only thing in the palace that was still in full color. She had to stand several lengths away and tip her head back to see it fully, for it took up the length of an entire wall. She tilted her head, trying to catch a glimpse of the woman’s eyes as Death eased her away.

“You asked me who I was afraid of.” He stretched his hand out, brushing fingers across the portrait’s frame. “My brother may be a nuisance, but I do not fear him. I do, however, fear you, Signa. I fear that someday you will break my heart.”

His sincerity tore through her, bowing her spine. “It seems that even Death has irrational fears,” she whispered. Death, however, did not seem convinced.

“There is only one person in this world who ever held the power you used the night in Elijah’s study,” he said. “So long as my brother believes that you and she are one and the same, he won’t leave you be. Having seen the two of them together, I can understand why.

“When I look around this place, I see my brother for what he is,” Death continued. “A desperate man who has spent hundreds of years unable to move on from the woman who laid claim to his heart. He will not know peace until he finds her. To make a deal with him, you need to understand the stakes. You need to see him for who he is. None of us would want to spend a single lifetime in such despair, let alone the eternity my brother will endure.”

Signa couldn’t tear her eyes from the portrait. The woman in it was different from her in every way, and yet Signa felt drawn to Life in a manner that words could not describe.

Fate presented himself as a confident and assured man, but if what Death said was true and Wisteria Gardens was truly a reflection of his inner self, then Fate was on the precipice of breaking beyond repair. She tried to swallow down the pity knotting her throat, turning away from the portrait.

“There’s more to see.” Death reached for the frame again, keeping one hand on Signa to ensure she remained in her reaper form. It took him a moment before he found a small latch, a soft click sounding as he pressed it.

The portrait swung open, revealing a massive room of tapestries. “Watch your head,” Death warned as they stepped inside, and she ducked just in time for a tapestry to swing over her head, its threads unraveling into an assortment of colors, each of which landed in a separate basket.

Signa couldn’t look away. It didn’t make sense how the lines of tapestries continued to move, let alone how threads and needles wove without any hand to guide them, yet the room reminded Signa of a factory all the same. She was enthralled by the process, tempted to disappear down the line and explore when Death squeezed her hand.

“To you and me, these will only ever look like tapestries. But to Fate, a single thread is the difference between life and death. That is his power, Signa. If ever you believe that you are the one in control—if ever he tries to strike another deal—I want you to think of this room.”

Signa shivered. She may not have understood this place in its entirety, but there was no denying its raw magic. Perhaps Death was right—Signa may not have been as clever with her deal as she’d believed.

“My brother will use every bit of his power to steal you away.” Death’s hand slid to her hip, backing her against the stone wall as a dark possessiveness worked its way into his voice. “And unless you decide that you want to go, I will use every bit of mine and more to keep you here with me. There are to be no more bargains. Do you understand?” He tipped her chin up, speaking the words against her lips.

His voice muddled her thoughts, not a single one of them tame as she arched her back and pressed deeper into Death’s touch. She was helpless against him, craving him against her skin.

“No more bargains,” she repeated, pleasure shooting through her as she captured his lips. Death groaned softly as he hooked his arms around her, hiking her up so that she could wrap her legs around his waist.

“Very good.” His hand slipped beneath her skirts then, snaking up her thigh.

She gave no thought to where they were as she tipped her head against the stone, urging his hand higher. Yet Death stilled as a noise sounded from the first floor, easing his hand back and pressing it instead to Signa’s lips.

Easy, Death’s voice whispered through her mind. My brother cannot see us in this state.

Perhaps not, though he could see that the door had been left ajar. Ever so slowly, Death slid his shadows toward the portrait, though the moment he went to press it shut, it gave a quiet squeak that made the rest of the palace still, as if holding its breath. Fate, too, was quiet for a long moment before Signa heard the stomp of Fate’s boots hurrying up the steps.

Signa curled her fingers into Death’s shoulders. Brilliant work. Very “ghosts passing through” of you, she hissed, tensing with Fate’s every step. Death ignored her as the shadows surged forward, shutting the door with a click so loud that she nearly groaned.

Death smirked at her then, pressing one last kiss to Signa’s mouth before he leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Hold on tight.”

She did, and the second the door swung open and Fate stalked inside, Death threw the shadows around them and transported them back to Thorn Grove.





Epilogue

Blythe

Everett Wakefield and Charlotte Killinger married two months later with the midsummer sun beaming down upon them.

It seemed that happiness was everywhere these days. Blythe watched it blossom between the bride and groom as he drew her in for a kiss. It was in the tender touch that Eliza pressed upon her swollen belly, and the way that Elijah laughed when she jolted from the baby’s kick. Eliza was only weeks away from meeting her child, and Elijah had welcomed her into the family without a second thought.

Signa, too, had unfurled like a flower, sighing as she threaded her fingers through Death’s as he embraced her.

