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1

Prospective Seconde Mancella Amaryllis Cliff

|15 DAYS UNTIL THE ASSURANCE|

[image: ]
My father waits until halfway through breakfast to announce that I’ll be killing something again today.

Presumably he did this so my mouth would be too full to scream at him, but I try to anyway and end up choking on my croissant. My sister thumps me on the back and my mother dabs her mouth with a silk napkin as though she finds the whole thing distasteful, but my father just keeps talking, blathering on about what a beautiful creature he’s found and how strong this quarry will make our family.

Just beneath my skin, the animals I’ve killed before writhe in anger, squirming and thrashing until I feel like an overfilled sack that will rip at the seams any second. I imagine a tear starting at my forehead and splitting my body in half until everything inside of me is spilling onto the tablecloth, staining the porcelain plates and desecrating the elderberry tea. I picture my empty skin collapsing into a puddle at the base of my chair. And I wonder if my father would even stop talking. I wonder if my mother would start.

“The Assurance is in two weeks,” I protest, once I manage to force the bread down my suddenly dry throat. “You’ll name me as your Seconde in two weeks. Why now?”

My father scrunches his heavy brows, making a pronounced V in the center of his forehead. And even though he launches into another speech—one I barely listen to—his deliberately exaggerated confusion is more than enough to convey how ridiculous my question is to him.

The impending Assurance is why we’re doing this now.

And I should have known that.

My barely chewed croissant sinks to the bottom of my stomach as another protest rises from my lips.

“But I thought . . .” That’s all I get out before the sentiment dies on my tongue and bitter embarrassment burns the back of my throat.

I’d thought that Father finally naming me his heir meant I was done with all the killing. That he’d decided I was strong enough at last and I could put it all behind me. Move forward. Conduct myself in my new role the way I saw fit.

Clearly, I was just kidding myself.

“Excuse me,” I say, scraping my chair away from the table and throwing my napkin on the plate.

I make it all the way to the grand foyer before Mara catches up. I cross my arms at her approach, but she only quirks a smile at me with the half of her mouth that’s visible. The other half, along with her left eye, is covered by a brightly colored scarf.

“Did they send you after me to make sure I don’t run away?” I ask.

“Of course not,” she says. “They sent me for emotional support.”

I snort, and the joke eases the pressure in my chest a little. I drop my arms and let her fall into step with me as I pass through the grand double doors and out into the courtyard.

I want a breath of fresh air, but the towering stone walls that circle the grounds make the air outside taste just as stale as the stifling indoors. I frown at them, hating their polished gleam, their ridiculous height, their copious fortifications and well-manned guard posts. Hating how small they make my world feel.

“So,” Mara asks, her voice synthetically cheerful. “Are you going to run?”

I glance at her and then away.

“That depends,” I say. “How suitable are your shoes for an extended chase?”

She lifts her skirts and checks.

“They’re slippers,” she tells me, in the patronizing manner of an older sister merely entertaining a younger sister’s ridiculousness. “And they look pretty flimsy. But I can always kick them off.”

“And are you prepared to tackle me if it comes down to it?” I ask, wheeling on her. “Would you take the scarf off your face to bind me and force me back? Would you use violence if violence was necessary?” My tone is harsher than our banter warrants, as chilly as the autumn frost that coats the rock mosaic beneath our feet.

Mara grabs my elbow, pulling me to a stop. “Are you being serious right now?”

“Are you?” I counter. “If I ran, would you really pursue?”

She studies me, considering the question, her one visible eye raking my expression and picking it apart, like someone squeezing fruit at the marketplace, trying to decide if it’s spoiled.

“No,” she says finally.

But I don’t miss that she had to think about it.

I shake free of her grip and quicken my pace, rubbing my arms against the cold, and she lengthens her own steps again to keep up.

“So are you going to?” she presses.

I tilt my head back and look at the sky, noting the thick, smothering blanket of clouds. The sun is merely a dull smudge behind them, gasping for life.

And yet the clouds aren’t dense enough—could never be dense enough—to obscure the slimy green glow of the magic on the northeastern horizon. Even on such a murky day, it manages to creep over the walls like a caustic patch of green corrosion eating away at the steely gray heavens. Its light is bright enough to cut through the gloom, and sharp enough to carve into my mind, never letting me forget how much has changed since I let it devour me.

