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Chapter 1

Homecoming

Alfie couldn’t breathe.

With his father’s body at his feet and Dezmin standing before him, he felt as if his lungs had been plucked from his chest.

But the being standing here wasn’t Dezmin. It was wearing Dezmin’s body, true, but inside was Sombra—like rancid wine poured into a beautiful bottle.

Alfie’s brother looked the same but different—he looked wrong. His features were sharpened, and he even looked taller, as if the god were stretching him from inside the same way you broke in a pair of shoes or flexed your fingers in a new pair of gloves. Was Dezmin in pain from this physical contortion? It made Alfie feel sick to his stomach.

How could this be happening?

Only six months before, he and Finn had battled the god of darkness and, with the help of a prisoner named Xiomara, they’d banished Sombra to the same dark void that Dezmin had been lost to. Afterward they’d returned the god’s stone arms safely to the vault and moved forward with their lives. Yet now here Sombra stood, on the very dais where Alfie and Princess Vesper had just taken their betrothal vows. A layer of flower petals still dusted the floor. Lit candles floated in the air, bathing the vast ballroom in soft light.

Sombra looked as if he’d just arrived to his own surprise party.

Alfie felt utterly alone as he faced this worst possible incarnation of his brother, his best friend. Luka was out of reach, still in the grip of the Englassen guardsmen who’d restrained him as the king had been murdered. Finn was behind him, pinned to the ground by another set of guards after she had burst into the ceremony.

“No applause? Are you not pleased by the homecoming of your long-lost prince?” Sombra gestured at Dezmin’s body with a grin.

Dezmin was nothing but a garment to Sombra. The unfairness of it all struck Alfie like a slap. He’d spent endless nights desperately wishing for his brother to be found, only to have him return controlled by a monster.

“Leave my brother’s body,” Alfie rasped, finding his voice. “Get out!”

“Ah, but why would I?” Sombra asked. “I quite like it here.”

“This is ridiculous!” cried the petulant voice of Prince Marsden.

Alfie started. Sombra’s appearance had been so shocking, he’d nearly forgotten that moments ago the Englassen royal family had tried to magically enslave all of Castallan. They hadn’t succeeded, because the spellwork required the blood of every living member of the royal family, and they hadn’t had Dezmin’s.

“Guards!” Marsden roared, spittle flying from his thin lips. He pointed at Sombra. “We will repeat the ritual with Prince Dezmin’s blood. Restrain him at onc—”

In the blink of an eye, Sombra materialized in front of the flustered Englassen prince. It happened so fast that Alfie never saw him move, but he felt the air whip past him as if he’d stuck his head out of a speeding carriage.

Standing so close to Marsden that their noses could have brushed, Sombra looked at him like a child contemplating squishing a bug. “You make far too much noise.”

Marsden opened his mouth to protest, but Sombra snatched him by the tongue. Alfie heard the sound of muscle and sinew snapping as the god wrenched it from Marsden’s mouth.

Bile rose in Alfie’s throat.

“Marsden!” Queen Elinore screamed as her son fell to his knees, blood pouring from his lips. She, Princess Vesper, and King Alistair all rushed forward, crying out for help.

Still holding the prince’s detached tongue between two fingers, Sombra waved his free hand, as if shooing away a fly. With a loud crack, the Englassen royals’ necks snapped sharply to the left and they fell, dead before they could even reach Marsden. The Englassen prince himself had gone silent, blood still seeping from his lips as his eyes grew glassy and still.

The Englassen royal family had been wiped from existence in mere moments.

“Now that I have returned”—Sombra dropped the severed tongue, moving on with ease—“my reign over this world can begin. It will be short, but no doubt memorable.” He met Alfie’s gaze, a glint of excitement in his eyes. “Of that you can be certain.”

Alfie was still reeling as Sombra made an elegant sweeping motion with his hands. A shudder bloomed on Alfie’s skin. From the corner of his eye, he saw something dark slithering. For a moment he thought shadows were crawling on the floor-to-ceiling windows, but he was wrong. It was much worse. A wave of black crept across the sun-dappled sky, as if a pot of ink had spilled onto the heavens. It didn’t look like a regular night sky where there were pinpricks of stars and different shades of dark. It was matte black, as if the sky itself had been painted in one even coat.

A few paces to his left, a Castallano woman’s shadow clawed its way forward, pulling itself up from the ground. The woman it belonged to shouted in fear, recoiling from the sight of the monstrous thing coming to life at her feet. The shadow had no face, no mouth, but somehow Alfie knew it was hungry.

“Alfie.” Luka’s voice shook. Alfie followed his cousin’s gaze. Every shadow, even his mother’s, began to darken and arch off the ground. They were no longer a cast of the light; they were touchable, fluid, thickening like black ink as they hunched their way into life.

He’d never seen anything so ghastly. They did not move the way propio shadows moved—reflecting the emotions of the person they were attached to. They moved like ravenous beasts, breaking free from whatever had once kept them tethered to the floor. Even Alfie’s own shadow rippled at his feet. He could feel it fighting against Sombra’s pull. The hairs on Alfie’s neck stood on end as an overwhelming energy, cold and dark, swept over the chamber.

“Mijo,” his mother said, fear lacing her voice tight as her own shadow slithered forward. She reached out a hand, but she was too far away to touch him. Alfie’s shadow stretched toward her to close the distance between them.

Time slowed to a crawl.

Then came a terrible sound—a cacophony of snaps. With a twist of their shapeless forms, the shadows broke free of the feet they’d once belonged to and hovered in the air. His mother stood still with shock.

“Mother!” Alfie shouted, panic burning through his veins.

Before he could move, the shadows rushed forward, forcing themselves down the throats of their masters. His mother choked, gripping at her throat to stop it, but it was no use.

Amada went limp, her head hanging down, obscuring her face from his vision. The room was full of shadows pouring themselves into the bodies of their victims, leaving them in a loose-limbed stance, as if they’d fallen asleep standing up. Then, without a word, they began to raise their heads. Each one’s eyes were completely black, not a dot of white in them. Just like those who had become shadowless when Alfie and Finn had accidentally released Sombra the first time.

“What have you done?” Alfie asked. Focusing, he felt for the sacred connection between himself and his moving shadow, and engaged his propio. He looked around the room. He should have seen an array of colors, each person’s magic its own shade, but instead everyone’s magic was the same pitch black. He frowned. What would this mean for his own abilities? Could he still match and work with the magic of others if everyone’s magic had turned black under Sombra’s command? Would he still be able to travel through the strands of magic? How could he combat this horror if he did not have his propio?

“I have begun my reign.” Sombra’s eyes were alight. “I am here to finish what I once started.”

