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Chapter 1

 

Séverin

Venice, February 1890

Séverin Montagnet-Alarie stared down at the man kneeling before him.

At his back, a cold wind wrinkled the surface of the dark, lacquered lagoons of Venice, and the prow of a gondola beat mournfully against the shadowy dock. About thirty meters away stood a plain and pale wooden door, its entrance flanked on both sides by a dozen members of the Fallen House. They regarded Séverin in silence, their hands clasped before them, their faces obscured by white volto masks that covered everything but their eyes. Over their lips sat Mnemo bugs in the shape of golden honeybees, their metal wings whirring as they documented Séverin’s every move.

Ruslan, patriarch of the Fallen House, stood beside the kneeling man. He patted the man’s head as if he were a dog, and tugged playfully at the bindings gagging his mouth.

“You”—he said to the man, tapping the side of his head with his golden Midas knife—“are the key to my apotheosis! Well, not the main key, but a necessary step. You see, I can’t get my front door open without you . . .” Ruslan stroked the man’s hair, the gleaming gold skin of his hand catching in the torchlight. “You should be flattered. How many can say they have paved the way to godhood for others, hmm?”

The kneeling man whimpered. Ruslan’s grin widened. Days ago, Séverin would have said the Midas Knife was the most fascinating object he had ever come across. It could rearrange human matter through an alchemy that seemed divine in its making, though—as Ruslan had proved—its use came at the price of sanity. It was rumored that the blade itself had been hewn from the topmost bricks of the Tower of Babel, whose fallen pieces had powered the art of Forging across the world.

But compared to the divine lyre clutched in Séverin’s hand, the Midas Knife was nothing.

“What do you think, Monsieur Montagnet-Alarie?” asked Ruslan. “Don’t you agree this man should feel nothing but flattered? Awed, even?”

Beside the lined-up members of the Fallen House, Eva Yefremovna, the blood and ice Forging artist, stiffened noticeably. Her wide, green eyes had not lost their feverish sheen in the twelve hours since they had left behind the Sleeping Palace on the frozen waters of Lake Baikal.

You must tread carefully.

Séverin’s last conversation with Delphine, the matriarch of House Kore, reared up in his thoughts. They had been crouched in the metal belly of a mechanical leviathan. On the hidden Mnemo panel, Séverin had watched as Ruslan advanced on his friends, slapping Laila across the face, cutting off Enrique’s ear. Ruslan was after something only Séverin could give: control over the lyre. Played outside of its sacred temple, the lyre only brought ruin. Played within the sacred grounds . . . the lyre could tap into the powers of godhood.

By then, Séverin knew exactly where he needed to go to play the lyre: Poveglia. Plague Island.

He had heard of the island near Venice years ago. In the fifteenth century, the island had built a hospital for those who fell ill during the plague epidemics, and it was said the ground was more skeleton than soil. Years ago, Séverin had nearly accepted an acquisition project on the island before Enrique had objected.

“The temple’s entrance is well hidden beneath Poveglia,” the matriarch had said to him the last, and final, time they had been together in the belly of the metal leviathan. “There are other entrances to the temple scattered throughout the world, but their maps have been destroyed. Only this one remains, and Ruslan will know where to look for it.”

“My friends—” said Séverin, unable to tear his eyes from the screen.

“I will send them after you,” said the matriarch, grabbing his shoulders. “I have been planning for this ever since your mother begged me to protect you. They will have everything they need to come find you.”

It had taken Séverin a moment to understand.

“You know,” he’d said angrily. “You know where the map is to reach the temple beneath Poveglia, and you won’t tell me—”

“I can’t. It is too dangerous to speak aloud, and I have camouflaged it even from the safe house,” said the matriarch. “If the others fail, you must find the answer from Ruslan. And once you do, you must find a way to be rid of him. He will do everything in his power to keep track of you.”

“I—”

The matriarch had grabbed his chin, directing his gaze to the screen. Laila had crumpled to her knees, her hair falling across her face. Enrique lay sprawled out, bleeding on the ice. Zofia’s hands clutched at her dress, her grip white-knuckled. Even Hypnos, lying unconscious behind Séverin, would be destroyed if Ruslan succeeded. Something cold and inhuman coiled in Séverin’s stomach.

“What will you do to protect them?” asked the matriarch.

Séverin stared at his family, lingering a moment longer than he needed to on Laila. Laila and her warm smile, her rose water and sugar-scented hair . . . her body that would cease to house her soul in ten days’ time. She’d never told him how little time was left and now—

The matriarch’s grip on his chin tightened. “What will you do to protect them?”

The question jolted through him.

“Anything,” said Séverin.

Now, on the marble threshold outside Ruslan’s home, Séverin schooled his expression to blankness and regarded the kneeling man. He forced himself to answer Ruslan’s question. He didn’t know what the kneeling man had to do with Ruslan’s home, or how to enter it, which made his every word hold a strange balance.

“Indeed,” he said. “This man should be flattered.”

The kneeling man whimpered, and Séverin finally looked at him. On closer inspection, he was not a man at all, but a boy that looked to be in his late teens, perhaps only a few years younger than Séverin. He was pale, with blue eyes and dirty-blond hair. His limbs were skinny as a colt’s, and a flower poked out of the top button of his shirt. A lump rose in Séverin’s throat. The hair and eyes and flower . . . it was a flimsy echo, but for a moment, it was as if Tristan knelt at his feet.

“My father had a keen sense of understanding about the world,” said Ruslan.