“No,” I say. “After all, that was the deal, wasn’t it? Kill one creature a year? Endure one sacrifice in exchange for peace the rest of the time? I’d hoped this year I could stop, but clearly that was just wishful thinking. Why would Father ever stop honing his favorite tool?” I spit the last word, sourness sharpening the sentiment.

“It’s better than before,” Mara murmurs. “When he’d lock you in a room with a fox or a badger and not let you out until it was dead.”

The fox and badger within me stir, raising their little heads.

Heads that I bashed into walls with childish, imprecise hands, sobbing and screaming and afraid.

“Yes,” I say. “Better.”

I change direction and she follows, dogging my steps.

“So where are you going?” she asks.

I point to a corner of the grounds and her shoulders relax. “Oh. Right.” She plays with the necklaces tangled around her throat, clinking them together as we walk. “You want me to get some twine?” she asks finally.

“Please,” I say.

She heads back inside and I angle my steps toward the expansive rectangle of grass that borders the courtyard. It’s pristine. Every blade the same height, the green appropriately verdant, and the perfect amount of moisture to make it grow thick and lush.

There’s absolutely no sign of any little white flowers that might break up the uniformity, but that’s only because they are wrenched from the dirt and burned daily.

Where I’d pointed, there’s a stone incinerator belching black smoke into the sky, and, beside it, today’s stack of limp white blooms, scheduled for destruction at sunset. They’re called starsprouts, for their pointed petals. Although if you ask my father, they’re called weeds.

I kneel and comb through them, plucking up the nicest ones and twisting their stems together, a little more viciously than warranted. When Mara comes back, I take the twine she hands me and wrap it around the bundle twice before tying a bow.

At least, I try to make a bow. But my scar-covered hands are shaking too badly, and the knot keeps slipping loose.

“Want me to?” Mara asks, reaching out.

“No,” I say, jerking away from her. “I have to do it myself.”

She frowns but doesn’t try to reach for it again.

I will my hands to still, squeezing them into painful fists, and a few moments later I finally press a miniature bouquet into the palm of Mara’s hand.

“Give it to the Captain, will you?” I ask. “And then tell Father that I tried to flee but you dragged me back by the hair and I’ll be there shortly.”

“You don’t have to go in right away,” she says. “You could take a few hours . . .”

But I shake my head. “I’d rather get it over with.” Because until I do, I’ll only be torturing myself about it. Imagining it, dreading it, wanting to run. Remembering all the times in the past that I did run. All the times I was hunted and hauled back like I was an animal myself. I wouldn’t call complying easier, but at least it’s faster.

Mara nods, fingering the petals of the flowers before standing and taking her leave. I watch her go, leaning against the incinerator and feeling its heat beneath my cheek, a few degrees shy of blistering.

Before me lies the stack of flowers I didn’t choose, drooping and dejected.

Doomed.

[image: ]
My father is waiting by my door with a maid when I get there. I curtsy low to the ground and he peers down his nose at me like he’s trying to figure out if the gesture is sarcastic.

It is.

I wave the maid into my room, but when my father tries to follow, I hold up a hand.

“I have to change, remember?” I say.

“There are things I need to tell you,” he counters. “To prepare you.”

“So talk through the door,” I say, shutting it in his face.

Just shutting. Not slamming. The line between surly teenage attitude and high treason is a thin one, but I dance it well.

I pick up my skirts and rustle them loudly to make it clear I’m about to get undressed, and thankfully he leaves the door closed. I can practically feel him frowning, though.

“So what kind of animal is it this time?” I ask, holding out my arms to the sides as the maid steps forward. She sets to removing my overwrought, crystalline corset, first tugging on ribbons to loosen it, then wrenching the contraption open on its little metal hinges.

I have my grandfather to thank for this torturous fashion statement. He was Prime when the magic reappeared, and he came out of the Broken Citadel with the power to grow trees made of unbreakable glass. Which means that ever since then our family has had to have glass adorning every wall, dripping from every ceiling, and compressing every female’s bodice.