Finn groaned and hobbled up to Alfie, blood seeping from a wound in her stomach. The guardsmen who’d been holding her down when she’d crashed the betrothal ceremony had let her go—now that they were shadowless, they were no longer interested in subduing her. Like everyone else in the room, they stood at attention, eyes on Sombra. Alfie still didn’t know why Finn had burst in at the last minute the way she had.

“I tried . . .” She winced as she pressed her hand against her wound, her eyes trained on Sombra. “I tried to get to you before the ceremony happened. . . .”

Alfie blinked at her, the truth dawning on him. Somehow she’d known what the Englassens were up to, but hadn’t been able to get to the ceremony fast enough. There was a strange tenderness in knowing that even after she’d walked out of his life because of his impending marriage to Vesper, she’d still been the one to put the pieces together first. The one to find a way to save him at any cost. He pulled her to his side gently, afraid of worsening her injury.

“I know,” he said. “I know.”

By the look on Finn’s face, it was clear she’d had no clue that Sombra would be returning too. No one could have predicted this.

Alfie pressed his hand to Finn’s wound, his eyes still on Sombra. “Sanar,” he murmured, but the cut kept bleeding beneath his touch. “Sanar.” Still nothing. Not only did the magic not work when he called upon it, but something felt wrong now. Magic had always flowed through his body like warm water, but now it crawled over the skin like flies on a corpse, skittering away from Alfie’s touch when he reached for it.

Finn watched him, a question in her eyes, but Alfie didn’t know how to explain.

Was this Sombra’s doing too? Had his return changed the very fabric of magic?

Luka dashed over and, trembling, came to a stop in front of them, his face wet with tears. They’d wished so often for Dezmin’s return, but not like this.

Never like this.

“And you two again,” Sombra laughed, amused at the sight of Luka and Finn. “The four of us reunited in the very room where you once managed to best me. How ironic.”

“Ironic,” Finn said with a pained grimace. “Or annoying. Depends on who you ask.”

Alfie’s mind was a flurry of panic, his gaze snapping between his now black-eyed mother, Luka, Finn, the sea of shadowless, and the deranged god. In the midst of it all, Alfie spotted James on the far side of the room, surrounded by the Englassen guards who had been, at Prince Marsden’s command, holding him back; now they stood blankly by his side.

James too still had his shadow. So aside from Luka, it seemed the only people who had been spared were those with propios. But why was Luka not affected? Was it because Sombra’s magic had saved Luka before and given him inhuman strength—or was it just luck?

Castallanos were taught that propios were a blessing—a sign of a greater connection to the balance of light and dark that had created magic and their world—but Alfie had never imagined it would spare those who possessed them from becoming slaves to Sombra.

James looked terrified. Alfie knew he himself would feel the same if he were in a situation like this, alone, without friends or even allies. But after the boy had helped Prince Marsden—though he’d been forced to do so—with his plan to enslave Castallan, Alfie couldn’t bring himself to beckon James over to stand with them.

“Let Dezmin go,” Alfie demanded again. He’d wanted to sound strong, but he could barely manage to keep his voice from shaking.

“You speak as if I stole my way into his body. But I was warmly invited,” Sombra said.

“You’re lying.” Luka’s voice was rough. “Dezmin would never.”

“I cannot inhabit a body I am not invited into, boy,” Sombra said to Luka. “And watch your tone. You are in the presence of the same god who once saved your pathetic life.”

“How?” Alfie demanded, his gaze on his mother. She looked serene. Her husband’s corpse was mere feet away, yet she only had eyes for Sombra. “How is this possible?”

When Finn’s cruel adoptive father, Ignacio, had wielded Sombra’s powers all those months ago, Alfie had watched as the people who he turned black-eyed then infected each other one by one. But this time, at Sombra’s command, they had all become shadowless in the space of a breath. It was as if he’d been plunged into a nightmare where you could not run no matter how fast you pumped your legs.

“With the help of your dear brother, of course,” Sombra said. “In my name, he destroyed the light. Now humans are finally free to embrace their true natures as creatures of chaos.”

Alfie felt ill. It made no sense. How could Dezmin have helped Sombra? How could they have destroyed the balance of light and dark while they’d been trapped in Xiomara’s void?

“Why?” Alfie shouted, his voice breaking around the single syllable. “What do you get out of this?”

Sombra met his gaze with a cruel smile. “I get everything.”

“We stopped you once,” Luka said, his chest heaving—from trying to restrain his anger or his terror, Alfie couldn’t tell. “We’ll do it again.”

“Ah, yes, we’ve played this game before. But the rules have changed. This time there will be nowhere for you to run. No toy dragon to trap me in.” He leveled Alfie with a glare. “No way to stop me from taking what you stole.”

A dizzying panic surged through Alfie. The stone arms. Sombra was going to take them again. When he and Finn had released Sombra last time, the god had taken over Ignacio’s body. He’d been a force to be reckoned with then, but he’d become even more powerful once he’d procured his stone arms. After they had banished Sombra to the void, the arms had been secured in the vault once more, the magical protections tripled and reinforced. But would that be enough to stop him now?

“Guards!” Alfie shouted, but none responded. They weren’t his to command anymore—they were Sombra’s. Only a wounded Finn and a trembling Luka stood between the god and the stone arms that were locked in the palace vault.

“You want the arms?” Finn raised her fists, one bloody from putting pressure on her wound. Alfie could see sweat gathering on her upper lip. “Then you’ll have to fight for them.”

“I would venture to say there are simpler ways.” Sombra thrust his hand downward as if reaching for something, his fingers flexing.

With a crack, the ballroom floor broke open. Alfie pushed Finn behind him, shielding her as gravel and sharp shards of rock shot up from the ground, a gray cloud of dust following close behind. When Alfie blinked the debris from his eyes, he saw Sombra’s arms had burst free of the rubble and were now racing across the floor to their owner. Sombra had broken through the protections without even approaching the vault.

“I will return to my immortal form.” The stone pieces skittered up Sombra’s legs and onto his arms, encasing them. “And you will not stop me.”

“Mierda,” Finn cursed, and Alfie knew what she was thinking. Sombra was already so powerful that he could make everyone shadowless in the blink of an eye. How much more powerful would he be now that he was in possession of part of his immortal body again?

“Hear me now!” Sombra shouted. “Today is the beginning of the end. I was locked away by your little prince, but my destiny never wavered. In the very cage that imprisoned me, I found a new path. I destroyed the balance of magic in favor of the dark and have brought Nocturna to this pathetic world. Soon it will crumble in on itself like a dying star, and your gods will finally pay the price of banishing me.”

Alfie’s mind raced. Nocturna was the consequence of Sombra casting the world into darkness—the end of all things good, the unraveling of mankind.

The end of the world.