The longer Séverin stared at the kneeling boy, the more he began to suspect the uncanny resemblance to Tristan was no mistake. His fingers twitched to reach out to the boy, to untie his hands and throw him into the stinking water so he might escape whatever Ruslan planned.

“Most importantly,” said Ruslan. “My father knew that nothing was without sacrifice.”

Ruslan’s hand blurred forward so quickly that Séverin didn’t have time to react. Séverin bit down on his tongue, tasting blood. It was the only thing that kept him from lurching forward to catch the boy and break his fall. The boy’s eyes widened for an instant before he slumped forward. Blood pooled from his slashed throat, spreading slowly over the marble threshold. Ruslan stared down at him, the knife in his hand now glossed with crimson. Wordlessly, he handed the blade to one of his followers.

“Sacrifice was built into the very design of our ancestral home,” continued Ruslan casually. “Father always knew it was our destiny to become gods . . . and all gods require sacrifice. That is why he named it Casa D’Oro Rosso.”

House of Red Gold.

Before, the house had seemed pale and nondescript. But the touch of blood had changed it. What had once been a colorless mosaic floor leading to the pale door, had begun to transform. As the blood seeped into the ground, the translucent stones shifted—a faint hue of crimson deepening to ruby. Cherry-dark garnet flecked the stones, haloed by patterns of pink quartz that formed a decorative geometric design. The color lazily bloomed outward until it hit the door. The white door blushed pink, swirls of dark gold crawling up from the marble and across the Forged wood that smoldered away, revealing the gold and iron scrollwork of a grand entryway. In one smooth motion, the door swung open.

“I believe the inlay stonework is in a style called cosmatesque,” said Ruslan, gesturing at the threshold. “It’s beautiful, is it not?”

Séverin couldn’t stop staring at the body sprawled out on the dock, the blood steaming in the cold air. His palms turned damp, remembering the hot slip of Tristan’s blood on his skin when he’d held his brother’s body to his chest. The matriarch’s voice echoed in his head: He will test you before he trusts you.

Séverin swallowed hard, forcing his thoughts to Hypnos and Laila, Enrique and Zofia. They were counting on him to find the map to the temple beneath Poveglia. His instructions on the Mnemo bug he had left by an unconscious Laila had been clear: in three days’ time, they would meet at the appointed location in Venice. By then, they should have cracked the matriarch’s riddles and discovered where the map lay. If not, then it was up to him to find the answer. Once he had the answer, then he needed to figure out a way to be rid of Ruslan.

“It’s beautiful, yes,” said Séverin, arching an eyebrow. He wrinkled his nose. “But the reek of blood hardly agrees with this stinking Venetian air. Come, let us go, before it puts us off our appetite. One day soon, we shall demand more elegant offerings than blood.”

Ruslan smiled, gesturing him inside.

Séverin’s hand twitched. He pressed his thumb against the hard, crystalline strings of the divine lyre. He still remembered what it felt like to touch those strings with a bloodied hand . . . as if the pulse of the universe had run through him. In his hand alone lay the gates of godhood.

And in a matter of days, Séverin Montagnet-Alarie would be a god.





Chapter 10

 

Laila

 

 

Laila watched the wedding party approach the bridge. Behind them, a moon as pale as the bride’s neck rose over the cathedral’s sloped roofs. Bleary-eyed stars winked in the sky and bore witness to the lovers. Laila’s throat felt tight as she watched them. She told herself not to look, but she couldn’t help it. Her eyes hungrily roved over every detail of the bride and groom.

They moved in tandem, as if to a song sung only for their ears. The bride’s frost-colored gown trailed over the cloud-white steps of the Bridge of Sighs. She had light brown hair, neatly pinned beneath a capped veil, and pearls wrapped around her forehead. Her groom, a weak-chinned man with wide eyes who became nearly handsome when he smiled, stared at her as if he had never beheld color until this moment. Behind the bride and groom, their friends and family cheered and laughed, throwing rice and petals in the air.

Laila moved back against the railing as they passed. She hadn’t meant to end up at the Bridge of Sighs, but her walking path away from the Piazza San Marco and past the Doge’s Palace had led to her being caught in the rain, and this was the fastest way back to the safe house. Beneath her, the white stones were still rain slick. The bride, unheeding in her joy, tripped and would have sprawled onto the stone if her husband hadn’t caught her. As her bouquet of snowdrops tumbled from her hand, Laila, unthinking, reached out and caught hold of the blue ribbon that held the flowers in place. The wedding party cheered, and she blushed without knowing why.

“You dropped this,” she said, trying to hand it to the bride.

But the girl shook her head, grinning. “No, sua buona fortuna per te.”

Laila had very little grasp of Italian, but she understood buona fortuna. The bride was saying it was good luck for her. Laughing, the bride folded Laila’s hands over the bouquet.

“E tuo,” she said.

It’s yours.

The bouquet’s memories knifed through Laila. She saw the snowdrops bound by a blue ribbon that had once adorned the bride’s blanket as a child. She saw the bride’s mother weeping softly into the flowers, whispering prayers into the petals. She heard the bride laughing as she took it from her sister—

Laila yanked her consciousness back. When she glanced down, her garnet ring looked like a fat bead of blood. Five. Five days were all she had left.

She stared at the snowdrops in her hand.

