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PROLOGUE 
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ONE YEAR AGO

Solara Barthelme knew her thoughts were not her own. It was not her own will that commanded her legs as she walked down the dark alleyway, holding her breath against its stink of piss and mold. Solara knew better than to come here alone. Yet, she felt no panic, only a constant urging toward something or someone that waited on the other end. 

“You’re being a bitch, Nikara.” 

The voice, low-pitched and aggravated, was one Solara, or the thoughts in her head, knew well, and she dismissed it. It wasn’t her quarry. She came to the end of the alleyway and stepped into the street, which was dimly illuminated under weak moonlight and smelled precious little better than the alley. The fourth ring of Diadem City – and the three rings that followed it – was poorly cared for, its occupants too busy breaking their backs for the comfort of the noblemen and women living in the three inner rings. 

“You thought she was pretty.” 

“I didn’t say a damn thing.” 

“It was obvious from the way you were staring at her.” 

It was the second voice that tugged at Solara. As careless as its predecessor was grim, it made Solara feel weightless. Euphoric. There, across the street. Two figures in the dark. 

“Here she is,” the woman said. “I drew her all this way. Come here, pretty thing.” 

Solara nearly tripped over her feet in her haste to obey, until she stood before the woman. Nikara. Even her name had a richness to it, a regal bearing. Nikara was tall, her body narrow and muscled in its sleek fitting black clothing. She had a row of rubies in her left ear, each monstrously large jewel shining like a drop of blood. Her thick, dark hair hung in braids past her hips. 

She smiled at Solara with a sweet look in her hazel eyes. In that moment, Solara would have died for her. No hesitation. 

“She is a little pretty,” Nikara said, lifting Solara’s chin. Her leather gloves were damp and warm. “But equal parts feral. Look at her, Tessan.” 

“Leave her alone.” Tessan sounded sullen. 

Solara had no sooner had the thought then it was brushed away, her focus drawn back to Nikara. Her beauty. Her grace. The brilliant gleam in her smile as she stroked Solara’s chin as if petting a doting dog. 

“Should I make her beg for you?” Nikara suggested. 

“Let. Her. Alone.” 

Solara turned toward him at the barely leashed anger in his voice, but Nikara tightened her grip on Solara's chin. Amusement danced over the woman’s face. “Oh, she is a fighter. Look at me, little pretty. Pay him no mind.” 

“As you wish,” Solara said. The words were prompted to her lips. 

“Do you never tire of these ridiculous games?” Tessan snapped. 

“Not when it makes you squirm like this,” Nikara said. “I could make her crawl on her hands and knees. Don’t you wish you had even a fraction of my gift?” 

“Not if it made me as much of a bastard.” 

Solara turned her head. Nikara wasn’t quick enough to stop her again. The scowling Tessan towered above Nikara, a mountain of a man. He wore similar nondescript black clothing, but his dark gold hair was loose and wild as a lion’s mane.  

Their eyes met, his dark gray like the sky before rain, and his jaw tightened as he looked away. “Let her go,” he said. 

“Very well,” Nikara said, sounding disappointed. “If you’re going to be a bore.” She gave Solara’s chin a gentle squeeze. “Tell him your name.” 

“Solara Barthelme,” Solara said before Nikara had even finished the command. 

Tessan shot Nikara a vile look, and a wicked grin flashed over her features. “Kiss him goodbye, Sol.” 

Tessan jerked backward, but Nikara’s order was swift and Solara’s obedience swifter still. He was head and shoulders above her, but she caught the front of his shirt and pulled him down to her. Their mouths met abruptly, with a clash of lips and teeth, and then Solara had cupped his face in her hands and steadied them both. 

He tasted faintly of sweat, and his skin was hot to the touch as Solara slid her fingers into his hair, pressing their bodies together almost in desperation, and then– 

And then Solara came back to herself. 

She hadn’t felt it when Nikara took control of her mind, but she felt it distinctly as Nikara vacated, releasing her thoughts like someone spitting out something foul. Solara reared backward so violently she stumbled and fell, her palms grating against the uneven cobblestones. 

For a moment, she was so confused she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. What had happened. 

Tessan stared at her, too shocked to move. 

Fear propelled Solara up, and she turned and bolted back the way she’d come, the way Nikara had drawn her, as Nikara’s harsh laughter rang out. “Bye, Sol! Think of him often!” 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Ten days of rain had reminded Diadem City of the status quo. The city’s first three rings, with their glass spires and drainage systems, had been polished to a near unbearable sheen. The gold-tinted cobblestones and copious stained-glass windows amplified the blinding effect. But in the four remaining rings, everything had turned to sludge. 

Solara muttered no fewer than twelve curses per city block as she made her way through the fourth ring toward work, dodging puddles of unidentifiable muck. It was a relief when she passed through the gates into the third ring, automatically ducking her head to avoid the stern, piercing gazes of the soldiers on duty. 

Yes, please don’t get arrested. Her twin brother’s psychic voice was almost always welcome in her head, except in moments like these, when he thought he was much funnier than she did. 

I didn’t ask you, Lu, she retorted, and her brother laughed. She could see him in her mind’s eye as she’d left him that morning, sitting beneath the sole window in their dingy apartment, hands busy with sewing. 

That’s the trick, isn’t it? Lunaro said.  You never have to. 

Solara rolled her eyes and ignored him. It was a bright, beautiful day, but the air was taut with electricity, and people rushed about their business, heads low and shoulders high as if to protect themselves from impending rain. There were servants in dull raincoats and nobles under brightly colored umbrellas or rattling by in carriages. Here, nobility and the help mingled, twisting and twining around one another like intricate stitching. Solara had to squint in the brightness, but she knew her route by heart. She’d tired of the view ages ago, though she never tired of the smells. She passed through the baker’s district and her mouth watered at the aroma of fresh baked bread and frosted pastries. 

Sometimes she wished she were a baker instead of a seamstress, though her current job paid better. She passed through the millinery and then into the seamstress’ section, which was one of the largest. Over thirty shops lined the roads, each one with its windows full of fabrics in every color of the rainbow. 

Solara’s place of work was not the largest, but it was the most imposing. Its front windows were red glass etched with a borderline grotesque scene from Storybook of War, where two women were in the process of gutting a battalion of man-beast hybrids. Above the door, a cut wood sign read “BJORN’S BATTLEMENTS, because clothing is armor.” 

The well-educated children of nobility were probably not raised on the storybook of gore and heroes, as Solara had been, so she didn’t know how many of the shop’s patrons knew the image. But it always made her smile as she passed beneath the sign and entered the shop. “Good morning, ma’am,” she said cheerfully. 

