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The Darkening





Chapter 1

They say I didn’t want to be born. That I stayed in my mother’s belly far longer than I was welcome. That Ma was furious, storming about the healer’s rooms, commanding them to hasten my departure.

She wasn’t callous. She was needed by her people. The Storm was a great torment, a wall of black stormcloud and violet lighting that birthed rampaging beasts and bestowed curses on all whom it touched. Every day it squeezed our kingdom tighter—in Ma’s day, it swallowed the farms of the sixth ring inch by inch. In my time, it was halfway through the fifth. Only our ruler, the Regia, had the god-given power to stop the Storm. But he was weak, and my mother believed she could do what he could not. 

And she loved me, but what did the needs of one child matter when thousands were suffering? Any mother could protect her own child. But to protect a kingdom? That required a hero.

Ma left me in my father’s arms and died trying to save us all. They called her a criminal.

Seventeen years after I was cut out of her, I fought the Regia’s son before all our people, in the sands of our great stadium. They saw me weep, they saw me fight, they saw me end the Storm.

Ma would’ve been proud. I died a hero.

 

 

 

The world of the dead isn’t so different from the world above. The palace still gleams cold and indifferent, perched like a crown atop our five-ringed city. The fifth ring is still home to the poor, where buildings crowd together like a mouth full of crooked teeth, where the same old moss still coats our roofs, in a layer of wet, mildly fragrant greenery that’s springy underfoot. We even have the ghost of the Storm; but down here it’s a wall of white nothingness that encircles the city. It can’t be entered; it can’t be fought.

There are some things that are different. Up above, there’s only one way to enter the city: you’re born into it. Here . . . 

A crack of distant thunder. Here one comes. 

The pale ghost sky opens up, parting like an eye, just wide enough for something small to fall through. A thunderous rumble follows as it—a body, with limbs folded tight—descends to our phantom city. Here comes the newly dead, fresh off of life.

The body falls like a feather on the wind. Gently swinging to and fro.

The slate roof of the watchtower creaks under my weight as I rise to my feet, without taking my eyes off our newest resident. Not until I get a read for where they’re falling, where their soul considers home.

The radius of their swinging narrows. Not the fifth ring, then, nor the fourth. Interesting. When I first came here, most folks came from the outermost ring, the fifth. Curses, malnutrition, that sort of thing.

But now folks come from all sorts of places, with all sorts of interesting stories. Why, I met a peculiar fellow just the other day who’d died of heatstroke. No one died of heatstroke when we all lived under the damp shadow of the Storm.

There’s no more Storm up there, of course. Not since I ended it. Not since I took within me the god who gave the Storm its power. To save every single living soul up there, all I had to do was sacrifice my own. 

I like to think of what Ma would’ve said. Possibly something noble and stoic, like: As it should be.

Our newcomer drops down, down . . . toward the first ring.

A shiver runs up my spine. Not many die up in the first ring, where the palace sits like a flicker of frozen flame.

The newly dead disappears from view, falling somewhere in the palace gardens.

I itch to go directly, but it’s not worth getting yelled at for going in without backup.

I fix the direction in my mind, taking measure of the distance so I can report it accurately. From the third’s watchtower, it’s several hours’ walk. Lucky, then, that we don’t need to walk.

I take a breath, bracing myself, and sprint toward the roof’s edge. I leap and my heart jumps into my throat as I plummet.

I touch the ikondial at my throat and the cloak’s black feathers arc around me, guiding my plummeting dive down the side of the watchtower. Sandstone blocks whiz past my nose, faster and faster. I roll to the side, hurtling past a balcony that would’ve flattened me, and roll again to miss another.

The balcony I want speeds toward me, filling my vision, so close I can see the cracks in the stone—

I pull up. The cloak grows taut as it catches the air and tries to slow my descent. My stomach drops—I’ve pulled up too late—I twist, getting my legs under me—and land with a thudding impact that rocks through my knees and up my spine.

The crack of my landing reverberates through the balcony, sending shudders up the glass-paned doors. From within, the sounds of bickering fade into startled silence.

I straighten up. The pain in my legs fades away, though I don’t doubt they’d be broken in life. Nashira pokes her head out the door, blinking at me with her golden eyes. “You do that once too often.”

I shrug her off. “Can’t die twice, now, can I?”

“I’d say so, for most people. But you’ve done one impossible thing—why not two?” Her crooked grin makes me prickly. She’s teasing. But I don’t like the reminder that all the doing is behind me. I’m done. All that’s left is—

“Oh,” I say, as my thoughts interrupt each other. “There’s another one.”

The others glance up at me from their various positions around the room. Most wear blood-red uniforms, near identical, save for changes in fashion—extra-thick shoulder pads, black banding around the arms, a few with their family ikons embroidered on their chests. In life, most were Wardana—the city’s sworn protectors, armed with ikon-forged weapons, who fought off the beasts that came from the Storm. In death, we’re a welcoming committee.

Nashira pumps her fist. “Yes!”

A couple others make unconvincing sounds of excitement. “Have fun,” one of them offers.

She turns on them, scowling. “Where’s your spirit?”

An orange-haired man glances up from his card game. “If she’s going,” he says, pointing a card at me, “then what do you need us for?”

“That’s not the point,” Nashira says. Her eyes gleam with the telltale sign she’s working herself up into a good fury.

I sigh, tuning out their argument. He says something about the ghouls, she says something about having each other’s backs. I make my way to the balcony’s edge and leap.

The thousand-and-one-feather cloak catches me right away. I swoop lower, gliding over third-ring rooftops.

Nashira was the one who welcomed me, who found me when I showed up down here. With her golden cat-slit eyes, dark hair, and slinky, sultry grace, I’d mistaken her for her brother and thrown myself into her arms. My cheeks warm with embarrassment just thinking about it.

When I last saw Izamal Dazera, he was lost in the Storm. I haven’t seen him down here, so he could still be alive. I hope so, even though I wish I could see him again.

“Hey!” Nashira calls after me. I glance over my shoulder. She’s flying fast in a cloak of her own.

They called her a hero, too. One of the only Wardana to come from the fifth ring, home to the poor and the stormtouched. All the kids at Amma’s home idolized her, and we’d all mourned when we heard she’d lost her life.

She laughed herself silly when I told her that she was my hero. That I’d dreamt of wearing blood-red, of flying, of protecting everyone I loved from the Storm. Through gasps, she’d asked, “The girl who ended the Storm looks up to me?”

I don’t know. Is that who I am?

I wait till Nashira catches up and tell her, “They fell in the first.”

She keeps pace, and we fly low, just a few feet above the stalls of the third-ring market. Sprinkled amongst the crowd are folks who seem a little more faded than they would’ve looked in life. The colors of their clothes, their skin, their eyes—all of it dimming to gray. The faded ones raise their heads as we pass, and the weight of their gazes makes me fly a little higher.