Once the monstrosity has been pried free, the maid begins plucking out pins with busy fingers until the fabric that envelops me at last begins to fall away. My lungs expand gratefully and my shoulders lift as the weight of my garments is blessedly stripped off.

“It’s a jaguar,” my father says.

The maid slips and accidentally jabs me. A pin digs deep into my side, just beneath my rib cage. She squeaks and looks up at me with scared eyes, but I shake my head to tell her it’s fine. Like I’m going to make a big deal out of a pinprick when I’m about to be ripped apart by a giant, untamed jungle cat.

“Lovely,” I say out loud. “I was really hoping for something with claws.”

The maid breathes a sigh of relief and keeps working, more cautiously now.

“It’s not the claws you have to worry about,” my father tells me matter-of-factly. “It’s the fangs. Make sure to wear your helmet because her bite could crush your skull.”

Nervousness skates down my spine, but I refuse to let any of it enter my voice.

“Good tip,” I say. “Anything else?”

“Don’t turn your back on her. They usually attack from behind. And keep in mind that she can jump. She’s also faster than any of the larger predators you’ve already fought so try to cripple her quickly.”

Bile rises in my throat, but I swallow it down.

“Your people appreciate your sacrifice,” he continues. “By increasing your own power, you increase the power of the whole realm. You protect us all.”

“Through slaughter,” I say bitterly.

“Hunters and butchers provide for their families the same way,” he points out.

I glare at the door, and he sighs as though he can feel it. This argument is so familiar to both of us that we could switch parts and still know every line.

“I’ll let you finish preparing,” he says. “Be careful out there.”

Careful. Right.

I don’t dignify his platitudes with a response.

When the maid finishes gathering up the fabric, she bows and leaves the room with a swish of chiffon and a sympathetic look.

As soon as the door clicks shut, I fall backward onto my bed and cover my face with my hands. They’re shaking again. In fact, my whole body is shaking. The animals within me are rioting, absorbing the tumult of emotions I’m feeling and reflecting it back. I remember when it was only a handful of bugs and mice, but there are scores of creatures now, and it feels like they’re stampeding, pounding the inside of my body as they try to run, slither, and fly as far away from this situation as they can. If I close my eyes, it feels like I am fleeing with them. Wind on my face, dirt under my feet, the arena far behind me.

But when I open my eyes, I am still lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling. And though my creatures are still running, they are running nowhere. They are as trapped as I am.

I shove my feelings down until the animals settle enough for me to sit up without feeling sick. I can’t fall apart yet. I’ll have to fall apart afterward. Right now I need to be . . . strong. All Father’s ever wanted of me.

I get up from the bed and fling open the doors of my closet with one forceful shove. On the left side, there’s a row of floaty dresses in bold, vibrant hues, complete with a rack of aggressively shimmering corsets to strap on top of them. Precise and flawless, just like the lawn out front.

On the right is my battle suit, looking like a limp and headless corpse hung from the railing.

I reach for it, suppressing a shudder. The suit is from Prime Gerdis, former ruler of the Jungle Realm. His magic was to grow armor on his skin and then shed it like a snake. When it’s off my body, it retains the shape of his, forming the outline of a man now long dead. But when I put it on, it tightens to my flesh like a second layer of skin. I try not to think about the fact that that’s exactly what it is.

It’s black, but its shine is green and iridescent, like a beetle shell, and when I wear it I look like a creature myself. The only parts that aren’t covered are my head and my clenched fists.

I don’t attempt to cover the latter. My magic likes a fair fight, so I have to kill with my own bare hands, which is why they’re so littered with scars. Armor on the rest of me doesn’t seem to mess anything up, fortunately, but I can’t use weapons or traps, I can’t tie an animal down, and no one can weaken the creature for me in advance. All of this we learned through a horrific sequence of trial and error.

My childhood was truly charmed.

I’m allowed to cover my head, though, and if what my father said is true, it seems like an incredibly good idea. We have healing magic in stock, of course, but I don’t think it could fix a punctured skull.

I pick the helm up and fit it over my head, making sure it’s resting securely and fastened firmly. Then I take a couple unsteady, gasping breaths, because the animals are squirming again. Right up my throat.