Bjorn herself stood at the front counter, a slim woman in her late fifties with a braid of salt and pepper hair down her back. Age and sun had faded her tattoos, of which she had many, so they were barely visible against her dark skin. “Hm,” Bjorn said. She wasn’t much of a talker, though her thoughts were loud enough. 

She looks shaky today, Bjorn thought. That child will waste away before my eyes. 

“Almost late,” Bjorn added. She polished her counter, her head lowered and her long lashes hiding her eyes. 

“I come bearing gifts.” Solara brandished the satchel hung across her shoulder and chest. Between her and Lunaro, they had mended two raincoats, a lady’s skirt, and half a dozen blouses last night. 

She looks so gray this morning, Bjorn mused. He must be hunting her again. 

Solara’s throat tightened, but she kept her smile plastered on her face. Bjorn had no idea the strength of Solara’s gift, how easy it was for Solara to hear the woman’s thoughts. Bjorn was a private person. She wouldn’t want such a gift around her, no matter how lucrative Solara had proven for the odd little business. 

Bjorn’s Battlements had begun as a costume shop, but Bjorn’s skill with a needle and thread was unparalleled, no matter what she plied them to. Bjorn hired Solara three years ago as a part-timer to assist her with a fairytale wedding gown for a costume party in the first ring, the Center. Their joint popularity had not waned since. 

“More projects in the box,” Bjorn said. 

Solara nodded and went to the intake box, where mending jobs were dropped off. She gathered the armful of projects, each wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. One smelled of a delicate floral perfume, and Solara resisted the urge to hold it to her nose as she carried the packages into the back room. 

The storefront was Bjorn’s domain, with its shelves and racks full of finished product. She stood behind her large wooden counter like a queen. But here in the back room, everything was raw. A dozen dummies stood in soldier-like rows, each one clothed in a half-finished dress or coat, polka dotted with pins. Behind them, fifty bolts of fabric hung on bars welded to the wall. 

Amidst it was Solara’s chair, surrounded by three worktables, each one hidden beneath scraps of cloth, spools of thread, and cases upon cases of needles. She settled into her seat. Its cushion was rounded to the imprint of her body; she’d spent hundreds, maybe thousands of hours here, her thoughts moving as swiftly as her needle. 

Out in the front room, Bjorn puttered, her movements as practiced as a dance. She was comfortable here, as Solara had been, once upon a time. Tessan had changed that. 

She didn’t have time to dwell on it – as she would have, no matter how hard she tried otherwise. The bell chimed over the front door, and Solara’s thoughts shifted toward the three new presences. High-pitched, female thoughts, though these were not full of ribbons and hemlines and nightgowns, as patrons’ thoughts usually were. 

“If I were her,” one girl said, “I would have killed myself long before he got the chance.” 

The second girl laughed. “You would have at least tried to kill him first. They can say what they like about wild animals. I bet Tessan carved her up and ate her himself.” 

Solara grimaced. It wasn’t rare for customers to come in discussing Tessan Manfalon’s latest exploits, but these were not just any customers. The voices belonged to his sisters. Roga and Maliq. Their thoughts screamed it, proud of their lineage. 

The third presence hadn’t spoken. It was muted and colorless like sand. Solara lowered her head over her work as if she could shut that shell of a soul away from herself. 

“Solara,” Bjorn called. 

Damn. Solara stood, spilling her armful of fabric into her vacated chair, and returned to the front room, brushing nonexistent wrinkles from her skirt. Three girls stood at the front counter. Roga and Maliq were smaller versions of Nikara, with the same long dark hair; Roga’s was braided, and Maliq’s was in locs. They had the same chiseled cheekbones, hazel eyes, and full lips. 

“Good morning, ladies.” Solara swept a curtsy. “How may I help you today?” She couldn’t look at the third girl. 

Roga, the elder sister, twisted one braid around her index finger, her head tilted. “I have a complaint to make.” 

“I can’t imagine my work was subpar in any way, but I am here to serve,” Solara said, knowing full well she was overstepping. Maliq smirked, but Roga’s lip curled in an ugly snarl. 

“Aliss,” Roga said, and the third girl stepped forward. Solara had no choice but to look at her. Aliss was emaciated, red haired, with vacant eyes. Her hair hung loose and tangled; it clearly had not seen a comb in some time. She had a distinct, heart-shaped scar on her breastbone, pale against her ochre skin. “Aliss,” Roga said again. “Show the little shop girl what happened this morning.” 

Aliss lifted her silky scarlet sundress over her head and dropped it in a pool on the floor. 

Bjorn tsked her disapproval. Beneath the dress, Aliss wore a white nightgown with red embroidery. Solara’s handiwork, hours of it. The side seam had torn, leaving a gash open along her side, and exposing a violent purple bruise on the girl’s ribs. 

Solara’s gaze snapped back to Roga, but Roga just tipped her head the other way, a bored smile on her lips. “And this was just ordinary use. Imagine if I’d actually had to beat the girl.” 

Steady, Sol, Lunaro said. He could feel her fury rising. 

What had Roga done to Aliss? Beat her with a poker? Aliss stood dumbly, staring at nothing. Such was the life of a well maintained Second. Their job went by many definitions, but Solara had never thought of them as anything other than psychic slaves. 

It was simple, really. Horribly so. Someone with a greater psychic gift – in this case, the bitchy Roga – consumed the Second’s will, until they controlled their thoughts and actions like a puppeteer making a puppet dance. The stronger the Master, the more of a hollowed-out shell the Second became. 

“Shall I have her take it off for you to repair?” Roga said. She would probably enjoy stripping Aliss naked in public. Solara glanced out the front windows. People hurried by on the streets, not bothering to look in at the debacle. 

“Take her into the back, Solara,” Bjorn said. “It won’t take long, my ladies.” 

Solara picked up Aliss’s discarded dress with a shaking hand. “Come with me, Aliss.” She took the girl’s arm and led her away. Aliss’s steps were awkward and halting, unsure without her Master ordering her movement. They made it into the back room and Solara closed the door. She pressed her fisted palm against the door for a moment, fighting for composure. 

Aliss stood in the center of the room with perfect posture. She didn’t have the presence of mind to be ashamed of her nakedness or her bruises; the one on her side was not the only one, Solara discovered. Aliss's torso was a maze of injuries in various states of healing. 

Goddamn the Manfalon family. Roga and Maliq, and who knew who else, had beaten Aliss within an inch of her life. Aliss only blinked, thoughtless, not even flinching as Solara worked around her. There were no laws to protect Seconds, not once they had surrendered their will. As far as officials were concerned, Aliss belonged to her Master. There was no one to tell, no one to go to for the help Aliss clearly needed. 