A twisting alley below is packed with a dozen of them—even fainter than those who still go about their day-to-day business. These are transparent, and they stare openly, eyes wide, mouth agape. These are the ghouls.

My fists clench. I ignore their eyes. There are two ways out of the underworld. Some move forward and pass on. When I came here, I went looking for Amma. I walked my childhood streets until I found the building we lived in: Amma’s Home for the Cursed. It had been burned down to its bones up above, but here, it was resurrected. My old friends were inside, but Amma wasn’t. They told me she’d come with them. She’d seen that they were safe, tucked in those who needed it. Then, between one breath and the next, she was gone.

Some of us move on. Some of us linger here, eking out what we can from this place that looks so much like home. And some of us try to go back. But there’s no going back. Those who try, who can’t accept death, they become ghouls. They lurk around, reaching, clawing, siphoning something from the rest of us, until we become like them. They’re drawn to the newly dead, like moths to light. Hence, our welcoming committee.

They watch me more than anyone. I have the Great Queen within me—all her wrathful power that once fed the Storm, turned it violent, gave rise to the beasts of cloud and thunder—all that is now in me. It’s her they feel. Her power they want.

When I came here, Nashira had to fight them off me. They had grabbed me with blue-pale hands, their eyes blank, their mouths gaping.

On my hands, the darkly iridescent lines of the Queen’s mark rise up. I haven’t used her power in some time, so it’s gathered in me like oil in a clay pot, thick and full and aching to be released.

I touch the ikondial at my throat, urging the cloak faster.

Nashira calls after me. I ignore her—she’ll catch up.

The second ring sprawls below: gilded manors with real glass windows, petite gardens with ornamental trees. A white dome of a temple looms up ahead. I glance back as I pass it. At a particular angle, it morphs into a squat black manor. There are many other places like this—places where a building up above was demolished to make way for another. Down here, both old and new exist, superimposed upon each other. To fit it all, the second ring is twice as large as it was above.

Something moves out of the corner of my eye—a massive white serpent. I turn so fast my neck cracks. No. It’s the ghouls shambling below, packed so close together that they resemble a pale river.

They clamber up the steps from the second ring to the first, dozens of them, in a fitful stream. Up through the golden gates, through the outer palace. I frown. Who would fall here?

I get closer. They lurch toward the vast palace gardens.

A memory rises, of air thick and honeyed with fragrance, of glimpses of red as I followed a boy through the twists and turns of the hedge wall. My pulse quickens.

The ghouls shamble into the hedge maze.

The hedges run together in dizzying patterns and dozens of dead ends—it’s a mash-up of memories of the dead, rather than a perfect depiction of what they were like when I last walked within them.

I don’t bother stopping and taking the hedge on foot. I fly straight to the heart of the gardens, to a glassy, still pool shielded by lush trees. It’s as I remember.

All that differs is the dark-haired boy, half-submerged, swinging a Wardana spear. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he shouts.

His voice—I know that voice.

I twist the dial at my throat, killing the ikonomancy of the cloak. Curses. My heart squeezes as I fall from too high, knees buckling as I land in a crouch.

Half a dozen ghouls have beat me to the water’s edge. They turn to me with their pale, filmy eyes, wavering uncertainly between me and the newly dead.

I draw the Queen’s power from where it pulses, like a second heart beneath my own. Ribbons of black stormcloud rise and knit themselves across my skin, weaving themselves into a protective barrier, as close to my skin as armor. It’s a trick I learnt early on, when Pa and I were experimenting with my new power. Methodology, he would bark, figure it out one step at a time.

One of the ghouls reaches for me. The wisps of black cloud that make up my armor curl around his fingers. The stormbarrier doesn’t deflect his touch; it welcomes his fingers and transforms them into harmless vines, each studded with tiny white flowers.

I push him aside. Others come for me.

I breathe and let the Queen’s power pour from me in dark ribbons, in whorls of cloud. They rise into a shifting wall that encircles me and the boy in the pool. Drip by drip, the Queen’s power leaches out of me, but I can maintain the wall for some time yet. I turn my back to it and rest my eyes on the boy.

Black, wild hair like a bird’s nest. An unyielding jaw. Lips I once knew.

Water laps at my ankles. I wade across without taking my eyes from him.

His features are no longer a boy’s. He’s sharper around the jaw and cheekbones, as if his adulthood made him come into focus. He’s developed a furrow between his brows, and his lips curl down, until he sees me.

Prince Dalca. The Regia’s son. His eyes—a summer’s sky blue that’s too vibrant, making everything else more faded in comparison— they fix on me, shining with wetness.

Ice runs through my veins even as my skin grows hot. I reach for him.

My fingers fist in his collar. Buttery smooth blood-red leather, the ikon embroidery rough. His lips part with a soft sound; his breath puffs against my cheekbone. I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

Heat rises through me. A crackling, lightning heat.

My fist clenches tighter around his collar. A stormbarrier wraps around me.

“Vesper,” Dalca breathes.

His eyes are so bright, gleaming with emotion. His hand encircles my wrist, softly, as if he’d let me choke him.

There’s a rushing in my ears. I can’t stand the way he looks at me—I can’t stand this crush of feeling, of fury and frustration and—

I’ve hated being trapped, being dead—but at least he wasn’t here—and now—

Dalca draws in a breath.

I let go, with too much force.

He loses his balance and falls, sending a spray of water into the air.

Dalca was there when I ended the Storm, when I became the vessel of the Great Queen. He held off her counterpart and enemy, the Great King, and gave me the time I needed to bind the Queen. He should be ruling, taking care of our city.

His choices led to Pa’s death. He played his part in mine. But I still remember the taste of his lips. I remember him weeping for his mother; I remember him setting his jaw and walking with me into the endless wall of the Storm. I don’t know what it is that I feel for him, not anymore. I’ve hated him. I’ve cared for him—maybe even something more—but no. I don’t know. It’s all a jumble in me, a furious, twisting jumble that makes my chest feel too small to hold it in.

But I’m ashamed. I’ve a job, and this is no welcome. He blinks up at me like a half-drowned puppy. The words I’m sorry stick in my throat.

“I deserve that,” Dalca says as he picks himself up. “That and more. But we have to move. It isn’t safe here.”

Move? I blink at his back as he steps between me and the ghouls, his spear at the ready. Oh. He doesn’t understand yet what’s happened to him.

I unclench my jaw and search for the words, for the usual script. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

The water has thoroughly soaked his shirt. Through it, golden lines curl across the skin of his back. A large ikon of some sort. I’d say it’s the Regia’s mark if I didn’t know better. The mark of the Great King—the ikon that once bound the god to his vessel—was corrupted by Dalca’s family. Dalca wouldn’t dare use it. He’d have no reason to, after we ended the Storm.