Nocturna was what he and Finn had fought to prevent last time they’d released Sombra. He’d thought they were safe from that fate. He couldn’t understand how this could be happening now. The balance of magic was hidden in the heart of the world, a sacred place that no man had ever found. The void where Sombra had been imprisoned was barren of life, virtually inescapable. How had he managed to leave the void and find such a place of legend? Every hour Alfie had ever spent reading and researching magical theory seemed wasted in this moment of not knowing.

“You’re delusional,” Finn said, brandishing a dagger. “But I can fix that.”

Alfie wished he had even half her confidence. Sombra was exponentially more powerful than he had been the last time they faced him—and since he was using Dezmin as a vessel, Alfie could not bring himself to hurt him.

How could they possibly win?

Luka gripped Alfie’s shoulder, and as their gazes met, he knew Luka was worrying about the same things.

“Is that so?” Sombra asked Finn, spreading his arms wide. “Then why don’t you try.”

Finn didn’t need to be told twice. Dezmin wasn’t her brother—she only saw an enemy. Her wound long forgotten, she dashed forward, too fast for anyone to stop her.

“Finn!” Alfie shouted, running after her. His mind raced, trying to come up with what spell to use, but what could he do to stop this? Hurt Dezmin to hurt Sombra, or hurt Finn to stop her from hurting his brother? Would Dezmin die if they killed Sombra?

“Paralizar!” he shouted at Sombra, hoping that his magic would at least stop the god from harming Finn, but nothing happened. Why was the magic not responding?

Sombra didn’t even seem to notice. His eyes, alight with amusement, only followed Finn.

Alfie should have been terrified that he was about to watch Finn run directly to her death, but at that moment he saw something on Sombra’s face that shocked him—and gave him hope.

Blood was trickling from the god’s nose—from Dezmin’s nose.

“Is he bleeding?” Luka asked, his eyes wide.

Still smiling, the blood from his nose splashing his teeth red, Sombra raised his hand, letting Finn’s dagger pierce his palm. It sank straight through. She twisted the blade deeper, her eyes wide at the sight of the blood flowing down his arm.

If Sombra could be injured, then maybe he could be killed. Hope caught in Alfie’s chest, quickly tempered by pain—it was also Dezmin’s body that Finn had stabbed.

“Finn!” Alfie shouted again.

His voice seemed to rouse Sombra. With a quick hand, he gripped Finn by the neck and tossed her. The thief slammed against Alfie, sending them both rolling across the tiled floor.

When they came to a stop, Alfie raised his head and watched Sombra touch the trickle of blood coming from his nose. The wound in his palm was still oozing red. He wasn’t healing instantly the way he had the last time.

The prince and the god locked gazes, and for a moment so fleeting that Alfie wondered if he imagined it—

Alfie saw uncertainty in Sombra’s eyes.

“I’ll let your loving subjects do the honor of ending you.” Sombra raised his bloody hand and squeezed it into a fist.

At his command, the ballroom sprang to life as shadowless Englassens and Castallanos lunged at one another viciously with the vigor of old enemies. Alfie watched a woman ransack the body of the man she’d stabbed, stuffing his jewels into her pockets. Hair was torn from scalps, thumbs dug mercilessly into eye sockets, screams of pain stifled by slit throats.

“Stop!” Luka shouted. Pandemonium surrounded them like a whirlwind until the three of them stood back-to-back. Luka gripped two fighting men and pried them apart. “Stop it!”

The men turned on him, their fists raised. Using his enhanced strength, Luka threw them, sending them skidding on their backs to opposite sides of the ballroom. Without skipping a beat, they launched into fights with new opponents. It didn’t matter who they fought so long as blood was shed and life was lost.

All Alfie wanted was to find his mother, save his brother, bury his father, and stop this wave of violence—but there wasn’t time for any of that. He couldn’t even ask the guards for protection because they were shadowless as well, jumping into the fray with horrifying grins.

“We’ve got to stop Sombra!” Alfie cried to Luka and Finn. “We can’t let him escape!”

The god had bled and not healed, which meant that he was somehow vulnerable. They needed to take advantage of that. But would doing so mean hurting Dezmin? The pain of that thought was too much to bear. Alfie hid from it, pushing it aside for later.

“He disappeared into the rush of people!” Luka said. “I can force my way through and look for him!”

Alfie stepped closer to Luka. “We’ll be right behind you.” Alfie turned to Finn and held out his hand. Luka could run through without a problem, but he and Finn might get separated.

She laced their fingers together. “Ready.”

“All right, here goes!” Luka began to run.

Alfie gripped Finn’s hand and made to follow, but skidded to a halt as a figure moved past him, a blur of red silk and fury.

“You!” Queen Amada shouted.

Alfie watched in horror as his mother leaped at Finn, shoving her away from Alfie with both hands. Alfie’s hold on Finn’s hand broke as Amada pushed him behind her, protective as a tigress with her cubs. “You have brought my son nothing but violence and danger.”

“Qué?” Finn caught herself from stumbling backward into a fight between two Castallano guardsmen.

“Stay behind me, Mijo,” Amada said to him.

Alfie stared at his mother in surprise. The last time they’d faced Sombra, the shadowless had had no memory of who they were—they’d simply been thoughtless monsters. But the queen recognized him. She was still some version of herself. Maybe she could be reasoned with.

“Mother,” Alfie said. “Mother, listen to me. Finn is—”

“Alfehr was sheltered and protected before he met you,” Amada hissed at her. “He stayed out of trouble. The day he fell into your hands, I lost my baby. That ends today.”

“I’ll have you know that I’ve saved your very tall baby many times, thank you very much!” Finn sank into a defensive stance, daggers in each hand. “Prince, you better control your mamá before I do it for you.”

Alfie gripped Amada’s shoulders, but she shook him off and threw her hand forward as if gripping the air. “Sofocar!”

Finn gave a choking gasp, the daggers falling from her hands as she clawed at her neck, trying to free herself from the magic that stole the breath from her lungs. Alfie stared in shock. Why did the magic work for his mother and not for him? Finn’s strained cries shook him from his reverie.

“Mother, stop!” Alfie grabbed her by the arm. “Stop it!”

But Amada’s gaze was glued to Finn. The thief dropped to her knees, her eyes growing bloodshot.

Not seeing any other choice, Alfie tackled his mother, forcing her to lose focus and take her eyes off Finn. As they rolled to the ground, Finn fell onto her backside and heaved a desperate, ragged breath.

“Let me go!” Amada shouted. She shoved him away and crawled forward, snatching one of the daggers Finn had dropped. Still on all fours, she tried to stab Finn’s feet as the thief crawled backward like a panicked crab.

“Stop!” Alfie stood and lunged forward, grabbing her around the waist as she tried to leap at Finn. She bucked against him, wild with rage. “Paralizar!” he shouted at Amada, but her body still would not stop moving. He reached for the magic with his mind, as he always did, but it crept away from his touch. “Paralizar!” Nothing was working; nothing made any sense.