“Does it hurt?” Solara asked, looking into the girl’s dull eyes. 

Aliss didn’t react, but Solara felt a surge of anger, of hate, so blinding and burning that she had to catch her breath, dizzied by it. It hadn’t come from Aliss. The girl was too far gone. But before Solara could pinpoint its origin, it disappeared. 

It didn’t take her long to finish her work. She dressed Aliss again, lifting her arms and sliding them through the sleeves. Aliss may as well have been one of the mannequins in the corner. Solara had seen hundreds of Seconds before, but none this empty. Roga must have been an impressive psychic, to hold Aliss so tightly. 

“Solara!” Bjorn barked, as if she could sense Solara dragging her feet. 

“I am so sorry,” Solara whispered. In all likelihood, Roga could hear her. She could access Aliss’s senses as easily as opening a book to read. But Solara had to say something. She took Aliss by the hand and led her into the front room. Maliq puttered amongst a rack of walking coats, and Roga stood at the front windows, looking out at something. 

“I’m here, my lady,” Solara said. “It’s finished.” 

“You’re slow,” Roga said without turning around. She was being petty. Even dallying, Solara was quick. She thought Roga might be able to feel Solara’s hate radiating out of her, because Roga turned around with a sickening smile on her lips. “Come along, Aliss.” 

Aliss didn’t move. She looked, if anything, more vacant than ever, a dreamy expression on her face as she stared out the front windows. Solara followed her glazed stare. 

Across the street was a man. He was the only one standing still on the sidewalk, so it was easy to mark him. 

“Aliss!” Roga shouted. 

Everyone jumped. Aliss’s fingers went limp and slid out of Solara’s hand. She lowered her head and followed Roga out of the shop. The door hit her in the shoulder, but she didn’t seem to notice. Maliq, looking uneasy, followed them. The man had vanished. 

Bjorn put one hand to her chest. 

Solara exhaled a long, shuddery breath. She shouldn’t ask any questions. It was none of her business. But she turned to Bjorn. “Who was that girl?” 

Bjorn gave her a reprimanding look. “Roga Manfalon?” 

Solara started to explain that she was asking about Aliss, but at the last second, she closed her mouth. Bjorn probably didn’t know, and her thoughts were growing irritated with Solara. 

She is always causing some trouble with that family, Bjorn thought. It’s as if they all seek her out. Her thoughts flickered to Tessan, and Solara ducked her head and went back to her room.  ​
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CHAPTER TWO
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Solara hadn’t hated the nobility of the Diadem until Nikara Manfalon. At twenty-one years old, it felt like her only concern for her entire life had been her and Lunaro’s survival. She hadn’t known enough about nobility to care one way or another. Nikara had certainly made her care. 

There were so many things about that night that had terrified her. Nikara’s smile, saccharine and deceptive. Her calm cruelty. The thoughts, not Solara’s own, had been frightening enough. But it was the false emotion, shoved into her like stuffing a pillow, that had shaken Solara to the center of her being. She had looked at Nikara and loved her with every bit of her heart. 

Sometimes, when Solara closed her eyes, she saw Nikara’s face and those old, twisted lies tried to assert themselves: Nikara was beautiful and graceful and generous. But those thoughts weren’t Solara’s. Nikara was dangerous. She was a Manfalon. And the Manfalon’s owned the city. 

Then there was Tessan. Thinking about him made Solara walk faster toward home, holding her satchel against her chest like a shield against the falling dusk. 

He must be hunting her again, Bjorn had thought that morning, and that was precisely what Tessan had done. 

Two weeks after that night, Solara had been at work, manning the counter while Bjorn was out to lunch. She had heard the bell chime and lifted her head, a cheery greeting on her tongue that had instantly died. 

Tessan was as massive as she’d remembered, filling the doorway and then some. He was every bit as attractive as his sister, which Solara had not needed to be reminded of; she’d followed Nikara’s order. She’d thought of him often. He’d stood in the doorway for a moment, his eyes adjusting to the muted light. Through the red windows she had seen his bodyguards, two of the infamous Scarlet Guard in their crimson armor. 

“Solara,” he’d said. As if they had known each other forever. As if they were important to each other. 

It had been cruel, Nikara forcing Solara to tell them her name. It had made it easy for Tessan to find her. That day, he’d merely greeted her and asked after her health. She hadn’t been able to answer without stammering, her heart dancing against her ribs. But he’d given her many chances to improve her conversation skills by coming to visit once a week. It was never the same day, and the unpredictability had her on constant edge. He never came under any pretense. Bjorn, and anyone who happened to be in the shop, knew he came to see her. He’d stand at one end of the counter and talk to her between customers: about his horse, the weather, his younger sisters. If Solara was in the back room, he’d stand in the doorway, one shoulder braced against the jamb. 

It had gone on for months. Months. Solara had felt like she couldn’t breathe. But abruptly as it all began, it ended. Five months later, he stopped coming. It had taken weeks for Solara to breathe again. For the constant tension to ease from her shoulders. He must have found someone else to hound, some other unlucky girl he thought pretty. 

It was then that Solara had begun to pay attention. She listened to what the wealthy talked and thought about as they rummaged the store and passed her on the street. She became painfully aware of the stark differences between the haves and have-nots. Walking down the street tonight, she had to be hyper-aware, not just because her chances of being robbed grew greater as she approached the fourth ring, but because if she had the gall to bump into a nobleman, she could be beaten for that infraction. 

Solara had had many unfortunate encounters with nobility, though she’d been lucky enough that they didn’t end in beatings. The customers who could afford her and Bjorn’s work were highborn, used to having their own way, without delay. She had been scolded, screamed at, and a few times, they would even lift a hand to strike her, although no one had ever followed through. None had quite the impact as the Manfalon siblings, but altogether, they had forged a new hate in Solara’s heart. 

And now this, today. Aliss. 

Solara’s footsteps slowed to a halt. Was it her imagination, or had Aliss squeezed her hand before letting go? How much of that poor girl’s mind remained beneath her blank façade? 

Across the street, a group of women walking home called out to her. “Better hurry home, little chick! It’s going to rain!” 

Solara shook herself, forcing a smile to her lips. “I will. Goodnight!” She watched them go, grateful to be disturbed from her morbid thoughts. I hope you’re cooking a twelve-course meal, she thought at Lunaro. I’m starving. 

Her brother didn’t respond. There was a stark emptiness in her thoughts where normally she could sense him. 