I can do this. A couple hours from now, it will all be over, and then I’ll have a whole year of peace. I am strong. I feel nothing. I am fine.

But the girl in the mirror looks nothing like fine. She looks pale and resigned.

She looks weak.

I turn away from her and stride out into the hall, shoving the door shut and locking her behind it, along with my feelings, my fears, and my hesitations.

I’ll deal with them later.

Right now I have to do what must be done.

With a straight back and a raised chin, I make my way to what used to be the ballroom.

When I was younger and still listened to my mother’s stories, I heard all about the opulent parties my grandfather used to throw there. She spoke at length of the gorgeous dresses, the luscious food, the intoxicating music, and the way it felt to dance and dance and dance.

The room’s purpose is a little different now.

When I get to the entrance, two soldiers stand ready. They unlock the double doors and hold them open for me, both their mouths widened in what I’m sure they think are encouraging smiles. Any comfort I might have gained from their expressions, however, is negated by the snap of the bolt locking me in once I’ve stepped through.

Gone are the drapes and tapestries that adorned the walls when I was a child. The plush carpet, too, has been stripped away. Too many bloodstains. The wall of windows is boarded up, except the very highest ones, which let in either dim sunlight or eerie moonlight depending on the time of day. Where there was once a grand chandelier, dripping with sapphires and gold filigree, there is now a bare hook in the ceiling. The only decoration, if you can call it that, is a giant cage installed at the far side of the room, on what used to be the dance floor. It extends to the ceiling and protrudes deep into the room, so cavernous that it chills me to wonder what kind of beast Father imagines it will one day need to fit. The bars, however, are extremely close together in case the animal is smaller.

The lithe form of a large feline paces behind them. I can hear her growling low in the back of her throat. Her head is close to the ground and her paws pad softly. Her tail whips from side to side. She’s ready to pounce. She’s scared.

A lump rises in my throat.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

The door of the cage swings open just as she passes in front of it, triggered by a lever in another room. Luminous yellow eyes swerve toward me.

I meet her gaze, but she doesn’t hold mine, instead swiveling her head from wall to wall, looking for an exit.

She won’t find one. This room was a ballroom once, but now it’s a place of execution.

She’s cornered.

When she realizes it, she bares her teeth. They’re long and yellow, glistening with saliva, sharp and well used. I remember what my father said about their strength, and I swallow.

For a breath, before everything starts, I allow myself a small moment to feel helpless. To feel sadness. Because this wild beast is absolutely gorgeous, and there’s nothing I can do to save her. If I win, her body will be stuffed and mounted on my father’s wall, and her spirit will become my slave. If I lose, the soldiers watching from the next room will kill her anyway.

There is no scenario in which she wins.

Then she charges me, and I inhale sharply. She’s so fast. I barely have enough time to brace myself before she leaps at me, claws extended and jaws gaping. When she slams into me, she clamps down with her teeth and digs in with her claws, but neither will penetrate my suit. This makes her grip slipperier than she anticipated, and I’m able to use her own momentum to shove her past me, panting.

My advantage is short-lived. In the span of a heartbeat, she lands on silken paws, spins, and lunges again, this time managing to throw me down onto my stomach. My nose smacks against the marble and I both hear and feel a sickening crunch as my blood spatters onto the floor.

I rear my head back, more in alarm than in a coordinated attack, but she’s still on me. She wraps me in her paws and buries her fangs into my helm from behind. I writhe beneath her, trying to get away, but her jaws are too powerful. The metal starts to dent, starts to press into my skull.

At the feel of it, my mind blackens with panic, and I fumble with the chin strap. It feels like it takes hours to undo, but in reality it’s probably only half a second. As soon as it pops open, I duck out of it and squirm from her grip, letting her crash to the floor with my helmet. Her teeth finally penetrate, and she snaps through the reinforced metal like it’s nothing, then spits it out and stalks back toward me.

My heart is racing. My creatures are shifting. I need to calm down.

It was a mistake to let sadness in too early.

I shove all my soft sentimentality to the very depths of my heart and wall it off until I am focused and steadfast. Present. Deadly.