“Prince.” Finn grabbed the remaining dagger and stumbled to her feet. Through gritted teeth she took in hungry gulps of air. “I know you love her, but I am not getting murdered because you’re a mamá’s boy!” She pulled a second dagger from her sleeve, this one with brass knuckles on the hilt to slip her fingers into.

“I’m trying—” Alfie began before Amada elbowed him in the stomach, wriggling away when his grip loosened. She launched herself at Finn, dagger raised high.

It was as if time slowed just so he could marvel at this moment: his mother, shadowless and savage, poised to kill the girl he loved. Finn looked at Amada as she approached, still and calm. It was the look of someone who had been charged many times and come out alive. Bloodied, but alive.

“Don’t hurt her!” Alfie shouted.

Finn tossed him a look as Amada slashed at her. “What do you want me to do, hug her?”

“No stabbing,” Alfie sputtered. He grabbed Amada by the shoulders and tried to subdue her again. “Please, anything else—but no stabbing!”

“Fine!”

With a grunt, Finn headbutted Amada, sending her stumbling back against Alfie’s chest. Before Alfie could speak, Finn followed up with a brass-knuckled punch to the queen’s temple. Alfie caught his mother as she went limp.

“Finn!” he shouted at the sight of blood oozing from his mother’s head.

“What?” Finn said, rubbing her forehead with a wince. “You said no stabbing!”





Chapter 10

A Stream of Starlight

Dezmin knew what he’d done.

He had only wanted to go home. But instead he’d slaughtered the light and thrown the world into chaos.

And what more fitting punishment than to be trapped within his own body, forced to watch his home collapse, taking all he loved with it.

He had been so lost that the promise of seeing his family again had blinded him, made him ignore every instinct inside him to bask in the light, not snuff it out.

No, that wasn’t right. He knew that killing the light was wrong, but in that moment he had cared more about being set free.

Did that make him evil or simply human?

He didn’t know the answer, but it hardly mattered. He was still trapped inside his own body, watching as Sombra sat on the throne of his empty palace, weak and weary.

The current of the god’s power surged inside Dezmin’s body, and he felt the pain of it in countless stings, like the snap of a whip against his flesh. It tugged at him, trying to change his course, to make him part of it. But Dezmin refused. He fought to keep his mind clear, his thoughts separate from Sombra’s, distinct. It was as if he were drawing boundaries in sand and Sombra was a wave, washing it away each time, leaving Dezmin to carve out another, then another. Dezmin leaned into the pain of it, the punishment that he’d earned for himself when he snuffed out the light in exchange for his own freedom.

“You know,” Sombra said, and it took a moment for Dezmin to realize that the god was actually addressing him. Sombra hadn’t spoken to him since they’d left the void. “Your existence does not have to be one of suffering and mediocrity. You are fighting the natural way of things—the dominant force absorbing the submissive. Let go. Let yourself become a part of me. You will live an endless life of glory instead of struggling to preserve your own pathetic existence.”

Dezmin wanted to insist that he would never give in, but the promise of disappearing into nothing, of leaving this guilt behind, was tempting. Was that the appropriate punishment for what he’d done? To give up and dissolve into nothing until he became one with the enemy?

“Your whimpering is becoming repetitive.” Blood leaked from the corners of Sombra’s mouth, and the wound in his palm still wept. He hadn’t recovered from the strain of building this palace, and Dezmin could feel the god’s frustration bubbling up. “I have more important matters to attend to than your melancholy. Suffer if you wish, but do so silently.”

Thanks to his newly built fortress high above the city, Sombra was safe from any who might wish him harm. But he was furious. He was a god; hurting him shouldn’t even be possible.

The ceiling of the palace was transparent. Sombra had wanted the gods who abandoned him to have a good view of his success, his destruction of the world that they held so dear. But now they would only see his failure.

Dezmin felt Sombra’s thoughts race. Were they laughing at him from their celestial thrones? Did they know why he was suddenly weak?

Crack.

Sombra’s grip on the arms of the throne grew so tight that they cracked under his fingers—though they re-formed in the blink of an eye. Just that ounce of magic brought a blood-spattering cough rumbling from his chest. Before Sombra could continue his tirade, a shudder rolled up his spine. The sensation was overwhelming, gripping both Sombra and Dezmin in its fist, familiar and terrifying all at once.

“The gods,” Sombra breathed.

There was no human equivalent; none of the senses could describe it. Sombra simply felt it, so Dezmin felt it too. Its presence drew Sombra’s gaze upward.

Sharing the same eyes, Dezmin and Sombra watched a flash of blue streak across the sky—a blue the shade of larimar.

He watched the light fall in a perfect arc to the palace.

“They asked the gods for an audience,” Sombra whispered. “And the gods acquiesced.”

Sombra’s mind was alight. His old comrades were telling his enemies how to defeat him. They were all working against him, whispering behind their hands as he struggled.

He might be too weak to storm the palace and demand answers, but he needed to know. Any advantage, any bit of knowledge that they had garnered, he needed to have as well.

“I will pluck the secrets from that boy’s body and discard the rest,” Sombra said. Scenario after scenario unfurled—Sombra stripping the flesh from Alfie’s bones until he spoke, Sombra plucking his brother’s golden eyes from his skull . . .

No! Stop! Please don’t hurt him. Do what you want with me but don’t hurt him, Dezmin begged, finally finding his voice after his own guilt had silenced him for so long. But even to Dezmin himself it was scarcely a whisper, the equivalent of a fly buzzing beside a lion’s ear.

“Hush,” Sombra said, his voice sharp. “A mere human cannot demand anything from a god. A human can only pray to one. And I will bring this world, your brother included, to its knees in prayer.”

Dezmin felt Sombra push him back, farther and farther into the recesses of his own body. It was as if the house had expanded upward and the attic where Dezmin was shackled had risen even farther from the ground, from the door, from escape.





Chapter 11

Hope

“I trust that you have the answers you need,” the diviner said, calm and unbothered, as if the gods hadn’t just seized her voice as their own and delivered a prophecy.

“Qué?” Finn wanted to hurl the slab of larimar out the window. “What do you mean?” As far as she was concerned, the diviner had spouted some pretty words, but nothing more.

“The gods would not offer a prophecy that you could not decipher,” the diviner said.

“No real information on how to take out Sombra. Nothing of value,” Finn complained.

“That’s not true,” Alfie said. “It said that a boy of many colors and a girl of many faces must stop Sombra. So we know it’s our destiny.”

“That was already obvious,” Finn said.

“It also stated that you two must ‘seek him out from head to foot.’ Further confirmation that you must go after Sombra’s relics, and the order in which you must find them.”