In the same instant, someone seized her from behind, a rough hand clamping down on her mouth. Solara screamed, but it was muted in the thick leather glove, and her attacker snaked an arm around her midsection, pinning her arms to her sides. 

“Don’t make this difficult,” he said. “If you want to see your brother, come with me. Quietly.” 

She stopped struggling. 

“Are you going to behave?” 

Shaking, Solara nodded. The man let go of her mouth, then took her by the wrist and pulled her after him. He took Solara down a succession of alleys until they came to a carriage parked on the side of the road beneath a stand of trees. He opened the door and hoisted her up by one arm, stuffing her inside. A small lamp in the corner illuminated the claustrophobic space and the lump on the floor. Lunaro. Solara dropped to her knees next to her twin, shoving his dark tangled hair back until she could press two fingertips to his pulse. 

“I’d be a poor negotiator if I killed my trump card.” 

Solara lifted her head. Sitting on the bench was the man from the street. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him earlier, but she recognized him immediately. He had the same long red hair as Aliss, the same soft gaze. He, however, was alert. His eyes held a calculative look that put her instantly on guard. 

That wasn’t the worst of it, though. She couldn’t hear his thoughts. Solara could hear everyone’s thoughts. It was as easy as walking into a room. Sometimes, if they were a stronger psychic, the door would stick a little, but she could open it, if she wanted to. This man, however, was a vault. It wasn’t that she couldn’t open the door. There was no door. 

“Who are you?” she said hoarsely. He was nobility. This was an obscenely expensive carriage. The seats were upholstered in silk, and the lantern base was pure gold. The man himself wore several diamond rings, and his clothes had been tailored to suit him. 

“My name is Lord Faisal,” he said. 

Solara wilted. Lord Faisal Casarriba, of the Casarriba empire. The Casarriba family owned water. All of it. The river. Water puddles. Raindrops. It was part of the deal made amongst the six lords who founded the Diadem over a century before. Of the original six families, only two remained – Manfalon, Casarriba – and the Casarribas had always been known as the kinder ones, until Faisal. 

“I see my reputation precedes me,” Faisal said, smiling dryly. 

Lunaro was out cold, and even if he hadn’t been, there was no escape route. Lunaro was paralyzed from the waist down. Running wasn’t an option. Solara tried not to think of how scared he must have been. Had men burst into the house? Dragged him from his chair? Hate constricted her throat. Why hadn’t she sensed something was wrong? 

“I plucked your name from your mistress’s head, when it was clear I could not pluck it from yours, Solara Barthelme,” Faisal said. 

“How do you know me?” she said. “Why does it matter what my name is?” 

Faisal studied her, and Solara lowered her eyes. Her brother, who’d always been significantly larger than her, seemed small on the floorboards. His pulse was steady, but he was heavily drugged. She couldn’t sense a whisper of his thoughts. 

“You’re an incredibly powerful psychic, Solara,” Faisal said. 

“There are lots of powerful psychics,” Solara said. 

“I said incredibly,” Faisal said. She supposed he would know. Faisal Casarriba went by another name. The Dancemaster. According to the rumors in the dress shop, he had once taken control of eight assassins sent to kill him and forced them to dance a ballet until they dropped dead of exhaustion. Eight. No one had ever controlled that many before. 

Faisal had never taken a Second, although with his strength he was probably capable of maintaining several. Nikara, his nearest rival, kept six, and judging from the gossip in the shop, it never seemed debatable that he was stronger than her. The rumor around the city was that he’d never taken a Second because he could enslave any mind that went past him. The other hypothesis was that he trusted no one, certainly not a weak-minded slave, to keep his secrets. 

When all was said and done, it really didn’t matter. He was strong enough and rich enough to do whatever he wanted to her, and no one could help her. No one would want to cross him.

“What do you want with us?” Solara said, her voice smaller. 

“I have no interest in your brother,” he said. “Just in you.” His tone grew brisk. “I have a proposition for you, and I will make it simple. I want to hire you.” 

“I will never be a Second.” She breathed the words, but he heard her. Solara hunched her shoulders, prepared for blowback. 

“You don’t have a choice,” Faisal said. “I did my research on you, Solara Barthelme. Your parents died when you were young. Your brother had a short but successful run as a cage fighter until he lost the use of his legs two years ago. You’ve been the breadwinner ever since. You’re scraping by, but barely. Bjorn debates daily whether she can afford to keep you when you attract so much negative attention in her store. They’re predicting a harsh winter this year, and you barely survived the last one.” 

The first sentence out of his mouth made the hair rise on the back of Solara’s neck. She stared at her brother, fighting the tears that gathered in the corners of her eyes. Lunaro looked peaceful, but she couldn’t deny that his cheekbones were more apparent than they’d been last year. His collarbones jutted out a little farther. 

“I don’t want you forever,” Faisal said. “I want you for a year. And in exchange, I will see to it that you and your brother are comfortable for the rest of your lives.” 

“And if I say no?” she said quietly. 

“Then your brother doesn’t wake up.” 

Solara’s head shot up. Faisal gazed down at her, unperturbed. He had a harsh face, as if he had never truly smiled. 

“There’s a minute difference between killing someone and allowing them to die,” Faisal said. “I prefer to do the latter. It makes sleeping easier.” He nodded at Lunaro. “Your brother is trapped inside his mind. If I never let him out–” 

“Let him out,” she snarled. 

“I will,” Faisal said. “When you take the bond.” He watched her, a glint of amusement in his eyes. “You’re sitting on a lot of rage, Miss Barthelme. Choose your next move carefully.” 

“Wake him up,” she said. “Or I swear–” 

“What do you swear?” Faisal interrupted. “Are you going to attack me? I did my combat training like every good little noble boy, and I was good at it. You can try to turn that powerful mind on me, but you’re talented, not trained. I’m very well trained.” 

Lunaro wasn’t moving. Even in his wheelchair, he was always moving. Sewing. Gesturing. Wheeling around their tiny apartment at top speed. He didn’t like to be still. Solara swallowed hard. “Wake him up first.” 

Faisal shook his head. “The bond first.” 

Solara laid her hands against Lunaro’s arm and imagined the words he always said when she was afraid. Build me a wall, Sol. Solara closed her eyes. In her mind, the mental barrier rose, a behemoth of white marble veined with pink. It was a hundred feet tall, its top coated in shards of pink glass large enough to cut a man in half. Gritting her teeth in concentration, Solara began to build. She dug a moat as deep as the wall was tall and filled it first with black water, then the monsters of her childhood, horrific man-beasts from the Storybook of War with so many teeth they could barely fit in their gaping maws. 