Blythe supposed she should be happy, too, now that she had her father back and knew that neither Everett nor Charlotte was the duke’s killer. Even so, no matter how grateful Blythe was for the way things had turned out, there was no ridding herself of the deep unease that coiled like a spring within her.

Whatever Signa had done that night in the garden, it hadn’t just affected Eliza and the child. Blythe hadn’t told a soul of the things she’d seen, or how in the moment their lives were saved, Blythe had fallen into a sea of white light. The warmth of it had coaxed her, easing her worries and stealing her thoughts for seconds that’d felt like hours. And in that sea, she’d dreamed of velvet laughter. Of a faceless man who spun her in his arms, dancing to unfamiliar music that she somehow recognized. Music she knew every step to.

It was ridiculous, and yet Blythe couldn’t rid herself of the memories. They scratched against her mind as she watched Everett cup his hand around Charlotte’s face, reminding Blythe of a time when a faceless someone had held her like that. A time when the heat of his kiss had blazed through her body, and she wanted nothing more than to drown herself in his touch.

Memories was the wrong word for what these images in her head really were, because they didn’t belong to her. Surely Blythe wouldn’t forget falling in love. Especially not with someone whose hands felt so strong against her cheek, or so powerful as they slid down her hips and lifted—

She shook away the image, hoping no one noticed that she was blushing. If she could take a shovel and dig the thoughts out, she would have by now, for they were doing her and her late-night fantasies no favors. She threw her attention instead to the happy couple, clapping with the others as the newlyweds kissed.

After everything that had happened over the past year, the Wakefield manor felt too beautiful for comfort. Its glassware and gilded cakes were too glittering, and the audience too opulent in their suits and gowns. Blythe kept expecting something to break, or perhaps for fire to rain from the sky, which wasn’t at all helping her to focus. That spring within her coiled even tighter, and she wanted to turn around and follow her unease. It felt like someone was watching her, yet she couldn’t sense where those curious eyes were coming from.

“It’s a beautiful wedding, isn’t it?”

Blythe flinched, recognizing the voice as Signa’s a moment too late. She took in Signa’s dark navy gown, a sharp contrast to her own, which was a shade of blue so icy that it almost looked silver. Elijah stood a short distance behind Signa, animated as he spoke to a laughing Eliza.

“He’s going to make a fantastic grandfather,” Signa continued when Blythe didn’t say anything, eyes narrowing on her cousin.

“He will,” Blythe agreed, turning her attention to the bride and groom. “And I daresay Charlotte has never looked happier.”

Blythe’s chest swelled as the couple held each other in tender arms. It was good to see Everett with a light in his eyes, again. The death of his father had been labeled a natural cause. The rumor was that the alleged poison was nothing more than a mistake made by a hasty coroner, thrown off by the body belonging to such a high-profile figure. A lie, of course, but one Blythe knew she and Signa would take to their graves.

Or at least she would. She wasn’t certain whether Signa would even have a grave.

“Has a name been chosen for the baby?” Signa asked a touch louder, earning the attention of the other Hawthornes, Eliza included.

She and Byron had announced their marriage days after Elijah’s return to Thorn Grove. They claimed to have been married months prior, citing Elijah’s imprisonment and Lord Wakefield’s death as the reason they’d kept the news from the public. There were whispers, of course, given the prominence of Eliza’s belly. But there would be no way to disprove anything; the two planned to take an extended trip to the countryside for the birth so that no one would know when the child came.

It may not have been the marriage that Eliza envisioned for herself, though it was one that had saved her. There was no romance between her and Byron, and as Eliza had told the girls already, Byron expected nothing that she was not inclined to offer. He had loved Percy, and all he wanted was to be there for the child.

“Cyril for a boy,” Eliza said with tender eagerness, grinning as she looked to Byron. “We’re still deciding for a girl.”

“It’s a strong name,” Elijah said before excusing himself to congratulate Charlotte’s father. All the while his grin was so wide that Blythe feared his face might split in two.

The excitement in Byron’s eyes, too, was undeniable. Signa prodded at it, her voice teasing, “Are you ready for their arrival? I imagine it feels like the child will be here any day.”

Byron placed a hand on the small of Eliza’s back. “It’ll be a relief to have them here.” He tried to sound casual about it, though casual for Byron meant that he might as well have been shouting from the rooftops.

“The day cannot come soon enough.” Eliza’s voice softened, ensuring no curious ears were paying them any mind. “I fear I will not know peace until this child is delivered safely.”

“They will be.” There was an edge of hardness to Byron’s posture. “There is no one to threaten the child’s life anymore, Eliza. You may sleep easy.”

The severity of Signa’s darkening eyes straightened Blythe’s spine.

“Did someone want the child gone?” Signa asked, not the least bit taken aback when Eliza puckered her lips at such a brazen question. Even Byron tensed further.