The Queen’s mark dances across my skin—a living mark, unlike the unmoving golden lines of the Regia’s—and it tells me the stormbarrier can hold only so long. I clear my throat. “Dalca. What do you remember?”

“I . . .” A fleeting shadow crosses his eyes, but Dalca shakes it off. “We have to get you safe first. There’s too much to say.”

You don’t understand, I want to say. But the words stick in my throat, mingling with a fury that sits lodged like a burr. I can’t stop looking at him. Him being here—it’s irritating. Like wasps under my skin. I don’t know why. I forgave him. Or at least I thought I did. I thought I’d moved on. Forgotten him.

Dalca’s movements are urgent, but he takes a brief moment, his eyes sparkling, full of warmth and emotions I won’t name. “After all this time, everything we tried . . . I can’t believe you’re back.”

I drop my gaze to the water, to the rippling reflection of the garden. “I’m not.”

Water sloshes as he takes a step forward. “What?”

“It’s the other way around.” I’ve given the speech so many times. I’m afraid you’ve moved on to the next life. This is that life. I’ve found the gentlest words for others. But all that comes is, “You’re dead, Dalca.”

A long, cold silence falls. He breaks it. “I can’t be dead. If I’m dead, then . . . I’ve failed.”

Failed? Surprise makes me glance up and meet his wide, agonized eyes. “Failed at what?”

Dalca doesn’t hear me. His gaze is distant, focused somewhere inside. A dozen expressions flicker across his face, and then his shoulders relax. The furrow between his brows disappears, and he gives me a small smile. “Okay.”

I let out a slow breath. So many are angry when they learn the truth, when they feel like something’s been stolen from them. That’s how I was. Angry, and sad, and a thousand other awful, prickly things.

Dalca, though . . . Was that it? Was life such a burden to him that he could put it down so easily? An ache builds in me, somewhere deep. “Dalca . . .”

He opens his mouth, then frowns, tilting his head. “Do you hear that?” He glances over his shoulder. “Cas? Yes, I can hear—”

I follow his gaze, moving closer to see from his angle, but there’s no one there.

“No—wait—” His body grows suddenly more vivid, even as his eyes lose focus. The black of his pupils eats away the startling blue.

A creaking groan comes from the direction of the stormbarrier. A ghoul’s tried to push through; a spray of pebbles tinkles down, joining the mound of things the others have been transformed into. I’ve never seen them this desperate.

Dalca whispers, “Not yet, please—”

It clicks into place. His vibrancy. The ghouls’ persistence. He’s not dead, not yet. He’s on the verge.

My chest hollows out, as if my breath’s been stolen. Dalca’s still alive.

“Vesper—” Dalca reaches for me. “There’s so much to say—They’re trying to bring me back—”

A hot thrum of something—envy? Do I envy him? Of course. But him staying here, trapped like the rest of us . . .

I brush his fingers away with my knuckles. “Then go.”

“I don’t—” Dalca’s hand closes over mine. It’s warm but without weight, as if it were made of unspun yarn. His voice trembles, his other hand brushing my shoulder. “Vesper, come with me.”

I flinch. “It’s too late. I’m dead, Dalca.”

The dark of his pupils eat away at the blue as he focuses on me. “You’re not dead. Not any more than I am.”

A strange, knowing shiver runs through me. “But I am.”

“No, Cas—tell them to wait—” He raises a hand, pushing away something only he can see, something from the world of the living.

I grip his hand tight, but it’s growing more immaterial. “Dalca. What do you mean, I’m not dead?”

Dalca’s gaze sharpens. “We’ve been trying—You’re still . . . Your body . . . Your heart is still beating.”

A veil shatters. An earthquake trembles through my chest, a distant drumbeat growing quicker, louder. My vision grows crisper with each beat, as my heart makes itself known, as it sends blood pulsing throughout me. He’s right. How have I not noticed?

“Vesper, please.” Dalca’s breath is a whisper. His eyes glow blue, his hair deepens to inkiest black, his skin gleams golden, sun-kissed brown—and then his whole body flickers, like a flame in the wind. He presses a kiss to my fingers. “Vesper—they’re bringing me back. I can’t stay—I wish I could—There’s so much I need to—”

He’s gone.

 

 





Chapter 10

As the night wears on, I find myself thinking it all over. Maybe Izamal is right. Maybe I’m just playing hero. I don’t really know.

My feet begin to wear a path in the plush rugs carpeting my rooms, so I make my way past my guards and stop in front of Cas’s door.

I trace the lines of the ikonlock with a fingertip. There must be something, some hint or some bit of familiar ikonwork—some thread that, once pulled, will unravel the lock’s secrets.

“Are you caressing my door?” A voice from behind.

I turn. Cas tilts his head.

“Maybe,” I say with a shrug.

His fingers brush the lock, then fall still. “Turn around.”

I sigh and put my back to the door. Pa had laughed when I finally cracked his ikonlock, but there had also been a flash of uneasy surprise in his eyes. His pride as a father had warred with his pride as a mancer. I can’t blame Cas for not wanting to just give away the trick to his lock.

The lock clicks. “Come on up, then.”

The door opens straight into a stairwell. It’s cold and damp, and I follow him up the spiraling steps until we come out in a place that looks like it once was open to the elements and housed a great bell.

Now there’s a strange contraption of mirrors in the heart of the room. Papers are strewn everywhere, piles of books sprout like mushrooms all across the floor, and there are three large maps stuck somehow to one stone wall.

And tucked in a corner, small and lumpy, is a bedroll.

A soft grind of metal as Cas activates a dim blue ikonlantern.

“You sleep here?”

“Out of choice,” he snaps, as if that’s better.

I say no more. Instead, I turn to the maps. One is of the city, and Cas has marked the edges of the Great King’s dominion. He’s taken the first and second rings completely and has a quarter of the third ring.

The river is drawn neatly, and it really does look like an eye, with the inner five rings as its iris. The Queenskeep is further than I thought—another city could fit between us and the edge of the fifth’s ringwall.

The sound of boiling water surprises me. Cas neatly makes two cups of—

“Sundust?” I can’t keep the awe from my voice.

Cas hands a cup of sundust tea to me, his cheeks pink. “Stop making everything a big deal.”

I take a sip. “So,” I say. “Since I’ve been gone, Dalca’s tried to get himself killed, Izamal’s decided to become a man of the wilds . . . And you live here.”

He rolls his eyes. “Was there a question? Or just judgment?”

“So what did you do, that everyone hates you?”

“So,” he says, mocking my tone, “with zero information, you assumed it must be my fault.”

I wince. “Well, Cas, in the time I’ve known you, you haven’t ever tried to have people like you.”

He shrugs.

“So why are they like this?”