Next, she grew a dark forest to surround her citadel with twisting, malevolent trees. She filled the forest with more beasts that could run and howl and shred an intruder to pieces. 

When she opened her eyes, Faisal was smiling. “Do we have an agreement?” 

Could she do it for Lunaro? Solara looked at her brother again, his face identical to her own. He’d said once they would never become so desperate as to sell her mind. They’d do anything and everything else first. But his life hadn’t been in the balance then. She leaned down and pressed a kiss against his tangled hair. “I’ll do it.” 
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CHAPTER THREE
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The carriage carried them to the Casarriba mansion, the river house. Solara stayed on the floor beside Lunaro, clinging to his limp hand. She’d never laid eyes on the river house, and as they pulled into the driveway, she couldn’t help but sit up straight, craning her neck to see out the window. 

The house was built over a massive underground river that provided all the running water in the Diadem. Solara, like most people, had never seen the river and didn’t expect to. The house itself was a spectacle of white stone and black glass, towering four stories into the night sky. The first level was built entirely of stone, sprawling out for tens of thousands of square feet. Each ascending layer was more glass and less stone, until it reached its crowning glory, a round glass tower that even in the pitiful starlight shone like a bolt of lightning. 

The carriage halted. Faisal disembarked first, and then the man from before – his name was Markan – lifted Lunaro’s unconscious form. Solara almost tripped over her skirt as she climbed down, sticking close to Lunaro. 

Faisal led them into the house through a long, damp hall. The walls seemed to hum, but it was too dark for Solara to see anything. She followed Markan and Faisal’s footsteps, her shoulders drawn close. She told herself not to violate Markan by reaching out for his thoughts, but they were right there for her. 

Not much of a thing, but less wretched than the last one. 

The last one? 

Solara held her own hand since she couldn’t reach Lunaro’s. Her ring, their father’s wedding band, cut into her palm. But she couldn’t make herself let go. They made their way up an ascending hall and entered the house proper: a bright room lined with gilt torches. It took Solara a

moment to realize the walls were made of glass. They were in a glass tunnel that arched over a courtyard below. 

They passed back into a stone section of the house. A flight of intricate stairs led up to a glass landing, and Markan stopped at the foot of them. They were unlike any stairs Solara had ever seen; each step was a perfectly round glass disc attached to the wall with metal bars. 

“Those don’t look very sturdy,” she said. 

Faisal was already ascending. “Come along, Miss Barthelme.” 

She looked at her unconscious brother, willing his thoughts to stir and make their way to her through the secret tunnel she kept in her wall. But Lunaro was silent. And then... something had come in through the tunnel, shimmied through the crack in the wall, and it was like winter settling over her mind. It coated Solara’s thoughts with frost. 

Faisal reached the landing and turned to face her, his face blank but his voice amused as he whispered straight into her head, Hello, Solara. 

Solara recoiled and nearly fell on top of Markan, who caught her with the flat of his arm and held her on her feet. 

Don’t fall. 

Solara took a step backward. 

“That will be all, Markan,” Faisal said. The guard nodded and beat a hasty retreat, taking Lunaro with him. Solara tried to protest, but she was disoriented, disturbed by Faisal’s presence in her head. No one had forced their way into her mind since Nikara, and she’d sworn that night it would never happen again. But it was happening. Right now. 

In Solara’s head, Faisal marveled, taking in the battlements. What an extraordinary mind you have, Solara Barthelme. 

Solara had frozen like a startled deer. 

Faisal strolled through Solara’s head. He saw her house, the packages of work she brought home, their little table. He saw Lunaro in the combat cage, heard the sickening crunch of her brother’s spine, and how she had screamed for him. She’d dragged her brother home on a tree branch. He’d blacked out from the pain. 

Then Faisal reached for another memory, and like hitting a locked door, he stopped. He tugged. With physical eyes, he studied her. “What’s in the shadows, Sol?” Her nickname rolled off his tongue with disturbing ease. 

The Manfalon siblings were in the shadows. But that was a locked-down box of her mind that no one, not even this man, could force. And that emboldened her. Solara began slamming doors in her head, twisting the locks, throwing bolts, sweeping out the snow. Faisal grinned and pushed back. They flung their weight at the same door, and it held. 

“Come now, Solara,” he said. “Don’t be selfish.” 

She’d promised herself. Never again. 

The door slammed, foisting Faisal out, and her head was hers again. Solara’s heart pounded, but Faisal was unfazed. “Do you have any idea the strength it requires to push me out of your head?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Come with me.” 

Did she really have a choice? Solara started up the stairs. 

“Have you always been this strong?” Faisal asked. He strode down the hallway. 

Solara dug her fingernails into her palm, forcing her voice to come out flat. “No.” 

Faisal paused, glanced back at her. His keen gaze missed nothing, and she stared stonily. He resumed walking. This hallway was built of etched glass, a hunting scene unfurling before them as they walked. “And your brother?” 

Solara hesitated but answered truthfully. “His only power is in the twin-bond.” People said the twin-bond was how psychic ability had begun, a union in its purest form. 

Faisal reached out, finding the thread that ran between her and Lunaro. “Uncommonly strong,” he said. 

They had come to another flight of stairs, and Solara balked. She could see a well-lit room at the top, but it might as well have been a dungeon. He was taking her farther and farther away from her brother. Faisal said, “I am not going to hurt you, Solara, although I will drag you up these stairs if you’re going to be difficult. I won’t keep you from your brother for long.” 

Solara felt the third presence join them. 

“Is she supposed to be my replacement?” At the far end of the hall, a small girl, perhaps fifteen or sixteen years old, stood with arms crossed. Her short hair was shaved nearly to the scalp. What remained was bright blue. It made for quite the statement, and it was certainly not the hair of a noble girl, but her tone was not the deferential one of a servant. 

“No one replaces you, Mage,” Faisal said without even looking at her. 

“Was it that impressive?” Mage demanded. She sounded offended. 

“She kicked me out,” he said. 

“She had to let you in first,” Mage shot back. 

“She’s untrained,” he said. 

“And let me guess,” Mage said. “You could train her. Faisal–” 

“Solara, come,” Faisal said and resumed his climb. Solara glanced at Mage and was surprised again by the utter disgust in the girl’s eyes. She was no ally. 

Solara hurried up the stairs after Faisal. They were now in the glass turret, in a circular office with a round table in the center. A few books and papers lay spilled over its polished surface, and a wine decanter and several glasses sat at one end. The view was beautiful: the city to the left, a garden of light; the forest to the right, a landscape of shadows. Faisal gestured to a chair, but Solara made no move to sit. 