Laila tried to imagine a future where she was a bride. She tried to picture her mother, still living and weaving jasmine through her hair. She imagined aunts she had never known sliding gold bangles onto her wrists. She conjured the scent of henna, like rain-sweet hay, adorning her hands and feet, her bridegroom’s name hidden in the design as a secret invitation to touch her skin for the first time. Laila imagined the antarpat curtain that separated them slowly falling, her bridegroom’s face concealed behind a sehra of pearls. In her daydream, a pair of violet eyes met hers, and in his gaze, Laila felt that she was all the wonder and color in the world.

Laila nearly dropped the flowers.

“Foolish,” she told herself.

She would never be a bride. With every hour that passed, Laila realized the garnet ring would be the only ring she ever wore. Laila clung to her hope, but every day she felt it collapsing a little more. Every minute, she felt the space between her consciousness and the dark waters of oblivion vanishing. Sometimes, it was as if those dark waters were whispering to her, taunting her that it would be so much easier to let go. To drown.

Somewhere, a bell tolled, startling her from her thoughts. It was nearly midnight, and the others would be wondering where she had gone. There was work to be done. Objects that needed reading, plans that required finalizing.

But for that moment, Laila wished she could unfasten herself. She wanted to let in the moon and the clouds, the roofs of the cathedral and dim stars, and let it all burn and scrape inside her.

Around her, the sky deepened to shadows and velvet. Her mother used to tell her the oncoming night was the god Krishna wrapping them up in his arms, for his skin was the color of midnight. Laila used to love hearing tales of Krishna, the god of preservation reborn as a mischievous, human child.

One day Krishna’s human mother suspected he had eaten something he should not, and told the boy to open his mouth. Eventually, she convinced him. Behind Krishna’s teeth—in the lightless dark of his throat—burned suns and moons, dying stars and ice-rimed planets. His mother did not ask him to open his mouth again.

Laila knew some people could carry such things inside them.

Some people could walk with galaxies tilting at their heart, planets grinding against their ribs, whole worlds dragging in their wake and never stealing their balance.

Her mother used to say Laila was one of those people. She was born to carry more than herself. She could hold up, and cherish, the weight of others—their worries, their mistakes, their hopes of who they might be.

All this time, she had tried not to think of Séverin, but that foolish daydream had summoned his face to her thoughts. Now she knew for certain that he was the one person she could never hold.

She didn’t doubt that he cared for his friends in his own way. She didn’t even doubt that he felt deeply for her, or that it must have hurt him to forsake her and pretend to kill the others just to keep them safe.

But they would forever want different futures, and she could not hide that from herself anymore.

Laila wanted safety. A home. A dining table groaning with food, always set for friends and family.

And Séverin? Séverin wanted godhood. Holding on to him would be like trying to wrestle down the moon. Already, Laila’s death was a needy, cloying thing, so heavy it felt as if she were carrying the night and all its stars. Already, a nonexistence—that blankness she’d felt on Isola di San Michele—mushroomed through her body.

She had no room left for Séverin.

Not anymore.

In the distance, a sleek gondola cut through the onyx water, as if heading straight to the Bridge of Sighs. Laila took one last look at the bouquet of snowdrops, then dropped the bouquet. The ribbon broke, the bells tolled midnight. The white petals scattering into the lagoon looked like a broken star.





Chapter 11

 

Séverin

 

 

Séverin had once imagined that gods had no weaknesses, but now he knew he was wrong.

Even gods had a secret, soft throat. To wound them, you must not want them. You must turn your face and laugh at their riches. Rejection was a mortal blade that would always find purchase.

From his vantage point on the gondola, the stark face of the nearby clock tower announcing that it was half past midnight confirmed what he already knew: They weren’t coming.

At first, he told himself that something had gone wrong. But that was impossible—he had left the Mnemo bug beside Laila. There was no way it could have been misplaced. Then he wondered if some ill had befallen them, if the Order had somehow found them . . . but surely Ruslan would have crowed about such a finding. For nearly twenty minutes, Séverin had stood in the gondola and stared up at the Bridge of Sighs. He kept imagining them in every stray laugh or distant sound of feet. When he had first neared the meeting point, he even convinced himself that he’d seen a slender figure stealing into the shadows.

They did not want him.

They had chosen not to come.

Dimly, he knew he had to go back.

If he stayed away any longer, Ruslan would punish him for it.

Séverin felt as though he couldn’t breathe. He sank into the gondola cushioning, an unfamiliar tightness constricting his chest as Eva’s words floated back to him.

How do you know they will come for you, Monsieur? You may not have killed them, but even I could see that how you treated them was a death of its own.

Séverin felt ill. He gripped the edge of the gondola, nausea roiling through him. He had done this to himself. He leaned over the boat, on the verge of vomiting, and it was then that he saw the white petals float past him.

For the first time in years, he heard his mother’s voice. He had blocked out the smokey sound for so long, but now it had found him. He remembered one of the last times he saw her: He had cried out for her after a nightmare, and his father had allowed Kahina to sleep beside him, though he grumbled that Séverin would become soft from such coddling.

“Listen, habibi, and I will tell you the tale of the rich king and the most beautiful flower in the world,” Kahina had said, smoothing his hair away from his forehead.

“How beautiful was the flower?” asked Séverin, for it had seemed very important, if the bloom was worthy of a king.

Kahina smiled. “The flower’s petals were white as milk, and its fragrance like something stolen out of paradise. The king asked the flower if he might take it to his kingdom, and the bloom agreed, but only if the king promised to care for it.”