“Do the dueños at least know which kingdom hid which piece?” Alfie asked Paloma. He tried to keep his voice calm, but Finn could see the panic in his eyes. “I don’t want to waste any time when we go find them.”

Paloma nodded, looking relieved to know something. “We do. Sombra’s head is in Uppskala, his torso in Englass, his arms were here, his legs in Weilai, and his feet in Ygosi.”

“I believe the gods also revealed why propios have been altered,” Dueño Bruno said, a pensive look on his bearded face.

“Then speak up,” Finn said. Paloma had said Sombra destroying the balance wouldn’t affect propios, but clearly she’d been wrong. Her own propio wasn’t even working, but apparently everyone else’s was enhanced.

“The fifth line of the prophecy—shadows nourished to aid the fight.”

“Our shadows.” Alfie blinked. “As in our moving shadows.”

Paloma cocked her head, considering. “The gods must have built this fail-safe in case Sombra ever fully returned. The only people who can naturally defy his will and oppose him are those with propios. They have altered your gifts to give you the best chance of winning.”

Finn crossed her arms, not wanting to admit that her own abilities were weakened. “But they strengthened a bunch of pendejos too. Like the Tattooed King.”

“It’s not the gods’ way to favor a few individuals over all,” Eduardo, the snooty dueño, said. “So they granted it to all who have propios. It works in your favor and against it—balance. Be thankful that they did this at all.”

“He’s right,” Paloma said before Finn could insult the dueño’s long nostril hairs. “This is the balanced way to do it. Such is their way.”

Alfie caught her gaze. “It’s better than nothing.”

Finn couldn’t help but wonder how his propio had changed. And why wasn’t hers working?

“Fine, but the prophecy didn’t mention anything about facing Sombra head-on,” Finn said. “What are we supposed to do when we have the relics? Recite the pretty prophecy at him?”

Alfie’s brow furrowed. “That’s true. We still don’t know much about what to do with him. We don’t know why he bled in the ballroom or why he’s holed up in his palace in the sky.”

The air in the chamber stilled.

“You saw Sombra bleed?” Dueño Bruno asked. All eyes swiveled to Alfie and Finn.

It was an easy thing to forget with everything else that had happened today.

“Yeah,” Finn said. “I saw it up close and personal when I stabbed him through the hand.”

“Explain everything that happened,” Paloma demanded.

“Well, first he arrived and killed the Englassen royal family. Then he unleashed the dark, blackened the sky, and turned shadowless. After that he taunted us for a bit before summoning his relics from the vault.” Alfie rubbed the back of his neck. “Then he started to bleed. First from his nose, without any of us touching him. And again when Finn stabbed him.”

The dueños were already conferring among themselves, and Finn wished the old fools would speak up.

“So it happened just after he put the arms on?” Paloma asked.

“Yeah,” Finn said, tracking their train of thought. “But how would putting on his own arms hurt him? Last time, once he had possession of his arms, he grew more powerful.” Finn grimaced. That was when Ignacio had become a dragon, an unimaginable feat of magic.

“But things are different now,” Paloma said, understanding seeming to dawn on her. She walked back to the scales. “When Sombra was last here, the world’s balance was still intact.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. We know,” Finn sighed. “How does that explain him being weakened? Wouldn’t the balance being destroyed in favor of the dark only make him stronger?”

“Not necessarily,” the diviner chimed in. “The darkness will lend strength to his stone relics . . . but perhaps now they carry too much power for a mortal body to hold.”

Alfie stiffened in his chair. “You mean it’s hurting Dezmin?”

Paloma looked at him solemnly. “It makes sense. The only difference between then and now is that the balance of light and dark has been disrupted. The pieces are too powerful now to be worn by a human body. Sombra needs to don all of them at once to transform Dezmin’s body into his immortal form, but until then he’s forcing a mortal to carry pieces of a god, pieces that are much more powerful than those Ignacio carried months ago.”

“It’s killing him,” Alfie said, his voice shaking. “The weight of it is killing Dezmin. That’s why he bled.”

Finn rose and reached for his shoulder, unsure of what to say. She could feel him shaking under her fingers. “Then what do we do to stop this?”

“We take advantage of the fact that in his weakened state, Sombra can’t retrieve the rest of his relics on his own. We follow the rest of the prophecy to the best of our knowledge.” Paloma looked at Alfie. “The only way to end Sombra’s reign and save Dezmin is to follow the words of the gods.”

Alfie leaned into Finn’s grip and recited the prophecy to himself once more, his brow furrowing as he tried to uncover the meaning behind the words.

“What about the dragon part?” Finn asked. “Journey under dragon’s wing or something.”

The room was silent.

“Maybe it’ll be clearer to us later,” Alfie offered.

Finn quirked a brow. The prince was not one to just hope they’d figure things out along the way. He always insisted on a plan before acting.

“What other choice do we have?” Alfie said, reading her mind. He and Paloma met eyes, and Finn had the feeling they’d spoken about this earlier. “We can’t waste time trying to figure it all out now while Dezmin suffers—while the world suffers.”

“All right,” Finn conceded, not wanting to worry him any more than he already was.

“There’s still the final line,” Paloma said. “The prophecy states that you have until ‘the shared day that each claims as their own’ to save this world?”

That sounded like a deadline—if so, they would do well to find out when it was.

“I’m not sure . . . ,” Alfie said, cocking his head in thought.

Finn chewed the inside of her cheek. “Maybe the day we met? But who remembers that?”

Without hesitation, Alfie said the date.

Finn stared at him.

“I have a good memory,” he said a bit too quickly.

“Regardless,” Paloma said. “That would mean we have months to stop this. Sombra would never move so slowly.”

“What does it even mean? There’s no day that anyone can own. Not even you royals are rich enough to buy one.” Finn squinted at him. “Wait, can you buy a day?”

“Hold on,” Alfie said, his brow furrowing. He turned to Finn. “When is your birthday?”

Finn named the day with a shrug. When everyone turned and looked at her, she crossed her arms, face growing hot under everyone’s stare. “What?”

“That’s my birthday,” Alfie said.

Finn blinked at him.

She’d been aware that when she was little the clocks in her pueblo would always chime on her birthday. Her father had always told her that it was for her. But, of course, as she grew older she learned it was because she shared a birthday with a prince. She hadn’t thought of it in years. Ignacio didn’t like it when she celebrated her actual birthday. He told her that her true birthday was the day she met him. Even after Ignacio was dead, it didn’t feel right to reclaim that day. After all, she wasn’t the girl she was before Ignacio had sunk his claws into her. It didn’t make sense to go back to it. She took to considering herself birthdayless rather than choose another day.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you two were born at the very same time,” Lucila said knowingly. “Down to the minute.”