He sat on the edge of the table, crossing his ankles. He kept a psychic hand on her fortress walls, steady pressure. Was this a game to him? Did he find strong psychics and use them for practice? Was she going to last a year? 

Mage stepped into the room but stayed near the doorway. Her presence joined Faisal’s in Solara’s head, pacing the boundaries. 

“She’s a vault,” Faisal said with relish. 

Mage scoffed. She seemed too young to sound so scornful. “That doesn’t mean she’s trustworthy.” 

“With a Second’s bond, she won’t have a choice.” 

Solara set her teeth, and Mage smirked. “She doesn’t look like she takes no for an answer. She’s worse than me.” 

“She knows the price for disobedience,” Faisal said. “The longer you stall, the greater the chance I can’t wake your brother back up. I’ve given you your choices, Miss Barthelme. If you’d like to change your mind–” 

“Better not,” Mage counseled. “You don’t want to make the Dancemaster angry.” 

Faisal shot her an irritated look, and the girl flashed a feral grin. “Mage, if you’re going to be dramatic, get out.” Then he turned to Solara once more. “Are you ready?” 

No. Solara had heard it wasn’t painful. She’d also heard it was like ripping your soul out of your body. Faisal straightened and went to the wine tray. Solara’s courage almost gave out. She’d seen this moment before, in Seconds’ heads. They never forgot this part – the moment they lost themselves. Faisal poured a glass of wine. 

“Sit down,” Mage said. She was taking pleasure in this. There was a hard, almost bitter look in her eyes. Replacement, she’d called Solara. What did that mean? “Have a drink.” 

Solara sat in the chair Mage nudged out for her. She twisted her brass ring on her finger, filling her head with images of Lunaro. Awake. Talking, reading, swatting her hands away when she tried to brush his hair. But never again in the cage. Never again subject to the mercy of some monster who enjoyed inflicting pain. 

“I think she’s having second thoughts.” Mage’s dark eyes sparkled. 

“Mage, stop being a pain,” Faisal said. He took Solara’s hand and put the wine glass in it. The scent was overwhelming. It wouldn’t take much of it to compromise her, which was the whole point. Forgive me, Lu. Solara picked up the wine glass and swallowed the contents in one breath. It was much, much stronger than any liquor she’d ever had. It burned her throat and made her eyes water. She set the glass down, her hand still gripping the stem. Whatever it was, it worked quickly, softening her limbs, making her vision glossy and unclear. 

A cool wind stirred at her barriers, but the walls, the moat, the spikes, held. 

“Look how she fights it,” Mage murmured condescendingly. “I hope you’re not getting in over your head, Faisal.” 

Through her haze, Solara felt Faisal step up behind her, steadying her head. The powerful scent of the wine hit her again. “Swallow slowly,” Faisal said. He held a second cup to her lips, and Solara did as she was told. 

***
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IN THEORY, ALL THE walls came down. The doors flew open. Everything was laid bare, and the Master seized control. But it didn’t happen that way. Solara opened a single, small door through the wall, and Faisal entered. 

She was two people: the girl slumped barely conscious on the table, and her mind-self, who stood in the fortress and watched Faisal prowl the corridors. The doors were open. He went where he pleased, and she stood, and she watched. He saw that when she was nine, her father had placed this brass ring on her finger and a kiss on her forehead. He saw her mother, tucking Solara and Lunaro into bed, each with a baked sweet potato to warm their hands, and for a snack, because otherwise they would both crawl out of bed and go to raid the kitchen on their own. 

Lunaro, breaking, in the cage. 

Bjorn, her approval and scorn and jealousy.  

Then, the door. The locked door. Some part of her struggled to keep it closed but it was too late. Faisal saw Nikara, felt her silken laughter and the hand she’d tucked under Solara’s chin.  

Solara cried out – whether in the memory or in reality, she wasn’t sure. It was happening again. Someone had broken in. And on pure instinct, she struck. Like a viper, she went after Faisal. The path between Master and Second was supposed to be one way, but she drove down the bond between them and speared straight back into his own thoughts. 

Shock. 

Fear. 

And then a scrambling, walls coming up, enclosing that blank space, but it was too late. Faisal’s mind was a palace, a twisting, mirrored palace that sent her reflection back to her a million times over. But his reflection, too. She saw a boy, barely sixteen, sitting at the bedside of his mother wasting away. 

She saw Mage, even younger in the memory, a starving thing in rags, trying to mind-control Faisal into giving her his money. How he’d laughed at her before scooping her up, a screaming ball of rage, and bringing her to the river house. 

She saw him standing on the other side of the road earlier that day, seeing her in the shop, as she stood bristling between Aliss and the Manfalon girls. He’d thought Solara looked fierce. 

She saw... Aliss? Laughing, in a garden, turning back and saying, You’re my brother, Faisal. You’re not allowed to bully me. You’re supposed to protect me. 

And then rage, blinding and searing and all encompassing, like what she’d felt that morning. It blew her backward out of his head, and she snapped conscious, almost falling out of her chair as she vomited. 

Mage shook Faisal, who had slumped over the table. “Faisal! Faisal, wake up!” 

Solara’s head ached. It felt like her boundaries had stretched, doubling the size of her. 

“Faisal!” Mage screamed. 

He jerked awake, and their gazes locked. A shudder ran through them both. 

Hello, Faisal. 

His lip curled. There. There were her boundaries, on the other side of him. A palace of glass and mirrors to complement a castle of glass and stone. 

What have you done? 

Solara didn’t know. 

“What’s happened?” Mage’s voice trembled. Her gaze flitted back and forth between the two of them. 

Faisal stood. Solara stood, too, in perfect sync. He tipped his head one way, and she went the other. Or perhaps she went one way, and he went the other. Where had the thought originated? Somewhere in the center of them. She was herself, but she was also a cold wind, a dusting of snow. 

“You made me a promise,” Solara said. Faisal mouthed the words with her, not a second behind. 

“I know what I said,” he said. Solara knew his words before he spoke them. Mage gripped his arm, her eyes wide and frightened. Rightly frightened, Faisal thought. Something had gone wrong. He didn’t know who was in control. Who was Master, and who was Second? 

“Faisal, what is going on?” Mage hissed. 

“Mage, it’s long past your bedtime,” he said. “Go to your room.” She started to protest. “Go now.” 

Mage glowered but whirled and stalked out, slamming the door behind her. 

Faisal tipped his head. Solara mirrored. 

“What did you do?” he said quietly. 

“I don’t know,” she said. She tipped her head the other way. This time, he didn’t move. “I must have been stronger than we thought.” 