I fall back into a fighting stance, a movement that feels as natural as breathing. With carefully placed feet and vigilant eyes, we circle each other, both assessing, both deciding our next move.

I want the fight to be over quickly, not because I fear pain but because I don’t want to inflict any more on her than I have to. So I feint to the left and charge her haunches as she jerks to defend her neck.

The move is successful, and I catch her off-balance, pinning her lower half to the floor. But then her torso thrashes above me, and I have to bury my head in her stomach to avoid her swiping paws. Her claws rake my back, but they only ricochet off. That should make me feel confident, but my head feels so exposed now in the open air. It’s only a matter of time before she figures out it’s not as impenetrable as the rest of my body.

I have to find a way to end this soon.

Her head lashes around, jaws open and teeth snapping. I ball a fist and plunge it at the space between her eyes, hoping to at least stun her, but she’s quick. She throws herself forward and catches my fist in her mouth.

Then she slams those long fangs straight through my flesh.

Pain explodes and I scream. It echoes through the cavernous room. I think I feel something crack. Encouraged that she’s finally doing damage, the jaguar bites down harder and I feel the deep, seeping sickness of serious injury wash over me. Is she going to rip the whole thing off? I’ve never lost a hand before. Some distant part of my mind wonders if they’ll be able to reattach it, like they did when the bear tore off two fingers.

Most of my mind is not occupied with rational thought, however. The pain is all-consuming, and it ignites something primal in me, something I hate but can’t help. It’s like my body is made of deadwood until pain acts as its ignition, and then I’m inflamed.

It’s the magic, twisting in my gut. I don’t like the fight, but it does, and it blazes to life, raging through my veins and roaring in my ears. It’s a powerful thing, but not like a sword or an arrow is powerful. Like a disease. Like a rot in my flesh, the same rot that lights up the sky. And it changes me, transforming my insides into something monstrous. Something hungry. I grasp for the pain, trying to hold on to it and let it ground me, but I can barely feel it. All I can feel is the bloodlust that isn’t mine, and the nausea that is.

Propelled by the ravenous magic, I bear down on her, my free hand at her neck, my fingers digging deep into her throat. Her fur is matted with my blood now, and that makes it slippery, but I hold firm. My knees ram into her midsection, ruthlessly forcing the air from her lungs while I maintain my vise grip on her throat. As I press down with my full weight, she goes feral, bucking and snarling and ripping through the skin of my other hand. I feel the pain like one might register the background noise of a busy street, but it has no hold on me anymore. All that matters is her increasingly strangled breaths.

And the long pauses between them.

One paw swipes me in the head, knocking me to the side, but I catch myself on my shoulder, enough to somewhat soften the blow when my unguarded skull slams into the marble floor. Still, I manage not to let go, to keep clinging to her neck, squeezing with all the desperate, ravenous fury that burns in my veins until the breaths dry up completely. Until her body slumps next to mine.

And then this is the hardest part.

As the bloodlust starts to fade, I force myself to hang on even longer, pushing the now-helpless creature past the point of mere unconsciousness and into something deeper and darker.

And the darkness cuts me just as deeply. As the jaguar’s spirit desperately clings to life, my magic wrenches that life away and thrusts it into me instead. It rips my soul open and it plants new teeth and new claws there, impervious to how they shred my insides.

That’s when I know it’s done, and I drop her and flinch away, bracing my body for what’s coming, knowing no walls I put up will be strong enough to shield me from it.

When I claim a new animal, I usually get a flash of who they are, who they were, just before they settle and blend into the rest of me. This happens now, and for a moment I am the jaguar, living her life and seeing the world through her eyes. I know the smells of the jungle, the way it feels to stalk its shadows.

And I know the soft, fuzzy warmth of her cubs snuggling at her side, only a couple months old. It was because of them she was so scared, because of them she fought so hard. Two boys, the older one feisty and the younger shy unless pushed. I have an image of one tackling the other and the two play-wrestling in an adorable ball of rolling fur.

Tears fill my eyes, because they feel like my cubs, and I have no idea what’s happened to them. They were too young to survive on their own.