“Maybe they’re all jealous of my good looks,” he deadpans.

I get the hint and take a long, slow sip.

The silence stretches into minutes.

“You’re cursed,” I say. “Stormtouched.”

His attention snaps to me. “You can tell?”

“I can see it in you.” A flash of a memory: Cas kneeling beside a pool, his reflection reaching out of the water—a warped mirror version of Cas, who was a fighter instead of a mancer, a perfect son instead of . . .

“I thought, in the Storm, when we beat my reflection, that meant I wouldn’t be cursed. But . . .” His gaze goes to a shard of mirror on the floor. “It doesn’t affect me always, but sometimes it rises. And I have to fight it off yet again.”

“It’s hurting you now.”

Cas picks up the mirror but doesn’t answer.

His curse. He wanted to be a perfect son. Or rather, his father’s idea of a perfect son. And Ragno Haveli—a brutal, intense, and intimidating man, who once led the Regia’s Guard, who burned down Amma’s Home for the Cursed and everyone in it, just to get at my father—his idea of perfect was merely a younger version of himself. But Cas prioritized mastering ikonomancy instead of mastering the art of growing biceps larger than his head.

Cas tosses the mirror onto a table. It skids off the edge and hits the floor, shattering. “Izamal goes crowing about how he beat his curse. I suppose one day I’ll beat mine.” He slumps against the wall, pressing fingers to his temples.

“I could take it away,” I say. “I undid Dalca’s curse.”

Silence falls. Cas fixes me with a long, searching stare. “Are you being funny, Vesper?”

I meet his gaze. “I’m never funny.”

His lips twitch. “Then please, by all means.”

I sink into the Great Queen’s power, and a veil drops over my vision, turning everything to shadows. With the power that she grants me, I reach for Cas, for the curse at his core. It takes the shape of shadows that weave themselves into a dark oval—a mirror. I tug at the wisps of shadows at its edges, urging them apart, coaxing them to not mold themselves so strongly into a curse. It resists me, as if it wants to stay put.

Dalca’s came much more easily—but I didn’t know what I was doing then.

I shore up my will. I sink deeper into her power. Shadows shape themselves into a mirror at Cas’s core, but the tiniest threads of them wisp away and knit themselves into his muscles, into his blood. The shadows are like veins, coming from his curse that beats like a heart.

The curse is trying to become part of him. I snip the tendrils and force my power to a point, and press upon the mirror.

It holds, stubborn—I press harder—it takes far more of the Queen’s power than I’d have thought, more than half of what I’ve saved—

It shatters.

Cas sucks in a breath, holding his chest.

I draw back to myself, tired and aching. It doesn’t feel good.

Cas looks at me with wonder. “Just like that.”

“It was a little harder than that,” I say. The room tilts.

His lips quirk, and I brace for something cutting. “Thank you.”

“Thanks for the sundust,” I say, getting to my feet. If I’m going to faint, I’d rather do it in my own rooms. 

“Vesper—” he calls, as I descend the stairs.

I glance back over my shoulder. He looks young and so very frail. He shakes his head. “Never mind.”

 

 

 

Night falls, and I have Hadria ready a rambler. I give her a warning: “Neither Iz nor Imbas—nor anyone on the council—should know where we’re going.”

“My job is to keep you safe—”

“Then do so. Because my job isn’t to sit here in this tower while people suffer.”

She crosses her arms, and then pointedly glances at a figure leaning against the wall. Cas. He wears a long, simple cloak, his hair braided and hanging over his shoulder. “I won’t tell,” he says with a wry look. “Promise.”

I frown. “What are you doing here?”

He gestures at his chest. “Trying to extinguish this rather enormous feeling of gratitude.”

“You don’t owe me.”

“Please don’t be so noble about it,” Cas says, tossing his braid over his shoulder. “It doesn’t help. In fact, it would be kinder to be a bit rude, if you could manage.”

I find myself wanting to strangle him. “That won’t be difficult.”

A sudden crack appears in his imperious demeanor: a smile. It’s gone in a heartbeat—but the afterimage lingers. I didn’t know his face could do that.

I’m disconcerted enough to let him join us, and he puts his head together with Hadria, passing quiet whispers back and forth as she works him into her plan for what she calls a protective perimeter.

Cas settles in on the driver’s seat, muttering at the pair of shaggy blue stormbeasts, as Hadria and I slip inside the rambler. The door has barely shut before the wheels begin to turn, and we’re on our way.

“I don’t think this is wise,” Hadria says for the eleventh time.

I study her. “What’s the story with you and your mother?”

Her face grows stony. “I thought we had the same perspective on duty. On being a Regia’s Guard. It turns out, we don’t.”

She says nothing more, so I turn my attention to the window, to the rapidly changing scenery.

We’re heading in the direction of the city. The river shines, forking around the five rings, and we keep to the western arm. The moss grows thick and wild, and soon we leave the road for a barely there trail. The stormbeasts slow, picking their way with care.

The trees grow dense. Many have kept their leaves, and their branches are weighed down with glistening red-violet fruit. “What’s this?”

“This was a poma orchard,” Hadria says. She doesn’t elaborate.

But I can guess that it was the Storm that turned the thick trunks of these trees into great gnarled hands of bark, turned their green leaves a purplish black, turned the small red fruit into these jewel-like monstrosities.

There are places that are naturally protected from the Great King’s line of sight. Much of the sixth’s market town is protected by distance, by the bulk of the watchtower, and by the shelter of the wilds.

This place has nothing but the density of the trees and the thickness of the foliage, the pale tendril-like moss that twines around branches and hangs in long curtains.

The trees part naturally, to reveal a clearing of moss-eaten structures—a large building that may have been the home of the orchardkeeper, and several other smaller ones that might have been used for storing the harvest. They’re arrayed around a small central courtyard, where a dilapidated fountain has been repurposed: the remnant of a carved kinnari bird has been refitted with a spout and pump for drinking water.

Everything is in poor repair. Stone walls have held up, but everything that was wood has rotted away. Swaths of ikon-reinforced fabric hang between trees, over holes in the roof, over windows. Measures to keep out the weather, I figure.

I glance at the trees. The cloth strung between them has a dull shine—waxed or oiled, to make it durable and waterproof. I used to do the same to my cloaks. But this is thick cloth, tightly woven.

I draw in a breath as understanding sparks. This cloth is all they have to protect them from the Great King’s gaze. It must take a great deal of effort to maintain this barrier.

My shoulders inch toward my ears. All it would take is one great gust of wind, or a single frayed thread—and the King’s light could reach here. How can anyone relax in a place like this?

The rambler stops before the large building. Hadria throws an arm across my middle. “Let me go in first. I’ll get you an audience.”

She shuts the rambler door behind her and strides away. The double doors—newly and crudely made from black wood—open at her knock. She disappears inside.