“Tell me–” 

“What you’re thinking? That you’ve made a mistake and–” 

They finished the thought together. “Solara cannot be allowed to live.” 

She felt no fear at the pronouncement because she knew the rest of his thought process, too. Wondering how this could work. If she could be trusted. If this, perhaps, was not a superior bond to a simple one-way path. She marveled at the ease with which she slipped between their thoughts. Theirs, not hers and his. More doors in her house. 

Then he said, “Tessan.” 

A shudder roiled down her spine. Through both of their spines, because he, too, felt her disgust. 

“You must have a talent for attracting the rich and powerful,” he said. She withdrew from their tangled thoughts, finding safety in her own. “A useful talent.” 

She couldn’t see what he was thinking now. “I’m tired.” 

“Yes,” he said, studying her. She could still taste the bitter alcohol. “You should rest.” A smile ghosted over his lips. “We have a lot to do tomorrow. Goodnight, Sol.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Markan took Solara to her brother. It was a short walk, and although each step took her farther from Faisal, she could still feel him. Markan took her to a pair of bedrooms joined by a cozy sitting room. There were at least a dozen windows. When the sun rose, this light-filled space would be the complete opposite of their apartment. 

“He’s in there,” Markan said, nodding at one of the bedroom doors. “I’ll leave you to him.” He didn’t lock them in when he left, but Solara supposed he didn’t have to. 

She went to the bedroom. Markan, or whoever had done the kidnapping, had brought along Lunaro’s wheelchair. It sat in a corner of the room. Lunaro was on the bed, beginning to stir. Solara crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. “Lu?” 

He lifted one hand to rub his face. “Sol?” 

“Are you all right?” 

His hand dropped to the covers. He squinted in the dark, confused. “Where the hell are we? What happened? I was in the apartment and then...” He sat up, taking in the room. “Sol?” 

Any other day, she could have simply given him her memories, instantly catching him up on everything that had happened. But she couldn’t make herself open the crack in the wall. She had always kept that passageway for him, and no one had ever found it. It was too late to protect herself from Faisal now, and yet she was still tense, defensive. 

“We’re in the river house,” she said. “Lord Faisal... took us. He wanted me as a Second.” 

Lunaro stared at her. “What did he do when you said no?” 

Solara could already picture her brother’s reaction. “I didn’t say no, Lu.” 

His expression was disappointed, then angry. “Whatever they promised you, it’s not worth it,” he said. “We’re not that bad off, Sol. I can work more. I barely need to sleep. I–” 

“Lunaro, stop.” 

“We’ll take on more projects,” he said, frantically. “Magdalen at the butcher’s shop will let me work for her. She’s already said so. We can make this work.” 

“It’s just for a year. And he’s going to pay me really well, and we never have to worry about anything ever again.” 

Lunaro went silent. She felt how badly he wanted it to be true. Then, his voice hard, he said, “That’s bullshit, and you know it. And even if it wasn’t–” 

“What if it isn’t?” she said. “We’re getting by, Lu. But what if something happens? What if I get hurt or you get sick? What then? One thing goes wrong, and we’re ruined.” 

Lunaro leaned closer, looking intently into her eyes. “You’ll be a shell. What is the point of having money if the only person I care about ceases to exist?” 

She wanted to promise that it wouldn’t happen that way, that she was strong enough to fight back. But was she? There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Lunaro. He had gone into the cages to fight for her. Bruised and bloody and broken, every night, so that she could eat and go to school. The fights had scarred him, but he was still as handsome as he’d been as a carefree boy. Little boy Lu, pretty as the moon, their mother used to sing. 

“Stop it,” Lunaro said stonily. “Stop looking at me like that.” 

“It’s a good agreement,” she said. “A roof over our heads. Enough to eat. I’d do it for that alone.” 

“Then you’re an idiot,” he snapped. “A stupid, wishful idiot.” 

“I don’t care,” she said. 

“Sol, please.” He took her hands. His own hands had grown soft, the scars of the cages worn away. “This isn’t the way.” 

Solara gently pulled away. “It is now. It’s already done.” Lunaro’s shoulders slumped, and Solara felt like she’d slapped him. She stood up, blinking rapidly. “Try to get some sleep, Lu. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

She left the room quickly, holding her breath so she wouldn’t cry. 

***
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SOLARA SLEPT LIKE THE dead. Two placid-faced servants woke her late the next day. One drew a bath, the other laid out some clothes, and they left her alone. She sat on the bed for several long, silent minutes, alone with her thoughts. But not alone. Because there was Faisal, a small presence, like a cat lounging on a windowsill. 

She got up and went to bathe. The water was chilly, and she didn’t stay in it for long before rising to dress. Seconds were dressed in all manner of ways according to the whims of their Masters. Faisal, it seemed, was purely practical. Breeches, polished boots, and a sleeveless white blouse. Solara re-braided her hair and then went to check on Lunaro. He was asleep, his thoughts foggy with dreams. 

He’d always worked as hard, if not harder, than her, insisting he wasn’t tired. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him sleeping. 

Nearly two hours later, a soft knock came at the door. She slipped away from Lunaro and went out into the hall. It was Faisal. He wore an elegant white suit and situated in the curve of his throat was an obscenely large diamond. 

Faisal looked her over. “Are you ready?” 

“For what?” she said curtly. Any pretense at manners had gone out the window overnight. Besides, she knew he didn’t care. Not really. Not when every incensed thought she had moved freely between their heads. He already knew she wanted to shred his face. 

“Today is my birthday party,” he said. “I’ve invited all the so-called best the Diadem has to offer. Your job is to watch and learn. Learn their faces. Their voices. Their mannerisms. When the party is over, I’m going to ask you a lot of questions, and if you can’t answer them all, that will be unfortunate, for you and for your brother. Give me your hand.” 

She already knew his intention, and she offered him her left hand. He removed a diamond ring from his pocket. The stone was as big as her thumbnail. “All of my important servants wear one,” Faisal said, slipping it onto her ring finger. Her father’s brass band looked pitiful beside the gold, and Faisal grimaced but said nothing. He knew she wouldn’t take it off. 

“People are going to ask you endless questions,” he said. “You are Solara, my Second. Nothing more. Nothing less. Keep your walls up.” 

“I don’t need to be told that,” she snapped. 

His lips quirked. “No, Solara. You do not.” 

“What’s going to happen to Lu?” 

“Servants will attend him,” Faisal said. He didn’t care about Lunaro. He’d made that clear enough. She fell into step behind him as he began walking. They passed servants, their thoughts loud but orderly, focused on tasks. They were people Solara had never seen before, but now she knew their faces and names. 