Séverin had frowned at this. None of the flowers on his father’s estate had ever spoken to him. Perhaps they did not imagine him a king. He would have to wear his best clothes tomorrow and inform them otherwise.

“The flower asked for sunshine, and the king declared that he had something better than sunlight—he offered the flower golden coins rinsed in milk and honey. The flower cried out, for the hard, gold coins bruised its petals. The flower then asked for water, and the king declared that he had something better than water, and he poured upon the flower all the rarest wines from the corners of his kingdom,” said Kahina. “The flower cried out, for the wine was sour and its roots shriveled at its touch. Slowly, it began to die. The king was furious, and he demanded an explanation. ‘I have given you all the best things in the world,’ he said. ‘You must flourish!’ But the flower declared, ‘That was never what I needed,’ and then defied the king by dying.”

Séverin did not like the story. Couldn’t the silly king see that all the flower wanted was water and sun?

“Why didn’t he listen?” Séverin had asked.

Kahina was quiet. Her hands stilled on his forehead. “Sometimes those with too much power think they know best . . . they forget how to listen. But you will not be like that will you, habibi?”

Séverin shook his head.

“Good,” said his mother. She lifted his hands and kissed his knuckles one by one. “Because you are far more powerful than any king.”

Now, Séverin watched the white petals float past him.

Look at what you’ve done. You hurt them. You did not listen. And now you are alone.

He was a fool. All his powers, all his wealth . . . it meant nothing.

Séverin sat back in the gondola, something crystallizing in his thoughts.

Laila, Enrique, Hypnos, and Zofia didn’t need him to get to Poveglia, but they would need him to play the lyre. If he got to them fast enough, then maybe he could apologize. He could beg them for another chance . . .

All this time, he had been stepping daintily around Ruslan’s whims. But there was nothing left the patriarch of the Fallen House could take from him. He had lost all that mattered, and in that way, he was finally as powerful as he could be. Only by having nothing to lose could he finally force the patriarch’s hand. They would not be waiting ten days to reach Poveglia. They would be leaving immediately.

Séverin threw open the doors of Casa d’Oro, walking past the dozen members of the Fallen House.

The moment he entered, their Mnemo honeybees whirred loudly.

“Where is my lyre?” he asked quietly.

A guard stepped out of his room, holding the ice and glass box. In the shadows of the hallway, Séverin caught sight of Eva’s red hair. She must have been waiting for him, expecting confirmation that the others were alive. But he had no proof, which meant she was no help to him any longer. Séverin pressed his thumb to the thorn, taking out the lyre.

“Bring your master,” he said to the guards. “Now.”

“Monsieur Montagnet-Alarie—” started Eva, moving toward him.

He strode toward her. Her green eyes went wide in panic, and she moved to run, but he was too fast. He caught her around the waist, dragging her back to his chest. She thrashed, clawing at him, but he didn’t care. He was only after one thing. A moment later, and he had removed the jeweled knife Eva kept around her waist. She sprang away from him, breathing hard.

“Where is Ruslan?” he yelled.

Eva cowered against the wall. “What are you doing?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “What happened to them? You promised me—”

“Get the hell away from me,” he snarled. “This is no longer about you.”

Eva blanched. Fury stole into her face, and her hand reached for the pendant around her throat before she fled into the hall.

The Fallen House members stepped toward him. They were less than three meters away from him now. As one, they drew out pairs of knives from inside their black sleeves. Séverin laughed. He felt wondrously drunk on this new power.

He raised the jeweled knife to his throat, smiling lazily at all of them. “Ruslan has bored me. I no longer wish to find godhood with him.”

He watched the words sink into the atmosphere.

“In fact, I would rather be dead,” said Séverin. He pressed the knife harder against his skin. “He is welcome to the use of my limbs afterwards. I care not—”

Someone had begun to clap. Séverin looked up to see Ruslan stepping out of the red-brocade wall that had been nothing more than a Tezcat portal in disguise. A wide smile spread across his face.

“I knew it!” said Ruslan. “I knew you would not be so dull!”

Séverin jerked his head to where the patriarch stood. The movement made the blade sting on his skin.

“Oh no no no,” pleaded Ruslan. “Stop that, my friend, you have made your point.”

“And what point is that?” asked Séverin coldly.

“That I have been a poor host,” said Ruslan. “Forgive me . . . I wanted to see who you were if I were to peel back that placid veneer of yours. I wanted to see how sharp your teeth could be. And oh . . . you did not disappoint.”

Séverin did not move his hand.

“Come, my friend,” said Ruslan, stepping toward him. “It is time to prepare for a Carnevale celebration.”

“I have no desire for parties,” said Séverin.

“The celebration is held in a place that contains the map to the temple beneath Poveglia,” said Ruslan, speaking quickly.

Slowly, Séverin lowered the knife. He felt the hot slide of blood down his throat. In his other hand, the lyre seemed to hum.

Ruslan smiled. His golden hand caught the light. “We must celebrate, for one last night, what it means to be mortal. It will be a little souvenir we can take with us when we become gods.”





Chapter 12

 

Séverin

 

 

When Séverin touched the lyre, he heard impossible things. He heard his soul stirring sleepily under his bones. He heard stars creaking overhead.

But he could not hear her, the voice of the woman he had not been allowed to call “mother.” Her voice alone meant all hope was not lost.

He stared at his hands. They looked raw and chafed from hours spent gliding his fingers over the instrument, careful to press hard enough that he could hear the dim pulse of the universe in his skull, but not so hard that he bled.