I step out.

“Safer to stay in the rambler,” says Cas. He hops down to stand at my side, gauntlet at the ready, scanning our surroundings. “Do you know, Hadria might be rather good at what she does. Dalca always liked her, but it’s such an affect to use the chakram as your main weapon.”

I press my lips together, but he did say he wanted rude. “An affect, says the man who used ikons to make his hair reflect like a mirror.”

“That’s different. That was style.” He sighs, glancing at the tip of his white braid. “You’re right. I should do something with it.”

“The chakram—those are her circular blades?”

“She was an ace with them. Played in the Arvegna games—her team won three years in a row—probably the last games we’ll ever have.”

The Arvegna. The grand stadium in the third ring. Where the Trials were held. Where Pa died.

Hadria returns, saving me from having to respond. She nods at the doors. “Let’s go.”

I follow on her tail. The doors open to reveal a wide rectangular space—all the interior walls have rotted to nothing—and it’s larger than it appears from the outside. A thick carpet of moss blankets the floor, save for where the residents have scraped it away.

New black-wood beams crisscross the roof. Part of it has been rethatched with wood shingles, but waxed canvas cloth is the main source of protection for a good half of the building. Ikonlanterns hang from the walls, from the beams that crisscross the space above our heads. Not heavy-duty ones, but small, twinkling ones—the trinkets of high ringers.

And yet it reminds me of the fifth ring. Of how, in the face of darkness and despair, the hunger for beauty grew keen and sharp enough to draw blood.

We get fewer stares than I’d feared. Most of the high ringers are busy with preparing food—mostly tough and fibrous things, like shalaj, that take a great deal of time and effort to make edible.

Cas walks so close to me he steps on my heel twice. The third time, I stop in my tracks and give him a warning look. He hisses in my ear. “This is a bad idea. I know these people. I was these people.”

Hadria leads us to the very end of the building, where a figure rises at our approach.

Toran Belvas stands before a table overflowing with scrolls, her hands folded behind her back. She’s still, taut as a bowstring. Only her eyes move, tracking us. Her voice has not a glimmer of warmth. “Come to gloat?”

“No,” I say. “I came to apologize. I’ve done you wrong, and I’m sorry for not hearing what you had to say.”

The family resemblance between mother and daughter is uncanny—the same dark, mournful eyes, the regal nose bridge, the lips that curl down at serious moments. But Toran is taller, broader, and wears an easy confidence that says she knows her place in the world, and everyone else’s too.

“I pray that you mean it.” Toran relaxes just a tad. “As I cannot afford to do anything but accept it.”

A small, subtle reminder of my power. “I do.”

“Then let me show you.” Toran gestures me to follow. We walk through the building, high ringers gathering as we near.

Toran catches me looking at a woman—gaunt, stooped—who nonetheless has jewels wrapped around her throat and dripping from her ears and hair.

“They’re not fools. Not all fools, anyway. Some had minutes to grab what they could before they ran. Many grabbed sentimental things, things that are now useless in any way save for bolstering their spirits. They look pathetic now, but many of them had mastered the world they knew.”

A painting rests against a moss-covered wall. “A privileged world.”

“Maybe.” She inclines her head. “But that’s all they knew. All their mothers and fathers knew, and their ancestors before them.”

“And you?”

Toran shrugs. “I’m Wardana. I had occasion to learn. But I was almost a sculptor. If I had been, I’d be just as helpless.”

Hadria starts at my side. I glance at her, but she’s not looking at either of us, just diligently scanning our surroundings.

Toran leads us out to the courtyard and into one of the smaller stone structures. Inside is a space three times the size of Amma’s house, but there are no dividing walls. There are people rubbing wax into coarse cloth. In the corner, drying moss over low embers, are two children. They glance up at us with hungry eyes, dull eyes, no spark left in them.

I’ve seen those eyes in people huddled on the streets of the fifth ring, shivering in the cold and damp, terrified for their lives. Toran says something. I can’t hear. How can people still suffer like this, when the Storm is gone? It’s not right. It’s not fair.

A clap of thunder—I jump out of my skin. The Storm?

I follow Toran out the doors, into the courtyard. It comes again. This time I place it—it’s a mallet against a sheet of metal.

Toran tenses like a spring tightening and launches into action. “Close the shutters! Everyone inside!” she shouts, barking orders left and right. Within seconds, the courtyard is emptied, the buildings are sealed, and those who can fight are gathered around her.

“Some of our people went to forage in the wilds,” Toran explains quickly, a question in her eyes. “Will you come?”

Cas speaks. “The alarm—”

Toran gives a sharp nod. “The lightstruck are on their way.”

“We’ll come,” I say over Hadria’s objection.

Cas grabs my arm. “Vesper—”

“I’ll stay out of the way.” Unless I can help. “You and Hadria are trained for this—do what you can to aid them.”

Hadria, Cas, and I follow Toran and her warriors through the trees. The orchard thins out—different, slender trees grow here, with mottled gray trunks. They encircle the stone ruins of another orchardkeeper’s home—a far more prosperous home, judging by the scale of the ruins. It would be a more comfortable place for the high ringers, but the sparseness of the trees here offers no protection against the King.

Toran gestures—it’s some sort of Wardana signal, judging by how Hadria and Cas both react immediately, forcing me into a crouch at the edge of the clearing.

Toran’s gaze is locked on the second story of a moss-eaten building within the ruins. A flutter of moss—no, one of her people, wearing clothes that help them blend in. They move their hands in a rapid-fire series of gestures.

Toran curses. “The lightstruck are here. Remember—keep your back to the city at all times.” She pauses. “I won’t fault you for turning back.”

“What will you do?”

“Save as many of my people as we can.” She motions at her warriors, who split into three groups and disappear into the ruins.

“Vesper—” Cas starts.

“I need to know what I’m up against. I promise you, no foolish risks.”

Toran draws two lengths of ikon-embroidered cloth and gives one to Hadria, who passes it to me. Toran blindfolds herself with the other.

“I have something else—” Cas hands me a curved length of mirrored glass. “For your eyes.” A half helm, which covers my forehead to the tip of my nose. My vision blurs for a second—my eyes try to focus on the ikons etched into the glass—and then all becomes clear.

Cas nods. “I only have two.” He holds the other to Hadria. It’s bulkier than the one he gave me—an earlier prototype, I guess.

“Take it,” she tells him, and blindfolds herself.

With the mirrorhelm, I can see fairly clearly. I peek over the edge of the mossy ruins.

Several high ringers—bearing baskets half-full with greens, fruit, mushrooms—cower against the ruins. Those without blindfolds squeeze their eyes shut or train them on the ground.

Through the trees come a dozen or so people—ordinary people—well-fed, clean-faced, and clothed comfortably. They’re singing a song, a little off-key, as if they’re just out for a day’s work. They stop at the edge of the ruins and fall silent.