“What is Mage?” she said suddenly, slowing her steps. 

“Mage is my ward,” he said, because he could sense her apprehension. “She’s gifted, as you are, but too bold and stupid for her own good.” 

He thought Mage would have died if he’d left her on the street, using her gift recklessly. Solara caught something else, too, a stab of concern that Mage was out of control, but he dismissed the thought. 

Would Solara be like Mage if she hadn’t had Lunaro? The streets were a hard place when you were alone. Solara had seen her classmates, the friends of her happy childhood, in places and positions she never wanted to see again. The Diadem was built for the rich, everyone else be damned. 

Solara had a thousand more questions, but she set them aside. For now. She began to watch. 

Faisal had a long, swaggering step, chin up, eyes hard. She could hear voices, and she felt a swell of thoughts as they neared the ballroom. Mage was already there. So were a dozen other psychics at least as strong as Mage. The air felt heavy with their power. 

Miss nothing, Faisal said, and they entered the ballroom. At least three hundred guests were packed into the massive room, a rainbow of colors and fabrics. 

The first thing Solara saw were the Seconds. Men and women, some children, of every ethnicity, height, and coloring. Some were dressed extravagantly enough to rival their Masters. Some wore plain black shifts of such simplicity even Solara had never dressed so poorly. Some wore bruises as openly as jewelry. One man kept his hand very low on his Second’s exposed back, despite his glowering wife’s presence. All of them had varying levels of their own identity remaining. 

If Solara had one, all-powerful wish, it would be to end the practice of Seconds. Maybe to strip psychic ability from everyone, so it wouldn’t even be possible. 

Her vehemence amused Faisal, but he didn’t comment. A man in a blue suit stopped them, his wrinkled face wreathed in a disingenuous smile. “Faisal,” he said, taking his hand. He winced at the strength in Faisal’s grip. “Happiest of birthdays, my lord.” 

“Thank you,” Faisal said. His tone was nothing short of contempt. 

The man’s gaze skated over Solara. “Who is this sweet creature?” 

The moniker rankled her, but Solara started to bow. Faisal’s wrath froze her in place. She straightened her spine. “Solara,” she said. “A pleasure.” 

Bow to no one, Faisal said frigidly. And it is not a pleasure. 

Then he moved on, and she moved after him, two steps behind, committing the face to memory. Lord Kaiser. Faisal’s third cousin. And, judging by the hateful thoughts Kaiser sent after them both, no friend. 

They made their way around delicacy-laden tables and towering floral monoliths, greeting false friends and grim politicians. Faisal didn’t appear to be truly attached to any of these people whatsoever, although for the most part he kept his more vicious thoughts to himself. No one seemed surprised by her presence, dismissing her as a servant. They thought she was “that poorly trained bitch, Mage.” 

They approached a group of men with their backs to them. 

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Faisal said, and the men turned. 

Solara recoiled. Tessan Manfalon. There were the others, but all she saw was Tessan. 

“The birthday boy himself,” one said. He clasped hands with Faisal, the warmth faked. 

Tessan, too, had gone still, his gaze locked on Solara. It had been seven months – more? – since his last visit to the seamstress shop, but she would never forget the details of him. He stood a head taller than the others, the sharp cut of his muscles apparent even beneath his well-tailored suit. It infuriated Solara that she couldn’t not notice. His smile, when he flashed it at Faisal, was tight and joyless. 

After her first shocked glance, Solara stared at an empty space between the men. The smallest man watched her with curiosity, and he prodded at her defenses, surprised by her strength. 

The other two men were inconsequential beside Tessan, and in her panicked state she was incapable of gleaning their identities, although they both watched her with great interest as Faisal introduced her. “My Second, Solara,” he said, gesturing for her to step forward. 

But that would be one step closer to Tessan, and Solara didn’t move. 

Disbelief flashed over their faces. Doubly wary now, Solara shifted minutely closer to Faisal, although she had no misconceptions about what protection he’d offer. Remember these faces, Faisal told her. These names. He introduced her to each of them, finishing with Tessan, as if an introduction were required. 

“A Second?” one of the other men said. “I thought you frowned upon it.” 

“I frown upon the linking of a superior mind to an inferior one,” Faisal said. Solara wondered if he was trying to sound like a pompous ass. “Solara is suitably extraordinary.” They all studied her harder, and she made herself stand very still, giving no indication of her discomfort. “She won’t be a burden.”  

“God forbid someone burden you,” Tessan said. His voice was cold. Solara glanced at him once more and then cursed herself for it, turning away to lock her frigid gaze on Faisal. 

It isn’t my face you need to remember, Solara. Watch. 

She wanted to claw his face into ribbons. Instead, she lifted her chin and thought of her brother. She could do anything for Lunaro. 

The quartet struck up a song, and Tessan said, “Do you keep your Second like a slave, Faisal, or is she allowed to dance?” 

No no no no no no no.

“If she wishes,” Faisal said. 

I will kill you, you bastard, she fired at him. 

Watch your language. 

Tessan held out his hand to Solara. Solara had the sickening thought that he could crush her skull in his palm. “I’m a terrible dancer,” she said. 

“I’m talented enough for the both of us,” he said and took her by the wrist. 

Faisal, please don’t let him. 

But Faisal merely smiled, and Tessan pulled her onto the dance floor. The floor was crowded with dancers, but everyone made room for Tessan. Perhaps it was deference. Perhaps it was fear. He put his hand on Solara’s waist, and she tensed, a passive resistance, but he didn’t need her cooperation to move her effortlessly across the dance floor. 

The music sounded far away, and the two of them moved in silence.  Tessan was very comfortable with silence. He could spend an hour in the shop without saying a word, simply watching. Quiet made other people nervous, but not him. It must have been because of what he was: a stone mind. No psychic ability whatsoever. No amount of training or effort would ever allow him to hear another person’s thoughts, and no one would ever hear his. Solara couldn’t imagine the volume of such emptiness inside your own head. 

It was a rare phenomenon, and the favorite explanation for Tessan – who came from a family of such strong psychics – was that he’d consumed his twin in the womb, destroying his ability to connect to anyone. Roga was known to say he still enjoyed the taste of human flesh. It was a stupid, petty story that Solara didn’t believe. Mostly. 

Tessan twirled her once, then drew her back close. He smelled like expensive ink and peppermint, and his body heat was overwhelming. Solara had never been able to tell if his temperature ran hotter than the average person or if her heightened emotional state was playing tricks on her. Her legs were leaden
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