“Where are you?” he asked. “Speak to me.”

He had been begging the lyre for a sign for two days straight. Ever since he had returned from the Bridge of Sighs, and Ruslan had finally begun preparations for Poveglia: explosives and goggles, scraps of research and plans to fetch a mind Forged mask. Séverin should have been pleased with the progress, but instead, his thoughts kept returning to the empty Bridge of Sighs.

They had left him. He had fallen too far in their eyes.

He did not blame them.

Enrique, Hypnos, Zofia . . . Laila. He was broken. In the new cracks of himself, he thought he could hear the lyre whispering to him. Sometimes, the voice was dark and sensuous. Other times, it was a voice of caution. He felt split and ragged, and he wondered if this was how Tristan had felt all those years. As if he were just pushing back the tide of something far worse that always lurked within him. Maybe Séverin was the same. Maybe there was some inexorable wrongness about him that drove away all the people he loved, no matter what he did.

His friends had offered grace and kindness, and he had repaid them with cruelty and sabotage. He told himself that what he was pursuing would excuse any pain, but that was false. He had pursued his plans without once letting in his friends, and in the end, he would have the power he sought. But at what cost?

Séverin thought of the myth of King Midas, whose wish for gold had given him a godlike touch. His food turned to gold. Then his drink. Eventually, his daughter. In the end, when he had washed his curse into a stream and sprouted the ears of a donkey, his reflection revealed what he really was: an unequivocal jackass.

Séverin knew how the old king must have felt. All that power, and still—he’d ended up alone.

Outside Séverin’s chamber door came the shuffle of boots and muffled voices. Though there were no windows in his room, he knew the hour had grown late. Soon, Eva would fetch him.

He couldn’t make himself move. For a moment, he toyed with smashing the lyre against the wall, but his hands stilled. Was the instrument even a gift of the gods . . . or was it a Midas curse, doomed to destroy him?

“I am begging you,” he whispered to the instrument. “Give me a sign. Show me this power is real. Show me I’m on the right path . . . speak to me.”

For the hundredth time that day, Séverin dragged his thumb down the shining string. He winced.

One last time, he told himself.

At the back of his skull came the dim, warning pulse of the universe. Stop now, it said. Stop. Séverin pushed harder. In the Sleeping Palace, he had merely cut his hand and smeared the blood on the strings. That mere vibration of the strings had been enough to feel the divine wisp through him.

Now . . .

Now it was something else.

He felt the string cutting into his flesh. His skull throbbed. The music of the lyre built inside him, hungry for release. It was not a music of this world. It was the moan of falling stars and the sonorous yearning of tree roots, the exhale of the sea before it rose up to swallow a village whole—

Séverin.

His thumb stilled on the lyre. Its frantic music went silent. It was as if he had reached the threshold of something, because here, finally, he heard the voice he craved.

He had first heard his mother’s voice after he confronted Ruslan and clutched the lyre to him in the night. She had said something to him, something that conjured light in his thoughts, something that gave him hope. He had been starting to think he had imagined it.

Habibi . . . listen . . . listen to me.

Kahina’s voice was a thousand candles springing to life in the dark, and Séverin felt every luminous halo as if it were a step leading him out of chaos.

“I’m listening, ummi,” he said, shaking. “I hear you.”

Time contracted around him. For a moment, he was a boy once more curled up in his small bed. He remembered Kahina folding his pudgy hands into fists and kissing them twice.

“In your hands lie the gates of godhood,” she whispered. “Let none pass.”

A loud knock at the door jolted him. Séverin’s eyes flew open. He was breathing fast. His hands shook, and sweat beaded down his back.

“Are you nearly ready, Monsieur Montagnet-Alarie?” asked Eva sharply.

Ready?

The world slowly came into focus. Séverin blinked, staring around him: red room, red bed. The past two days rushed back into his thoughts: the empty Bridge of Sighs, the knife to his throat, Ruslan’s plans for tonight.

“Hello?” asked Eva again.

“Yes,” said Séverin, swallowing hard. “I . . . I’m nearly ready.”

He could hear Eva lingering at the door, but then she turned and left. Slowly, Séverin eased his thumb off the string, careful that it should not tremble. His thumb looked purple. He brought the divine lyre to his forehead as if it were the cold hand of a priest.

“Thank you,” he said fiercely. “Thank you.”

This was the sign he had begged for. This was the proof he needed that he was no cosmic joke. There was a reason for it all, and his mother’s voice proved it:

In your hands lie the gates of godhood . . .

He had failed his friends miserably, but not all was lost, for he was on a greater path. He may have been an unequivocal ass in the way he’d pursed his dreams, but he would not end up like King Midas. His riches were meant to be shared.

Séverin closed his eyes, picturing the moment he would see Enrique, Hypnos, Zofia, and Laila again. A sharp ache ran through his chest. They were, justifiably, furious with him. But he would prove that he was worthy of them. He would make amends. He would never leave them in the dark again.

And surely, once they saw the lyre’s power . . . once they saw that he had always intended to share its gift . . . they would forgive him. For a moment, he pictured Tristan’s gray eyes shining once more. He saw Tante Feefee, the matriarch of House Kore, resting her warm palm on his cheek. He would tell her he had found a way to make his love more beautiful. She would be proud of him, he thought.

When Séverin stood, he smiled.

His mother’s voice moved through him like an unfurling dawn. This was the kind of light that remade the world, and Séverin felt its warmth on his skin like a promise.