As I’m filled with her life, her memories, and her spirit, the bloodlust dissipates completely, like it was never there. The magic fights with me, but when the excitement is all over, it abandons me to deal with the aftermath on my own. The injuries that I ignored so easily before are now overwhelming. My hand is shredded. My head is throbbing. But the guilt and self-disgust in the pit of my stomach is what causes me to crumple in on myself, sobbing in harsh, wet gasps.

Somewhere in the distance, I hear the door open and medical staff come rushing in to pump me with other people’s magic and stitch me up again. I’m a windup doll who has come unwound and their whole job is to wind me back up.

Before they reach me, I lay my head next to the jaguar’s and let my tears flow into her fur. My throat is thick and constricted. She’s so limp now. So lifeless. It hurts to even look at her, but I force myself to do it.

There’s a hand on my shoulder. The Captain of our guard kneels next to me, her salt-and-pepper hair falling into her face. Despite her stocky, armored frame and habitually militaristic posture, her expression is soft.

“You all right?” she asks gruffly.

I shake my head and hold out the hand that isn’t ripped apart. She riffles through a pouch at her waist, then presses a small bundle into my palm: the starsprouts I gave Mara earlier.

I clutch them and press the pointed petals to my lips. Then I prop myself on my elbows and lay the bundle gently on the jaguar’s chest. Blood soaks the soft white blooms, and another sob escapes my throat. I feel dizzy, and my ears are ringing with the howls of my creatures, storming past the walls to share my grief.

The jaguar within me mourns, too, lamenting her own destruction through the secondhand grief of her killer. It’s not right.

It’s not right.

“We have to knock you out,” the Captain says. “So we can sew you up.” She gestures at my broken hand, but I don’t look at it. I just nod. Right now, oblivion doesn’t seem so bad.

The medical staff and soldiers all cover their faces with scarves, before one of them opens a large teal bottle shaped like a crescent moon. Pearl-colored mist streams out of it, and I inhale, coaxing the cloud toward me. As it fills my nostrils, my brain fogs and my limbs go slack. Blessed blackness seeps into my vision and I fall into the Captain’s ready arms.

As consciousness slips away and the image of the jaguar’s fallen form blurs and disintegrates before me, one question fills my mind.

Am I strong enough yet?
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Silver

|15 DAYS UNTIL THE ASSURANCE|
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Breaking into the palace is a terrible idea, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to do it. Impossibility is negotiable. Inadvisability depends entirely on execution. And irrationality? It’s where I live.

But besides all that, I’m desperate.

I leap from one mossy boulder to the next, combat boots thunking against the rock as I land.

“You know there’s a giant wall around the castle, right?” Vie snipes as she crouches and eyes the distance I just jumped, preparing to follow.

“I do, yes,” I tell her. “It’s not overly subtle.”

She makes the leap, landing behind me like a cat, but I’m already hoisting myself up the next one, using a patch of shrubbery as leverage, my forearms chafing against the rock.

“Okay, but do you know about the forest of wickedly sharp, magically unbreakable glass trees around that?” she calls after me.

“Yup,” I grunt. “Totally aware.”

As soon as I clear the top of the rock, she huffs and scrambles up after me, her cheeks reddening with the exertion.

“Are you also aware, Silver, that to get to either one of them, you’re going to have to scale an entire freaking cliff?”

I smirk. “You mean that one?” I point to the towering ridge in front of us, the one we’re heading toward. It’s steep, slick, and probably near five hundred feet. “It doesn’t seem so bad.”

“Tell that to the guy over there.”

She waves at a flock of carrion crows picking at something splayed on the other side of a tree stump. Something with a very human-looking hand.

“That’s different,” I say. “He was probably pushed.”

“Pushed by the man whose castle you’re about to break into? Great, I feel so much better.”

She glares at me with eyes like storm clouds, always thundering against something. Close-cropped black hair slices across her forehead. Her tattooed arms are flexed, and her square jaw is set, her mouth a downturned slash in the middle of it. As small as she is, she can be intimidating when she wants to be.

I flick a pebble at her.

“You’re not gonna change his mind, Vie,” a voice interjects.

Both our heads whip toward a cleft in the cliffside as a boy our age ducks out of it, practically bent in half because of how tall he is. He swats a clump of springy curls out of his face as he straightens and frowns at me with the air of a father who isn’t angry but is extremely disappointed.