“My uncle did.” Eliza kept her voice soft, meant only for the four of them. “He gave me two options the night before his death—get rid of the baby or be engaged to Sir Bennet by the week’s end.”

Byron didn’t bother trying to conceal his bitterness. “The child deserves better than someone with one foot already in his grave. The baby is a Hawthorne and should be raised as one.”

Blythe felt Signa’s eyes slide to her and understood the look at once. Byron had not necessarily said anything damning . . . and yet one could not help but wonder at his tone while remembering how adamant Eliza had been about the dose of cyanide. Blythe had thought it little more than the ramblings of a guilty woman, and yet as she looked upon the possessiveness of Byron’s touch as he held Eliza, sweat trailed a line down her back.

Eliza claimed to have rid herself of the cyanide in a panic that night. And if that was true, it was possible that Eliza had not been the last person to touch the poison or the drink that had made its way to Lord Wakefield.

Byron was one of the few who’d known about Elijah’s sobriety. He was one of the few who could have ensured that it wasn’t Elijah who drank the poison, but Lord Wakefield. Because had Lord Wakefield lived, Percy’s child would have been lost to them, either never born, or made the secret bastard of a father Byron believed was unsuited to raise a Hawthorne.

Looking at Byron now—at the pride in his eyes and the possessiveness of his touch—Blythe realized one thing: Byron never would have allowed either of those scenarios to happen.

Blythe knew that her cousin had come to the same understanding as they watched the two retreat toward a shaded table, Byron taking great care to help Eliza into a seat.

For the sake of Percy’s child, it was Byron who’d poisoned the duke. And though the truth of it weighed upon her chest like a brick, there was nothing to be done. It wasn’t as though they’d ever get a confirmation out of Byron, and even if they did, what would it matter? They’d chosen to protect Eliza. Now they’d have to do the same for him.

So lost in her own thoughts was Blythe that she didn’t hear the clinking against crystal until she noticed several heads swivel toward it. There wasn’t so much as a moment to check in with Signa about this new information, for her cousin’s attention had already been stolen away by the sound. Only when Signa blanched did Blythe follow her gaze.

Prince Aris did not wear black as the other men did but had outfitted himself in a frock coat the color of autumn moss. He looked every bit a prince as he smiled upon the crowd and raised his champagne into the air, waiting for others to mirror him.

“I’d like to extend my congratulations to the new husband and wife, and to propose a toast to the joys of marriage!” He’d cleaned up nicely since Blythe had last seen him, no longer wild and haggard or raging like a rabid dog. His golden hair had been freshly barbered and his shoes polished, though it was the ring of golden light around his finger that Blythe struggled to peel her eyes from. She wondered whether anyone else could see it.

“You’ve made the commitment to honor one person, for better or worse. Richer or poorer. To cherish and be faithful to them until Death himself comes for you.” He kept his voice jovial even as he scanned the crowd, one corner of his lips twisting upward as his gaze settled upon Blythe. “It’s an admirable commitment, and I can only hope that, one day, my future bride and I will be half as happy as the two of you. Isn’t that right, Miss Hawthorne?”

Several ladies gasped and looked toward Diana, who had undoubtedly still been proclaiming herself the future princess of the imaginary Verena. In the end though, it was Blythe that all eyes sought out, including her father’s. Elijah had gone pale as a ghost, and in that moment, Blythe wanted nothing more than to cross the floor and pluck Aris’s eyeballs from his skull. Then she’d shove them back into their sockets just so she could pluck them again.

She didn’t though, as a better, more vicious plan had entered her mind, refusing to let her shy away from his challenge. It was a decision that would warrant a discussion she really didn’t want to have with her father, but there was no way Blythe could allow Aris to win the war he’d waged.

She lifted her own flute of champagne and threw on her brightest smile as she twirled around the crowd. “You two are an inspiration to us all!” Someone ought to have given her an award for the joy she managed to slip into her own voice. “Let us toast to your brilliant future, and to your many years ahead. I hope that His Highness and I will soon be as happy.” She tipped the flute back among polite clapping, swallowing the drink in a single swig.

Blythe could have sworn she heard Death’s laughter in the rustling trees, though she didn’t glance back to confirm it. Instead, she tossed her hair, nearly laughing aloud when Aris caught sight of her father, the smug grin sinking from his lips as Elijah brushed past Blythe, heading for the prince himself. Even a deity was no match for a father scorned, and as Aris braced himself, Blythe offered her condolences with a sweet wave.

If this man believed that he would be her ruin, she would show him just how wrong he was. There was nothing in this world that would make Blythe happier than spending the rest of her life making Prince Aris Dryden regret his very existence.

Again the rustle of laughter sounded, and this time Blythe saw Death’s shadows ensnare Signa as he whispered, “And now the show begins.”
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