Alfie looked at Finn, a question brewing in his eyes. “I’m told I was born just after—”

“Midnight,” Finn said, knowing what he was going to say. Her parents had told her that she’d clearly wanted an early start to the day. She’d arrived just after the stroke of midnight.

“Your birthday is only six days from today,” Paloma said gravely.

“Six days,” Finn murmured. She could taste the impossibility of it on her tongue.

Six days was hardly long enough to plan a heist, let alone save the world. The shattered moon gleamed weakly in the sky. Finn forced herself to look away.

“While you two retrieve the relics”—Paloma looked over her shoulder at the dueños behind her—“my colleagues and I have a plan that we hope will tell us how to defeat Sombra once the relics are in our possession.”

“How?” Alfie asked, looking grateful for the help.

“While you were indisposed,” Paloma said to him, “we decided to seek answers from our brethren. As you know, after the gods cast Sombra from the heavens, it was the world’s first dueños who trapped him in the rings of magic.”

Finn nodded. It was a story every Castallano child knew. “Yeah, but they’re all dead and gone. How could they help us?”

“Wait,” Alfie said, his eyes widening. “Do you have a way to speak to them?”

“Possibly, yes.” Dueño Bruno stepped forward to stand beside Paloma. “It’s part of every dueño’s journey to make a pilgrimage to a sacred oasis, one connected to the dueños of the past.”

“It’s usually only done on certain holy days, but there’s no time to wait for that,” Paloma said. “And now that the world’s balance has been upended, perhaps the veil between us and the dueños of the past has become thinner.”

“Every dueño gets to talk to dueño ghosts from centuries ago?” Finn asked. She’d always thought of them as boring, bookish people, but that actually sounded exciting.

“Not quite,” Paloma said. “We can often feel their presence at the sacred spring or, in very rare cases, feel their guidance. But, again, the world does not follow the rules of logic anymore. Perhaps we can use that to our advantage and speak to them directly, just as we spoke to the gods tonight.”

“The dueños will know how to defeat Sombra and free Dezmin.” Alfie leaned forward in his seat, his eyes bright with hope. She could see him clinging to it by the very tips of his fingers—hope for the world, hope for Dezmin. “I know it.”

Finn looked away from the prince. Her life had taught her to know better than to hope so unabashedly. Alfie was different, and she liked that about him, but if there was no way to save his brother she’d have to watch his faith come crashing down. She wasn’t sure if she could bear that. She glanced at Paloma. From the look on the dueña’s face, Finn knew she was thinking the very same thing.

They still didn’t even know how Sombra had destroyed the balance from the void. As far as Finn was concerned, they were going in blind and unarmed.

“While you and Finn search for the pieces of Sombra’s body, we will take our pilgrimage to the sacred spring to commune with the ancient dueños,” Paloma said. “Gods willing, you will return with his relics, and we will return knowing how to use them to defeat him.”

Finn rolled her eyes. The gods had already made it clear that they weren’t going to be of much help from here on out. They’d have to handle this themselves, and Finn preferred it that way. She didn’t like the idea of fate and destiny, of lives written out before you were even born. It reeked of Ignacio and his puppet strings. She’d rather her life stay in her own hands, hers to save and hers to destroy.

But then again, according to the gods, fate had brought her to Alfie and him to her. So maybe it wasn’t so bad. As the dueños talked among themselves, she stole a glance at him.

Dueño Bruno whispered something in Paloma’s ear and she nodded in agreement. “Give us a moment to let our colleagues in the other kingdoms know what is to come. We’ll regroup after and get ready for our respective journeys.” She looked at Finn and Alfie. “You two look as if you could use a moment to rest.”

Only after Paloma said that did Finn realize she was bone tired.

“You’d be surprised how exhausting an audience with the gods can be,” the diviner said. Finn wondered if that was why the woman still hadn’t risen from the table. Maybe she was too tired to move. “You must be relieved, Prince Alfehr.”

Finn snorted. What on earth was there to be relieved about?

Alfie tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

The diviner looked at them both curiously, as if confused by how they couldn’t see it. She repeated the first lines of the prophecy:

 

A boy of many colors and a girl of many faces,

born to release Sombra and end his reign.

When they said nothing, she shook her head in disbelief. “You don’t see what this means?”

“It means we’ve got a lot of work to do,” Finn said. “And very little help getting it done.”

“Well, yes,” the diviner reasoned. “But there’s more. You two were born to defeat Sombra. And the only way to defeat him was to first release him.” She looked at Alfie, her gray eyes softening. “I know you carry terrible guilt for releasing Sombra from his cage, but you were born to do it so that you could free the world from his evil for good. It was not simply an accident—it was your fate.”

Alfie’s eyes widened. “You’re sure?” he asked, his voice shaking.

“I was the vessel through which the prophecy was spoken; I felt its meaning. Free yourself from the weight of that guilt, Prince Alfehr. You must travel light to save this world.”

The diviner stood and walked out the door, leaving them to digest her words.

Finn had carried her fair share of guilt in her life, so a bit more these past few months hadn’t done much to slow her, but for Alfie it was different. She could see life returning to his face, hope blooming in place of despair.

She smiled. Hope looked good on him.

“I thought this all happened because I was foolish and selfish, a future king who would only hurt his people,” Alfie said. “But now, knowing everything that came before has led us to this . . . we’ll never be able to make up for those we lost, but if we can complete this destiny, we can at least begin to balance the scales.” Alfie took her hand. “All we lost won’t be for nothing. We’ll make the world a safer place for generations to come.”

Finn’s heart raced. She’d watched the prince die far too many times. She’d watched him die when he’d learned that the effort he’d gone through for the peace summit had been in vain, had been a lie. He’d died again with his father. And again when his mother was dragged away into a dungeon. But now he was returning—resurrecting. And he looked so wonderfully alive.

Finn squeezed his hand. It seemed that hope was contagious, and as much as she wanted to resist, she let it sweep over her, flowing from the prince’s fingers to hers. “Then we’ll do it.”

He met her gaze, and a slow warmth kindled in Finn’s belly. They were the only two in the room now, and in the silence, the memory of the night before emerged—flickers of taste and sound and touch, shared breath, the soft juncture of his neck and shoulder where she’d bit him, so overwhelmed by pleasure that she needed to temper it by causing just a little bit of pain.

His eyes drifted down to her lips and Finn found herself leaning forward. Their noses brushed, the feeling somehow both familiar and forbidden.

Queen Amada’s voice rang in her head:

You have brought my son nothing but violence and danger.

Finn pulled back, and Alfie flinched, startled by the sudden movement. Finn was overwhelmed by the desire to change her face, as if her body wasn’t right anymore, as if her skin was itching from the inside out. But her propio was gone, and there was nowhere to hide.

“Finn,” Alfie began, reaching for her hand. “Maybe we should talk about what hap—”

Luka burst through the doors, grinning. “All healed up and good to go!”