“You seem much changed, Monsieur Montagnet-Alarie,” said Ruslan.

“How so?” asked Séverin, straightening his plum and silver–brocade jacket as he stepped outside his rooms. He was immediately met with two members of the Fallen House. Séverin heard the familiar creak of the hinge on the glass and ice box, still opened from when he had last removed the lyre. A beat passed. If he was going to get rid of the patriarch and leave with his lyre, the blood Forged box posed a problem. Eva might have been the solution, but one glance at the stoney-eyed girl standing next to Ruslan did not fill him with confidence.

“You seem . . . newly invigorated,” said Ruslan, tilting his head to the side. “Whatever were you doing all alone in your rooms? Scheming, perhaps, for tomorrow’s acquisition of the map to Poveglia?”

Eva moved closer, laying a hand on Séverin’s arm. It might have looked like a gesture of confidence or intimacy, but she was wearing a new, onyx ring on her hand. And when it touched his skin, Séverin felt an unfamiliar presence against his pulse that was not unlike the interrogation table in Ruslan’s dining room.

It was testing to see if he would tell the truth.

Séverin raised an eyebrow, then dropped the lyre into the box. “If you must know, I was preoccupied with stroking my instrument.”

The presence on his skin stilled.

A speaking look passed between Eva and Ruslan. Ruslan threw his head back and laughed.

“Oh, how I like you!” said Ruslan, reaching out and tousling his hair. “Now, you shall be quick, Eva, will you not?”

Eva nodded, removing her hand from Séverin’s arm. Tonight, she wore a peach-colored gown with a high collar at her throat. The bejeweled knife from around her waist was gone.

Ruslan snapped his fingers.

A member of the Fallen House stepped forward, a length of black cloth dangling from his hand. Séverin frowned.

“What is this?”

“For you, my friend,” said Ruslan. “To keep where you are going a wondrous surprise!”

Séverin stilled. Ruslan knew something and didn’t trust him. What had he found out?

“Very well,” Séverin said, careful to keep his voice neutral.

The black cloth settled over his eyes. It was Forged, of course, and the moment he blinked, he was in utter darkness. His senses felt heightened. He could smell the rot on the lagoons even from here.

“You will select two masks from the mascherari salon,” said Ruslan. “Once you possess them, you will know where to find House Janus’s Carnevale party.”

House Janus. Up until now, Ruslan had shared only vague details of his plans. Séverin had known that the location of the Carnevale party held the secret map to Poveglia’s temple, but the information about House Janus was new. Séverin knew little of the small Italian faction, but he remembered they specialized in treasures of cartography and considered themselves guardians of their acquisitions, which remained untouched.

“Two masks?” asked Séverin. “You will not be joining us?”

“I am officially a persona non grata at such events,” said Ruslan, sniffing disdainfully. “The Order thinks I’m somewhere in Denmark and is currently hunting for me there. I cannot risk showing my face, not after the reported discrepancies.”

Séverin felt his heartbeat notching higher. “Discrepancies?”

“The body count after we left the Sleeping Palace is not what it should be,” said Ruslan. “According to my contacts, the Order of Babel cannot locate the remains of the patriarch of House Nyx. They did, however, find the matriarch of House Kore at the bottom of the lake.”

A twist of heartache ran through Séverin. He remembered Delphine Desrosier’s fierce, blue gaze, the way she’d set her jaw when she told him that she would sacrifice herself.

“A pity,” said Séverin, forcing the emotion out of his voice.

“They cannot find the bodies of Monsieur Mercado-Lopez, Mademoiselle Boguska, or Mademoiselle Laila either.”

The moment of silence stretched out. Even in the dark, Séverin could sense Eva tensing beside him.

“Laila loved them very much,” he said calmly. “She might have buried them herself, or else is keeping vigil over their bodies while she waits to die. She’s . . . pathetic like that.”

“Perhaps,” said Ruslan quietly.

Séverin bit back a shudder as Ruslan’s cold, golden hand trailed down his cheeks. “But what if they are alive? What if they seek to deprive you of all that you so richly deserve? We can’t have that.”

“That would be quite the spectacle considering you saw me kill them.”

“The world is full of marvels both wondrous and terrible, Monsieur,” said Ruslan. His lips were next to his ear. “I am merely keeping my perspective open.”

“He will kill you if you try to betray him, you know,” said Eva.

Séverin turned his head to the sound of her voice. Despite the gondola rocking beneath him, the blindfold had not budged. For all he knew, anyone could be recording him . . . documenting his movements, noting the inflection of his voice.

“Why would I betray him?”

Eva was silent a moment, then her voice dropped to a whisper. “He said there were discrepancies . . . and yet the proof of life you promised me never manifested. How am I supposed to trust you?”

Séverin was quiet. How am I supposed to trust you? he wondered.

Some twenty minutes passed before the Forged gondola stopped. Séverin heard the rustle of silk as Eva stepped out. He could hardly make out which of the neighborhood sestieri she had brought them to, but he could hear the hiss of cats in an alley and far away, the mournful note of a lone violin.

The black cloth fell away from his eyes, revealing a dimly lit street on the water’s edge. It looked abandoned. Nothing moved except an unpainted porcelain colombina mask. On a person, the half mask would have left the wearer’s face only partially concealed. But the mask was not for people. It dangled from a lonely iron hook in the wall beneath which lay a dingy window lit only by a stub of a candle. The candlelight shone through the eyeholes of the mask, and on the opposite plaster wall, the shape of a grinning face flickered in and out of the light not high above the cobblestone streets. There, just beneath the mismatched shadows . . . the faint outline of a door beckoning them to the mascherari salon within.