“Hey, Rooftop!” I say cheerfully.

Vie scrunches her face up at him. “What are you doing here?”

Rooftop dusts himself off before coming over. “Me?” he asks. “Just following through on a hunch. See, when Silver told us he was going to try to break into the castle, I thought to myself, ‘Now what would be the most ridiculous, ill-conceived, and frankly unhinged way to pursue that already outrageous goal?’ It was a toss-up between this and seducing the Prospective Seconde, but I know Silver thinks she’s obnoxious.”

“It’s all the pouting,” I confirm. “What’s she got to be so upset about? One of her dresses is worth more than our entire neighborhood, but she always looks so freaking miserable.”

“Right,” Rooftop says dryly. “So here I am. And . . . here you are, too.” He looks entirely unamused at his own accurate assessment.

“Well, I for one am happy to see you,” Vie says, clapping her hands together. “You grab one arm and I’ll grab the other. Between the two of us, we can drag him back, easy.”

Rooftop lifts one angular shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “Nah,” he says. “He’d just jump out a window while we were sleeping.”

“We’ll take turns watching him, then,” Vie says through gritted teeth.

But Rooftop only shakes his head, springy curls bouncing over green eyes as docile as the moss dusting the boulders around us.

“Then why’d you even come?” Vie growls, impatient.

Rooftop takes a cloth-wrapped package out of his bulky, patchwork coat. “I brought breakfast, actually,” he announces with a lopsided grin.

“Breakfast?” I ask. “It’s almost noon.”

“Yeah, well, you took longer than I thought.”

“Vie tied me to a chair.”

“That checks out.”

Vie pouts as Rooftop finds a sunny patch and lays out his coat like a picnic blanket before unwrapping his flimsy bundle on top of it. Inside are three flaky pastries, each one the size of two fists.

“Whoa!” Vie says, her surliness evaporating immediately at the prospect of food. “Where’d you get those?”

“Stole them,” Rooftop says.

“You? No, you didn’t.” I squint at him, detailing every scrap of his appearance. Ratty shirt, dirty pants, and . . . no shoes. I stomp over. “You sold your boots? You can’t survive in the Outskirts without boots, Rooftop.”

“Please, tell me how dangerous it is to go without shoes, Mr. About-to-Scale-a-Cliff-with-No-Harness.”

I narrow my eyes. “Fair point, but . . . you sold them for a handful of desserts? Why?”

Rooftop’s expression darkens with a menace that is uncommon on his face. “I sold them for a final meal with my blockheaded friend before he falls pointlessly to his entirely predictable death and leaves me forever,” he says. “Now shut up, sit down, and tell me how much you value our friendship.”

I sit.

But I’m still looking at his feet.

“Vie?” I call. “Do you think—”

“Already checking,” she says, skipping over to the body behind the stump. There are some scuffling noises and then she reemerges with a pair of shoes. “They’re froofy loafers, but they’re better than nothing,” she says, tossing them at Rooftop.

He wrinkles his nose as he catches them but slips them on his feet without protest. They fit okay.

That taken care of, I relax and reach for a pastry, the other two following my lead.

And it’s incredible. Flaky, buttery, melt-in-your-mouth deliciousness, with dollops of sticky-sweet jam. They’re not warm anymore, but that doesn’t matter. They’re the best thing any of us has had in weeks.

“When I finish this job, we’re going to eat these every morning,” I say. “In our own kitchen, in our own house. And we won’t have to sell any of our possessions to be able to afford them.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rooftop grouses. But I see a wistful smile curling the corner of his mouth.

We eat mostly in silence, with Rooftop giving me mournful glances and Vie glaring at the cliff over my shoulder. When we’ve consumed every tiny crumb and licked away all hints of jam on the packaging and our fingers, Rooftop stands up.

“Wait until I’m out of sight, will you?” he says.

“You’re not staying?” Vie asks, leaping up after him.

“I almost fainted last month when he jumped out of that tree. There’s no way I can watch this. Goodbye, Silver. I hope you turn out to be slightly less of a harebrained nitwit than I believe you to be.”