At their lead is a man with a long curtain of white hair. Ragno Haveli, wearing a kindly smile. Ragno . . . is lightstruck.

Shock parts my lips. “Cas—”

Cas lets out a strangled breath. “Did I forget to mention? He was one of the first to be lightstruck. Always leading the pack, my father.”

“Focus now,” Hadria hisses to him. “Have feelings later.”

“I don’t have feelings,” Cas says. But he averts his eyes from Ragno.

Light kisses Ragno’s hair, bathing him in soft warmth. There’s something reddish in the air. What is that?

It could be a trick of the light, but it’s so regular. A dusting of red sparks, like a firework suspended in time. I lean in to get a better look—

It’s a man. A broad-shouldered figure made of pinpricks of red light. A faint line of that same red light stretches back from his body, through the trees, all the way back to the city. A direct line to the Great King.

The red man tilts his head, as if hearing a familiar tune. His face turns slightly toward us.

Him. The Great Queen recoils, and my heart pounds.

Rendered in red light is a face made in the same mold as Dalca’s and his mother’s before him. Whoever he is, he shares their blood.

He’s a fair bit older than Dalca, and he carries his age in his eyes. He’s very symmetrical, with the broad, even features of a storybook hero. And yet my shoulders inch toward my ears and my guard goes up.

He clenches his jaw, and suddenly, I recognize him. Memory whisks me back, to Dalca showing me a line of golden death masks belonging to the Regias of old. Death masks that told the history of Dalca’s family, the Illusoras, and through them, the history of our city.

This man is a dead ringer for the ancient Regia Dalcanin—Dalca’s namesake. Before Dalcanin, the rule of the city was shared between two vessels, one of the Great King, one of the Great Queen. When he took the throne, he killed every human vessel the Great Queen chose. And he warped the Regia’s mark so the Great King could be bound against his will.

Because of him, the Great Queen fled and found shelter in a distant storm. For five hundred years, her power fed that storm, until it became a living embodiment of her power and her despair.

I hold my breath. What is this? How has he returned as a specter of light?

“There are people at the ends of those lines of light?” Cas asks.

“Only in the lines of color. We call them spectrals. There’s this one, and another of orange light,” Toran whispers. “They are minions of some sort, with a measure of power over the rest of the lightlines.”

There’s a commotion in the pack of lightstruck. Ragno glances behind him as a sandy-haired man pushes to the front of the crowd, though the other lightstruck hold him back. There are tears in his eyes. “Aravya, my love.”

A gasp comes from a gaunt, frail-looking woman, perhaps a decade my senior. She keeps her eyes downturned. “Lin?”

“It’s me, I’m here,” he sobs.

A young brown-haired woman in a blindfold grabs Aravya. “Don’t look!”

“You don’t have to look,” the sandy-haired man says from behind Ragno, his voice breaking. “I understand. Just know I’m here.”

Slowly, shaking, she draws her head up. The brown-haired woman beside her grabs her, tucks her head into the crook of her neck. “Don’t look, Aravya, please.”

Even across this distance, every one of her sobs reaches my ears, as do the words she gasps in between, over and over: “He’s my husband.”

My stomach roils with acid. This is nothing like the Storm. The misery and despair in the air is of a different flavor; there is a different set of choices at play. My body is frozen solid—I don’t know what to do.

Ragno turns a sorrowful eye to the moss-eaten houses, to the fabric sheets slung between the ruins, to keep out the light. The wind and rain have torn holes in them; through them peeks the city, crowned in light.

“This . . .” His voice is low with sorrow. “Is this right? To live like this? There are children missing their mothers. Do you part from those who love you so easily?”

“Stop.” Toran vaults over the ruin and marches forward, between the two groups.

To her left are her high ringers clutching their baskets, to her right are Ragno and the lightstruck.

I tense. She’s still blindfolded.

Ragno merely watches her, hands clasped before him. The Dalcanin of red light flickers, as if the red line connecting him to the city was briefly cut. I follow the red line of light back—to Toran’s warriors stringing a waxed-cloth barrier between the trees, to cut off the light.

“Have you not entertained this fiction long enough?” Ragno asks. “Is this truly the independence you seek? Are you not yet reliant on the charity of those low ringers who have forsaken you? Will you continue to beg for scraps, rather than return to the hearths and homes of your family, your loved ones, your ancestors?”

Toran takes a step. “Remember, they don’t promise a real choice—those aren’t your children anymore. He’s not your husband, Aravya.”

“I am!” the sandy-haired man shouts. “Ask me anything, Aravya. Something only I would know.”

“Don’t—” Toran starts.

“What would we have named our first child?” Aravya asks, even as her friend holds her tighter.

Her husband smiles. “Ino, after your grandfather.”

She pushes free and staggers to her feet, her gaze fixed on her husband. He opens his arms to her—she takes one step before her friend knocks her to the ground, pinning her.

The Great Queen’s mark appears upon my skin, wisps of stormcloud rise like steam from my skin. I make to rise, but a weight pins me down. Hadria—her whole body crushing me. “Do not move,” she hisses.

Dalcanin turns toward us, as if he heard. His voice crackles like a woodfire. “All are welcome. Old friends, old foes. The Great King welcomes you all.”

He flickers once more. Toran’s warriors have deployed three shields that cut the line of red light, and Dalcanin disappears and stays gone. The Great King’s line of sight is broken.

Ragno inclines his head. “We will go in peace. Please, remember: you can always come home.”

The sandy-haired man takes a step.

His wife claws at her friend until she lets go. She stumbles once, twice, and sprints to him.

Her friend kneels on the ground, weeping.

A small thud. A boy—somewhere in his teens—drops his basket and crosses over to the lightstruck. A handful of others follow.

Toran’s taken off her blindfold, and her warriors make as if to fight. She shakes her head. “We don’t have the numbers to stop them.”

“Then what should we do?”

Her shoulders bow. “Let them go.”

 

 

 

As we walk back through the dense poma orchard to the encampment, it’s clear that the soul has gone out of the remaining high ringers. Cas keeps his hood up and is silent.

“Less than three hundred left,” murmurs one of Toran’s warriors, a middle-aged man with serious eyes and hollows around his mouth.

Toran looks at me. “Maybe we are beyond help.”

All these people, huddled and fearful . . . What made them run from their extravagant second-ringer homes? What is it that the Great King does with the lightstruck? All I’ve seen is lightstruck who’ve come to convince others to . . . to do what? Return to the city? That’s not nefarious, especially compared to the beasts and the curses of the Storm. “What does the Great King want?”

Toran answers. “We don’t know. He’s destroying parts of the city—as far as we can tell, it’s at random. The lightstruck . . . they’re themselves, but unlike themselves. They become convinced to do things they’d never do. I’ve seen families destroy their own homes—homes that have stood for hundreds of years. Rather than be lightstruck, people leave.”