Inside stretched a chamber the size of a generous ballroom. Dozens of patrons wearing masks carved in the shapes of grinning tigers or human expressions of rigid joy and terror danced around the room. Forged platters bearing amaro in crystal cups next to bowls of ice floated through the crowd, perfuming the room with bitter aniseed and myrtle. Around Séverin, the voice of an unseen opera singer could just barely be heard over the rustling silks and muffled laughter of patrons in the corners. At the threshold of the salon, a person wearing a mask that was nothing but a large, black oval and a painted, toothy grin bowed low to Séverin and Eva at the entrance.

“Here, we remove the faces we show the world and submit to something greater,” said the individual. “Welcome, friends . . . may you find that which you seek. May you leave our sanctuary able to face the world anew.”

It was a strange sanctuary, thought Séverin as he studied the room. Far above him, dozens of metal beams rotated slowly in the air. Draped over the beams lay a constellation of silken threads, from which swung hundreds of sculpted faces. Some were unfinished, nothing more than a voluptuous mouth painted on plaster. Some were lifelike—the Forged plaster capable of grins and long lashes blinking back to reveal hollows for eyes. The traditional masks of Venice appeared amongst them: The bauta, with its protruding chin, the hollows of its eyes adorned with gilded diagonals. The colombina half mask, crushed pearls baked into its edges. In the recessed balconies of the chamber, the mascheraris worked furiously. On their faces, they wore clever shields that looked like liquid mirrors clinging to their features so that any who tried to guess at their identity would only see themselves reflected.

Something on the back wall caught Séverin’s eye. At first glance, it looked like nothing more than a heavy, emerald-colored curtain that hung from the ceiling to the floor. But a second glance revealed at least a dozen hands poking through the drapes.

Some patrons ignored the hands as they walked past. Others dropped coins and letters and ribbons. One partygoer wearing a feline mask lightly touched an extended hand. An invitation, it seemed, and one that, a moment later, was accepted as the feline-masked person was pulled, laughing, through the curtains.

Séverin was still staring at the curtain when Eva touched his arm. “Wait here. I’m going to get the masks myself.”

Séverin protested, but Eva held up her hand. “Ruslan might have sent us both here, but the Order will be looking for you. They may even have one of the mascherari workers reporting to them in disguise. You’re . . . you’re safer here.”

Eva was right, though why she would protect him when she had said she didn’t trust him was strange. Perhaps she was like him . . . hoping that she had placed her faith in the right person.

“Thank you,” said Séverin.

“I’ll find you soon,” said Eva. “It should not take me longer than half an hour.”

With that, she disappeared into the crowd. Séverin watched her go. The scraps of a plan itched at the back of his skull, but there was nothing for it to tether itself to. And there was still the problem of the lyre. Ruslan was not coming with them, which meant he would expect the lyre to stay by his side. Perhaps Séverin could switch the instrument with an object of identical weight, but how could he do that without Eva’s help—

“Do you wish to sample a different fate, signore?” interrupted a voice at his side.

Séverin turned to see a short, pale-skinned man speaking to him from behind a large mask carved to the likeness of a frog with bulging, glassy eyes.

“Here you can be anyone you wish,” said the man, gesturing to the back wall and the curtain of disembodied hands. “You merely have to pluck a face from the air itself . . . or perhaps you might wish to open your hands to fate, and see what love and fortune befalls you . . .”

Séverin was on the verge of dismissing the man entirely when a slender figure caught his attention. A woman. She was too far away for him to see her features, but there was something in the way she moved. She moved the way he imagined a star-touched goddess would step through the night sky, aware that the brush of her ankle or tilt of her hip might knock a man’s destiny askew.

“Signore?” asked the short man again.

“Yes,” said Séverin, distracted. “Let me open my hands to fate.”

He felt a low buzz ringing in his ears as the man led him to the samite curtains. The woman had disappeared on the other side, guided through some Tezcat portal hidden in the mirrored wall. Séverin felt the loss of her presence like a physical ache. Before him, masked patrons flitted past the curtain of hands. He watched a person pause before an open hand, dropping a kiss at the center of a palm before walking away. The hand curled around the kiss, then withdrew completely.

Séverin walked down the row of outstretched hands. At least a dozen or so stretched before him, but only one called to him like a siren.

Near the end of the row, he paused before a woman’s bronze wrist. His breath caught when he saw her index finger. There, a familiar welt that had healed to a pale scar caught his eye. He knew that mark. He was there when it happened, standing beside her in the kitchens of L’Eden, furious that a pot had dared to burn her hand.

I cannot stand to see you hurt.

Unthinking, Séverin caught hold of the woman’s wrist. He felt her pulse, frantic as his. And maybe it was that—that barest hint that perhaps she felt as much apprehension as he did—that possessed him to do what he did next. Séverin raised her hand to his lips, pressing his mouth to the place where her pulse fluttered like a trapped bird.

An internal mechanism within the floorboards reeled him in through the Tezcat curtains until he found himself in a small silk-lined room. Forged, floating candles dripped pools of golden light.

Laila stood before him, her eyes wide with shock.