“And the Englassen boy?” Finn asked, hoping Alfie would forget if she rerouted the conversation quick enough. He was going to ask her to talk about their night together, but she wasn’t ready.

She never would be.

“He’s awake, but still resting. It’s apparently very tiring to have your leg broken in three places by a paint tiger.” Luka pulled up a chair beside them. “Now tell me all about your date with the gods.”





Chapter 12

The Preparation

“So the Tattooed King almost murdered me thanks to the gods powering up everyone’s propio to give you a better chance at stopping Sombra?” Luka asked.

Finn nodded. “Yup.”

“And to reverse Nocturna and stop the world from ending, we have to go fetch Sombra’s limbs while Paloma and the others ask the ancient dueños about how we stop him for good?” Luka asked. “And we still have no clue how Sombra was able to do what he did from Xiomara’s void?”

“Yes and yes, but it has to be just me and Finn who retrieve the relics,” Alfie said gently. “It’s part of the prophecy—the two of us have to do that part alone.”

“Oh,” Luka said, his face falling. “I see.”

“It’s not by choice, Bathtub Boy,” Finn reassured him, a smirk curving her lips. “If it was by choice I still wouldn’t let you join us, but I’m just saying it’s not by choice.”

Luka snorted. “Thank you, Finn.”

“You’re welcome,” she said diplomatically.

Alfie would be lying if he didn’t admit he was a little relieved that Luka wouldn’t be in harm’s way. He had a feeling his journey with Finn would be perilous, and he didn’t want Luka to get caught in Sombra’s crossfire again. Even in Sombra’s weakened state, Alfie doubted Luka would be lucky enough to come out unscathed a second time.

“Rest assured that you will have your own role to play, Master Luka,” Paloma said as she walked through the doors, closely followed by Bruno and Eduardo. They seemed to be the most senior of the dueños. “We will need all the help we can get on our own journey.”

“Of course,” Luka said, trying to hide his disappointment. “I’m just a bit tired of watching you walk into danger without me.” He shrugged and sighed. “But I know better than to defy a prophecy from the gods.”

Alfie wanted to say the right thing to make Luka feel better, but the dueños were looking at him expectantly, as if they had information to impart. “Did you connect with the dueños from the other kingdoms?”

Paloma shook her head. “We’ve lost all contact. My Uppskalan colleague has not responded since Sombra’s return.” Alfie could tell she was anxious about Svana, who Finn called Paloma’s girlfriend. “We have always kept in good contact regarding the state of magical affairs in this world, but now there is only silence. I fear they are in no condition to contact us at the moment.”

Castallan had the advantage of having experienced Sombra’s return once before, but the other kingdoms were likely less prepared. Were any of the international dueños even still alive? Alfie felt Finn’s eyes on him before he turned to look at her. She knew he was nervous. But then, everyone probably knew. He didn’t hide it very well.

“So what’s our next step?” Finn said, pushing the conversation forward. “How are we getting to Uppskala, or anywhere else for that matter?”

Bruno stepped forward. “We think Prince Alfehr’s propio may be the key to your travel. As we learned from the prophecy and Master Luka’s encounter with the Tattooed King, the gods have enhanced propios to aid you on your journey. It stands to reason that yours has evolved as well.”

Alfie nodded. It wasn’t an outlandish assumption to make. He couldn’t imagine his propio being able to take him and Finn across oceans, but then again, he’d never imagined having an audience with the gods either.

“Unfortunately, the knowledge in this room is all we have.” Paloma met Alfie’s eyes, then Finn’s. “You two will have to take the lead here. We cannot offer much help when it comes to your journey.”

Silence swept the room. When he and Finn had last faced Sombra, Alfie had kept it from Paloma, but he’d always thought that maybe the dueños could’ve helped him if he’d been brave enough to tell them what he’d done. This time he’d turned to them for help instead of hiding, but there was nothing they could do.

Everything rested on his and Finn’s shoulders.

Finn stood. “Then we’ll figure it out.” She eyed the dueños. “Don’t you have your own journey to prepare for? Quit staring at us and get ready!”

“She’s right,” Paloma said, before Dueño Eduardo could object to Finn’s tone. “Let us prepare and leave them to do their part.”

The dueños shuffled out of the room grumbling, but Paloma stayed behind, her eyes on Alfie. “Remember to stay alert, and be mindful with your magic. Striking first is not always the best method.”

Warmth bloomed in Alfie’s chest. Paloma was so worried for him that she was parroting all the lessons she’d taught him as a child.

“I’ll stay level-headed,” Alfie assured her.

“I hope you will,” she said, eyeing Finn.

The thief shifted uncomfortably.

“And remember that we have no idea what effect Sombra’s relics have on their surroundings now that the balance has been destroyed. Be careful.” She handed both Alfie and Finn satchels made of simple, sturdy fabric. “We’ve used the strongest magic we can muster to make these. They will stretch to hold anything you put in here, and when you place the relics themselves inside, they will be transported back here for safekeeping. Remember, propios are changing, magic is changing, the world is changing—and so anything is possible.”

“Got it,” Finn said with a nod when Alfie couldn’t find it within himself to speak.

“And take this pocket watch to keep track of time until your birthday,” Paloma said, handing Alfie a clock on a silver chain. She looked at Finn before correcting herself. “Birthdays. You’ll need to stay aware of how much time you have left. The dueños and I have one as well.”

Alfie looked at the watch’s silver case before opening it. It looked normal on the outside, but within it was more than a normal clock. Of course it had the regular hands counting seconds, minutes, and hours, but above that was the month and date. He swallowed thickly. Six days was not very long at all.

Paloma looked as if she was coming up with any excuse to stay just a bit longer. “I wish you both luck.” She paused, and Alfie could see regret in her gaze. “I wish I could be of more help to you.”

Alfie’s eyes burned. “You’ve been of service to me since the day I was born. Now it’s my turn to serve. Leave this to us.”

Paloma held his gaze for a long moment before nodding and shutting the doors behind her.

“So . . . ,” Luka began. “Your best bet is that Alfie’s propio has become powerful enough to take you all the way to another kingdom?”

Alfie kneaded his temples. “It seems impossible.”

“That word doesn’t even exist anymore,” Finn said. “Not fully. Everything that’s happened in the last few hours is ‘impossible’ by normal standards. Why not this too?”

Alfie cocked his head. She wasn’t wrong.

“What do you plan to do once you get to Uppskala?” Luka asked. “How will you find Sombra’s head?”

“Well, assuming the dueños are right and I can somehow use my propio to get us there, we’ll use Sombra’s blood to track it down—some got on Finn’s shirt when she stabbed him.”

Finn nodded, proudly displaying the bloodstained shirt she’d tucked into her satchel. She’d thought of that herself.