There must be more to it than that. “Show me. You and I—we’ll go into the city. You know how he works, how the lightstruck work. Help me understand. I can’t fight until I understand what I’m fighting.”

“You’ll fight him?” she asks, and in her eyes is doubt: You’re just one girl.

“You forget,” I say. “The Great Queen is on my side.”

Her brows furrow, and a little of the film of despair clears from her expression. “Into the city. That’s dangerous.”

“I’m not interested in courting danger,” I say. “We’ll watch for the light—the lines of light—and we’ll stay far out of the first and second rings.”

She looks out over the hall, at her people. “Fine. I need to be with my people tonight. And tomorrow is the festival. There’ll be too many eyes on you—we won’t be able to slip out. The next night, that’s when we’ll go. But I have one condition.”

I nod. “Tell me.”

“Leave Hadria out of it.”

Hadria bristles at my side, but I keep my gaze fixed on Toran’s. “Done.”

 

 





Chapter 11

I know these shadows. They are the uncolor of the darkness under my eyelids, the darkness that lives inside me.

A grayish light shines, peeking through a gap in the shadows. The darkness parts like curtains, and the gray pulls me down.

I fall.

A chair catches me and holds me tight. I forget—have I been sitting here always?

I blink once—and a gnarled old table is before me.

I blink twice—and a woman sits across from me, a sharp chisel in her hands. She’s focused on carving whatever it is she holds. Her long hair curls over her shoulder and casts half her face in shadow. Bold, striking features. Still, I know her.

“Ma,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow without looking at me. “You can’t know,” she says, as if responding to a question I’ve already asked.

“I can’t know what?”

“You choose what you want. You’ll grow into the life you create for yourself.”

I focus on the thing in her hands, the chisel and the wood. Her fingers are flecked with blood, and the wood still seems formless. My own hands seem strange and formless. “What if I choose wrong? What if I choose something I can’t handle?”

She hums. “When you were a baby, all you could handle was eating and crying. Should you have stopped there?”

“That’s not what—”

“Stop it,” she snarls. “When did you learn this fear? What is your life for? Building a little cage of things you can handle? You would be as well served in death. Go out and seek a challenge worth being defeated by.”

“And if it defeats me?”

A slow smile breaks over her face. “If you should be so lucky as to be deeply defeated—in that moment, you will know the air that becomes your breath, you will know every single drop of your blood, you will know the nature of that electric thing that drives your mind. You will know what it means to be alive.” She leans forward, and the shadows lengthen across her face. “And if you should triumph over it, then go and find something greater to be defeated by.”

Her eyes meet mine, and I wonder if it really is Ma before me. Her hands are bloody, chipped all over, as if she’s been carving herself all this time.

 

 

 

The shadows release me reluctantly as I wake. Ma’s words linger in my mind. It sounds brave, but I won’t soon forget that the thing that defeated her was the same thing that ended up killing her.

I’ve done my sacrificing. I have the Great Queen with me, and I’ll triumph. I ache to go with Toran to the city right away and learn what I’m up against—but there’s the festival to get through. Though Toran said it would be impossible to slip through the town unnoticed during the festival, I hadn’t believed her until I saw how the council grew frenzied with excitement, how the tower buzzed with the work of preparing, how even the sight from my balcony changed, with stalls selling sugared treats and festival clothes, with the market square filling to the brim with people.

There’s a persistent knocking in my head. Blearily, I make sense of the stone walls, the plush softness under me, and turn the ikonlight on above my bed.

The knocking continues, and now it comes from the door. “Vesper? We’re coming in.”

Carver barges in. “We’re here to help you get ready.”

I blink at her, at the line of my guards following her in. “For what?”

Carver gives me a droll look. “The festivities.”

“Already? Isn’t that—”

“In two hours.”

I blink at my guards. “Is it far?”

Mina answers. “No. A few minutes, perhaps.”

My defenses go up. Last time Carver worked her specialized ikonomancy on me . . . “Are you going to change my face?”

“No,” says Carver. “We want you as you are, just a little polished.”

“Then, why do I need two hours—”

Carver gestures, and Ozra and Gamara tear the blankets from the bed. “If you don’t know the answer to that already, you’d better just trust us.”

She herds me into the bathing room, where the tub is already filled and fragranced with oil. “Call for me when you’re ready.”

I tug my sleepdress over my head. My skin pebbles in the cold air, and I step into the tub, slipping under the water.

My knuckles break the surface of the bath; I lower them again. The water distorts my body. If I trust my eyes, my body must be trembling, transmuting, stretching one way and twisting another. If I trust my skin, my body is still as earth, stirred ever so softly by the thrum of my pulse.

My body is no longer mine alone. The Great Queen is a deep presence within me.

I slip into her.

My mind opens. The world around me is cast in soft gray. A heartbeat—I follow it without moving a muscle, just with a strange awareness—and find a figure made of swirling dark smoke. A person. Hadria? The Queen shows me what’s in her heart: a mix of steadfast duty and a small kernel of bittersweet hope. Fear, too. Another one of my guards stands beside her, filled with protectiveness, and an undercurrent of mischievous glee. Mina, probably, from the way she watches over Hadria.

There’s Jhuno and Zerin, both calm and settled, watchful. Gamara, impatient and curious and determined to prove herself. Ozra, who desires something else, something beyond her work—a family.

The last of my guards. Her hope and joy is boundless. She’s happy to be who she is, where she is. She lingers by the door—is this Carver? I never would have guessed there was this kind of joy beneath her cool demeanor. I’m cheered just witnessing it.

The water clings to me as I rise. My skin prickles in the chilly air, and I shiver. In the cold, my body feels my own again.

I ignore the rugs covering the floor and step out onto the stone. A hiss leaves my lips as my feet touch slate, but I like feeling the shock of the cold down to my littlest toes.

My hair sticks to my back and lower, curling against my hips. I’ll have to remember to cut it. “I’m done,” I call.

Carver enters in a flurry of action. My too-long hair is combed and brushed and tied into an intricate braid, with half left free. A mix of high- and low-ring styles. My eyebrows are plucked, my skin is patted with creams, my eyes are lined in kohl.

She brings a dress. The dress—the one the tailor made in multiples. Black threaded with violet, layers of sheer silky charcoal. A walking Storm.

Carver holds a polished mirror up to me.

In the reflection is the woman from my dream. Not quite Ma. Not quite me. I blink, and she blinks.

“Is this how you see me?”

Carver pauses. “Is it different from how you see yourself?”

I stop with no on my lips. I don’t know. Could I see myself this way?

Carver, Hadria, Mina, and Ozra don identical dresses, their hair done the same way. They’ve even painted the lines of my sitar-string burn onto their palms.