Just days ago, he had memorized the poetry of her features. To be faced with them so unexpectedly struck him like bottled lightning let loose behind his ribs. He knew she’d had every right to leave him standing beneath that Bridge of Sighs. He knew that he should fall to his knees and start groveling the moment he laid eyes on her, but for this second, he could not help himself. Joy transfixed him.

Séverin smiled.

Which was precisely when Laila slapped him across the face.





Chapter 13

 

Laila

 

 

It was not the first time that evening Laila had left a man heartbroken.

An hour ago, Hypnos had thrown quite the fit before she’d left the matriarch’s safe house.

“I said I’m sorry,” said Laila, her hand on the doorknob. “You know if the circumstances were different, I would have no issue with you going in my stead.”

Hypnos lay facedown on the ground of the matriarch’s safe house. He had refused to move for the past two minutes and counting. Enrique sighed and crossed his arms. Zofia chewed on a matchstick, staring down at Hypnos curiously.

“So, the weight of his sorrow brought him to the ground?” she asked.

“The weight of unfairness,” groaned Hypnos into the carpet. “I have been waiting to go to the mascherari salon for nearly five years, and now, all because of the Order lurking about, I cannot. Everyone is out to harm me, and I don’t know why.”

“Yes, completely unjustified paranoia on the Order’s part,” said Enrique. “There’s nothing alarming about going to a Winter Conclave, then finding yourself paralyzed for several hours and an exiled house resurrected and run by a psychopath who will take one look at you, know the rest of us are alive and probably kill us all—”

“Oh very well, I understand,” said Hypnos, rolling onto his back. “But I can’t move from the sheer injustice of it all.”

Zofia toed experimentally at his arm, which moved a couple centimeters. “Look!”

“I am cured,” said Hypnos flatly.

Laila bit back a laugh. “And I must go.”

From her hand, a silver demi-mask caught the fading light. The first time she had put it on, she had felt the force of mind Forging as if someone had punched through her thoughts. It wasn’t just the location of the salon, but an instruction: Show the silver mask to the artisans, and each mask they made would function as a ticket.

Hypnos made a loud harrumphing sound. Laila offered her hand, and after one more aggrieved sigh, Hypnos took her wrist and hoisted himself up.

“Please pick out a mask for me that brings out my best attributes,” he said.

“What attributes?” asked Zofia. “Your face will be covered.”

Hypnos’s grin turned sly. “Ah, ma chère, I am flattered, but one might argue that my best attribute is actually—”

“Please don’t pick out anything yellow,” said Enrique loudly over Hypnos. “Makes me look sick.”

Hypnos looked affronted. Laila raised an eyebrow, then looked to Zofia. “Any aesthetic requests?”

“Aesthetics don’t matter,” said Zofia.

Behind her, Enrique and Hypnos looked deeply insulted.

“The utility is most important,” said Zofia. “We need something that can hide tools.”

“What kinds of tools?” asked Enrique suspiciously.

“Useful tools.”

“Phoenix . . .”

“Hmm?”

“You are not actually thinking of hiding a large explosive near our faces, are you?” asked Enrique.

“No,” said Zofia.

“Good—”

“It’s a very tiny explosive. Hardly larger than six centimeters.”

“No,” said Hypnos and Enrique at the same time.

Laila took this as her cue to leave.

Nearly an hour later, she had finally made her decision.

Around her, the mascherari salon thrummed with life, and Laila felt a sharp ache for the Palais des Rêves. She missed the smell of the wax on the dance floor, the way the dust motes caught in a beam of chandelier light, the crisp snap of a strand of pearls breaking under her heel. Weeks ago, she had promised her stage manager that L’Enigme would return “in time for the new year.” Clearly, she had not. Laila wondered what they thought had happened to her. Did they think she was dead? Or that she’d merely disappeared? The other dancers had always teased that she was bound to run off with a Russian prince on her travels.

She hoped they believed that was her fate.

“Signora?” asked the Forged artisan.

Laila turned to face the mascherari work table, which was situated to the far right of what looked like a grand ballroom that was curtained off in sections. This side of the chamber carried a distinctly eerie demeanor. Here, it was quiet and hushed thanks to a Forged veil which locked out sound.

“The four masks you requested,” said the Forged artisan.

Laila found it hard to look at the man. He wore a mask like a melted mirror, which adhered to every feature—even his eyes—and rendered him strangely reflective.

“Grazi,” she said, leaning over the table.

In the end, she had chosen the same for all four of them.

“Il medico della peste,” said the artisan, a hint of unease tinging his voice.

The plague doctor’s mask.

Each of the four masks covered the whole of the face. The closely set round eyeholes were covered with shimmering glass, and instead of a hole for the nose and mouth, the mask cinched and elongated into a hooked beak. All four were painted a shade of eggshell white and plastered with sheet music.

“È perfetto,” said Laila graciously.

And it was, in its own way, perfect. Zofia had requested a mask that might hide tools and this was large enough to do so. And the mask held an echo of their final location, Plague Island.

The Forged artisan smiled. Even his teeth were silver. In four deft movements, he folded the masks until they were as thin as handkerchiefs and could fit easily inside the reticule at her wrist.

Laila had just turned to leave when she felt it.

The blankness.

It doused her like sudden rainfall. One moment, her nostrils burned from the cigarette smoke, her ears rang with the throaty purr of a woman’s laughter, and her fingertips skimmed over the rough-hewn pearls of her beaded purse.

The next moment, Laila felt like a grasping shade. Textures vanished. Sounds collapsed. Colors muted.

No, she begged. Not now . . . not yet.

The blankness hadn’t
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