“In the meantime, we need to prepare,” Alfie said. “Gather everything we need before we start trying to travel.” When Finn looked confused, he added, “We’ll need to pack weapons, food, and medicinal tonics. And we’re going to Uppskala first—the last thing we need is to land in the frozen kingdom with no coats or boots to protect us.”

“I’ve already got all the weapons from the armory that we could possibly need,” Finn said, and Alfie believed her.

“Then I’ll get healing draughts, any books I might need, the cloak, and anything else that might come to mind,” Alfie said. He and Finn had used the vanishing cloak—a garment that rendered those who wore it invisible—to sneak about when they’d first released Sombra months ago. It could come in handy.

“And I’ve got something for you to take,” Luka said. He handed Alfie a roll of parchment. “For us to keep in touch on our journeys. One for me and one for you.”

Alfie smiled. Luka had magicked two pieces of parchment so that they could relay messages to each other. They’d done the same thing six months ago when Alfie and Finn had gone to free Xiomara from prison and Luka had stayed behind to masquerade as Alfie so no one would know the prince had skipped the Equinox Ball. And here they were again, at the beginning of another deadly journey to stop Sombra.

“Thank you,” Alfie said.

Luka’s eyes were shining when he looked away from Alfie. “I’ll help you gather whatever you need for the trip.”

“And I’ll sleep,” Finn added with a yawn as she made her way out the meeting chamber. She called over her shoulder. “Wake me when it’s time to go.”

Alfie just nodded. It was nearly three in the morning, and who knew when they would get a good night’s sleep again.

As Alfie walked with Luka to the palace apothecary in silence, a painful twinge of nostalgia seized him. These halls were full of too many memories to count. Memories of the days when he, Dezmin, and Luka used to run about with wooden swords. Back when Paloma held all the answers and Alfie was certain he’d learn everything so long as he stuck by her side. How things had changed.

By the time they reached the apothecary, a small circular room that held shelves of draughts, salves, and medicinal powders, an untamable wave of emotion had welled up inside him, threatening to spill over. Alfie fought to keep it at bay.

“These will surely come in handy,” Alfie said to break the silence as Luka watched him fumble with the bottles. Maybe if he just kept talking, he could ignore the thorny fear blooming inside him. He wouldn’t have to think about his father lying dead in the burial chamber, or Dezmin left to suffer in a void only to be captured by a dark god, his body falling apart from the strain. If he kept talking, maybe Luka wouldn’t feel the tension in the air, the fear of being in this room full of memories and the fear of leaving it and never seeing it again. “This one is great for burns, and this one is—”

“Alfie,” Luka said quietly, catching his gaze. “It’s all right.”

Alfie met his cousin’s gaze, and the pain in Luka’s eyes sent him down the well of his own. He gripped the edges of the table and took in a shuddering breath. Luka didn’t make him talk about it. He simply stood with Alfie and let him grieve what had happened and what was yet to come.

Alfie forced himself to stand upright, blinking to keep from weeping. He couldn’t fall apart now.

When he’d collected everything he needed from the apothecary, and he could speak without his voice breaking, he turned to Luka. “There’s something I need to do before I leave,” Alfie said, his eyes burning. “I have to see her. Will you walk with me?”

Luka gripped him by the shoulders. “Of course.”

Together they walked down a maze of tiled halls until they reached a quieter, less frequented part of the palace. The pair of dueños guarding the door stepped aside without question. The door opened to a flight of stairs that descended into the dark.

Alfie held tight to him, not ready to let go and make the walk to the dungeons.

“I can come with you,” Luka said after a long moment. “You don’t have to go alone.”

Alfie forced himself to withdraw from the hug. “This is something I have to do on my own. I’ll meet you in my rooms after.”

Alfie couldn’t walk down those stairs knowing that Luka was waiting for him. He wanted to do this his way, on his own time.

Luka opened his mouth, looking as if he wanted to argue, but instead he relented. “All right. I’ll see you after, then.”

With one last look from his cousin, Alfie stepped through the door and shut it behind him. Gooseflesh erupted over Alfie’s skin as he walked down. The air in the dungeons was always so damp and clammy. But he supposed that was the point of a dungeon—to be uncomfortable. Unbearable, even.

His throat burned at the thought of his mother there, cold and alone.

He walked down a long aisle of iron-barred cells packed with Englassen and Castallano prisoners alike. Some shouted expletives at Alfie, threatening to finish the job that Prince Marsden had started. Others begged for help, pleading their innocence. Alfie hurried forward. Paloma had told him that his mother was being held in her own cell to keep her safe, a small comfort.

Tucked into the back of the dungeon was the final cell, and there, on the wet, dirty ground, sat his mother. Alfie’s heart ached at the sight. Her red gown was in tatters. He could see a purple bruise forming on her forehead from Finn’s headbutt. Her black hair was coated in dust and dirt, and Alfie couldn’t help remembering when he was a boy, watching her comb through her wet, thick hair before scrunching it, encouraging the curls, the very same ones he carried.

Amada looked up, her black eyes meeting his gold.

“Alfie!” She ran to the bars, gripping them tight. “Have you come to release me, Mijo?”

It was that last, tender word that broke him. Hot tears slipped down his cheeks and nose. “I’m so sorry, Mamá.” He choked back a sob.

She stared at him, unshed tears glistening as she waited for him to step forward and unlock the cell. When he didn’t move, her face fell.

“Why would you do this to me?” Amada asked, gripping the bars, and Alfie fought the urge to demand she be released. He couldn’t bear to see her cry. She was black-eyed and shadowless, but she was still his mother.

Alfie willed himself to speak. “I’m only doing this to protect you until we can make everything right again. I’m going to leave, and when I come back I’ll fix everything.”

“Leave? You won’t survive!” She shook with panic. “You need to stay here with your mamá, Alfie. Don’t go, don’t leave me here! I can’t lose you, I’ll have no one left.”

“I have to.” His words were quiet, hushed with pain. “I have no choice.”

Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and Alfie watched the sorrow in her eyes morph into something darker. When she finally spoke, her voice was low and sharp. “It’s always you who survives.”

Alfie’s spine stiffened. “What?”

“First Dezmin, then your father.” She shook her head. “You’ve always been the weakest of us all, yet it’s you who survives. It should’ve been you who died first.”

Alfie’s mouth went dry. “Mamá, please—”

“If you go out there, you’ll die,” she seethed.

“If I don’t stop Sombra, the world will end,” Alfie protested. “What do you expect me to do?”

“Stay here and die with me,” Amada said, her gaze softening. “Stay here so I won’t lose anyone else. We’ll watch the world end together.”

Alfie stared at her, shocked by her words. Stay here and let the world end? Let millions upon millions of people die? How could she
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