Jhuno and Zerin are in their black and violet Regia’s Guard uniforms, with their gauntlets on full display.

Carver wraps three ikon-inscribed masks with paper and tucks them into her bag. Each will adjust any of my guards’ features to mine. She nods.

 

 

 

By the view out the rambler’s windows, I’d say there’s not a single person in the market town that’s not celebrating, not a single inch left undecorated.

The festivities are concentrated in the market square. We take a far more direct route, through a cordoned-off street, and disembark at the edge of the square, stepping out of the rambler behind a newly built platform of sorts. A stage. The sounds of a happy crowd—of chatter and music—fill the air.

A curtain blocks my view of the square—and blocks the people’s view of me—but as the fabric shifts in the wind, I catch glimpses of throngs of people, of multicolor ikonlights strung overhead, with larger ikonlanterns nestled at the base of the Stormender statue. I inhale the smell of fried dough, of sweets coated in hard sugar that crackles when bitten, of the spices of sundust and the woody-sweet scents of other drinks.

On this side of the curtain, the council members stand chatting. No sign of Izamal or Cas, but at the far end is a head of dark curls. Dalca. I need a word with him about the city, about what’s been hidden from me—about what he’s done to stop the King. He catches my eye—I gesture for him to come near—and he turns his back, moving to chat with a Wardana. He saw me, I know he did. Is he avoiding me?

I take a single step before Gamara stands in my way. “It’s time,” she says, nodding to Rosander, who holds the curtain open for me.

With one last look at his back, I step through.

A crush of sound. A hundred cheers meld into one great roar.

I’m guided to the center of the stage, to a throne—there’s no other word for it.

The council follows, then Dalca. He does his best not to be seen as one of them, and also finds a way to stand as far away as possible from me. I sigh and plaster a smile on my face.

It seems the festivities are for all those who wish to look upon me.

A long procession of well-wishers gift me words of thanks. The longer I sit on this throne, the more it chafes that all these decisions are being made for me, that my role has been to sit where I’m told and smile. My blood boils with frustration.

Every person that walks up to me seems to think I’m offering them a kindness in just existing upon this throne. The weight of their tears and praise grows stifling.

Dalca is only fifteen feet away. Under any other circumstances, it would be no distance at all. But with all these people around, with so many who wish to speak with me . . . it’s impossible to talk with him.

I sneak glances at him. He’s far more gracious in how he receives those who wish to speak to him, so much so that I stop to listen to what he says and follow his lead.

He’s in a dark ensemble, looking more part of my guard than the prince. And yet dozens of eyes watch his every move. What makes him a prince? What makes people stand when he walks into a room, what makes people lean to hear his words, what makes them hurry to follow his lead? Is it just the blood in his veins?

What does his blood mean now, when there is no Regia?

If they’re silly to follow him—if there’s no reason to follow him—is there no reason to follow me?

I ended the Storm. But without Dalca, would I ever have walked into it?

I want to know what I want. I chose to come back to this world, the world of the living. But my choices have had repercussions I never imagined. How did my choices lead me here? How did I end up in the shadow of that ridiculous Stormender statue, with people all around me making decisions for me?

The procession continues, and a familiar face appears before me.

Rosander Tarr, the landkeeper. He bows double and comes forward, clutching my hand in his. “Your support for the sixth is the talk of the town. Won’t you join my family for a meal? Dinner with myself and my wife and daughters—and your guards of course—it would be an intimate affair.”

Politeness makes me say, “That’s very kind.”

He murmurs something about finding a time and sweeps away.

Others come and go. In a lull, I turn my attention to the wider hall. People band in groups of those they’re most comfortable with. There’s one group clothed in priestess brown, but with black shawls draped over their shoulders. A stooped, bent-over woman hobbles toward me. The priestess from the council, Mother Yul.

“Hard seat, isn’t it?” she asks.

My lips quirk into a smile of their own accord. “I can’t complain.”

“Polite of you.” She turns her gaze to the partygoers. “You don’t want to hear an old woman talk, not on a night like this, not when such a handsome man can’t take his eyes off of you.”

I raise an eyebrow. She indicates Dalca, who’s doing a good job of playing his part. “Quite a few people are watching me, Mother Yul.”

“Are they?” She makes a strange crowing sound—a laugh. “I rather think they’re staring at themselves, and you happen to be a convenient mirror.”

When I don’t answer, she nods to herself and toddles off.

The crowd. So many faces look back at me, but she’s right. They don’t see me at all. They look upon me and see some part of themselves, their inner heroes, their inner gods. I remind them of their hope—though I’d wager they all hope for something a little different.

A commotion draws their attention. Izamal enters the square flanked by Nosca, all looking dashing in their blue uniforms. Izamal’s laugh rings out, and in seconds he’s surrounded by his adoring fans. A smile comes to my lips. Even if I wanted to get him alone to talk, there’s not a chance it’d happen.

Through the crowd, I meet Dalca’s eyes. He’s alone. He offers me a small, tense smile, and before I can make a move, he joins the circle of dancers, offering his hand to the first girl he meets. I narrow my eyes at him.

Familiar faces move between me and Dalca’s obstinate back. The revolutionary knitters. Imbas Lahra embraces several of them before she’s called away.

One of them—a woman with a cheeky smile and startling green eyes—catches me looking and salutes me. The gray-bearded man at her side flashes me a smile that reveals a glint of metal—a tooth inscribed with an ikon. Last I saw them, they were all washed-up revolutionaries. Folks who once fought alongside my parents, who had turned to doing small acts of good, like weaving moss into cloth and providing it to those who needed it.

I smooth my expression into a smile and approach them, leaving the dancing behind. Their clothing bears a thick weave that’s the signature of mosscloth. A fashion statement, or a political one? “Have you come to court me too?”

Green Eyes smiles back. “We’ve come to warn you.”

I turn to her.

The grizzled man flashes his ikontooth. “Some folks found themselves some power in your absence.”

Green Eyes leans in. “Rosander? He’s been saying he knew your father. Got himself the support of the merchants with that.”

“Leveraged himself a seat on the council,” Ikontooth explains.

“Imbas is on the council, too,” I say.

Green Eyes grins. “I wasn’t sayin’ she’s above using your name. But she’s doing it for the right reasons.”

“That’s not the point we’re making. We’re saying . . . now that you’re awake, you can speak for yourself, see? The power they’ve made for themselves in your absence—it’s now at risk.”

“They’ll be trying to control you—or get you out of their way.”

“Are you talking about Rosander?” I ask. “Or Imbas?”

“Him, and others too. Note how our dear princeling kept his power. The more he told your story, the better his sounded.”

That puts a sour taste in my mouth. “Everyone saw him at the Trial.”

“Everyone saw him weeping over you, too.”
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