“I have valued our friendship greatly these many years,” I say solemnly.

He punches me in the chest, mumbles, “Me too,” and heads back toward the Outskirts, his back slumped.

I look at Vie and she squares her shoulders at me, hands on her hips and feet firmly planted.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Someone’s gotta bury me if it all goes wrong.”

“No way,” she says. “If you actually end up dying because you decided to scale a freaking cliff with no ropes and nothing to catch you, I’m gonna leave your body to rot.”

“Okay, then,” I tell her.

“I’m serious,” she insists. “You’re gonna get picked apart by scavenger birds like that guy over there. They’re gonna peck out your eyeballs. And your innards.”

“I’ll try not to fall, then.”

“You freaking better try not to fall.” Her voice catches and I put a hand on her shoulder.

“My very hardest, I promise.”

She makes a face and lapses into silence as I let my arm fall back to my side.

“What do you think is the best path?” I ask, because I know that’s what she was trying to figure out when she was glaring at the mountain like she could intimidate it into becoming stairs.

She points. “That crack will take you halfway up. Then there’s a ledge where it ends that you can follow to the left and get up a little higher. It gets kinda rough after that and you’ll have a couple long reaches, but you can make them if you stay steady. Then it’s a pretty clear shot to the top from there.”

I follow her line of sight and even though it’s obvious that it’s not a clear shot at any point, I don’t correct her. She knows as well as I do.

“All right, then,” I say. “When the crows come to eat me, try to grab one so you guys can eat, too.”

“It’s not funny!” she says, even though she’s the one who started it.

I take off my shoes and rub my feet in the dirt to give them better traction, then tie the shoes around my waist. Vie pulls on the knot to test it and it holds. But she doesn’t let go of the rope. Instead she steps closer and bites her lip.

“I know you’re doing this because of me,” she says quietly.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m not doing this because of you. Or because of Rooftop. I’m doing it for you guys, but that’s different.”

“It isn’t,” she insists. “And if you die, I’ll blame myself forever.”

“Oh, yeah?” I press my fingers lightly against her stomach and she hisses and flinches back, wrapping both arms around her midsection as she shoots me an acidic glare. “And what if you die fighting people three times your size for a handful of loose change?” I demand. “You think I wouldn’t blame myself for that? You think either of us would ever get over it if Rooftop was caught and killed for moonlighting at a bakery without the proper papers? Academy runaways like us don’t have a path that’s free of danger. But if I pull this off . . . then we will. So Rooftop was right, you’re not going to talk me out of it, Vie. Don’t try, okay? Because I don’t want to fight.”

She winces and looks at the ground. “I don’t either,” she says, voice small.

I hold out a hand. “Tell you what, go ahead and write down all the names you were gonna call me on little slips of paper and when we see each other again you can ball them up and chuck them at my face one by one. Deal?”

She takes my hand, gives it a firm shake, and then forces herself to drop it, uncurling her fingers with noticeable effort.

“Fine,” she chokes out. “But no dodging.” It seems like she wants to say something else, but instead she purses her lips together and takes a step back.

“No dodging,” I promise.

She nods.

And then there’s nothing left to do but step up to the rock and start climbing.

The gray stone is cool beneath my palms, and the first bit, when I follow the split in the rock that Vie pointed out, isn’t too difficult. I climb every day to get around, so it’s mindless at first. Just one move after another, a series of incremental steps. By the time I reach the end of the crack, though, my muscles are burning.

I take a moment to breathe before I edge onto the rock shelf. It’s narrower than it looked from the ground, but still definitely wide enough for my toes and the pads of my feet. I ease my foot sideways, feeling confident, but then I accidentally look down and the mountain seems to lurch.

I dig my fingers into the rock and close my eyes. The height doesn’t matter as long as I don’t fall. This part isn’t even hard. If I hadn’t looked, I would’ve been on the other end of the ledge by now.

But I did look, and it was so much farther than I thought, so much farther than it seemed from below. Vie is a tiny doll peering up at me. I can’t even read her expression. And I don’t remember those rocks being quite so pointy when I was on the ground.

Pushing all of that out of my mind, I focus on the taste of breakfast pastry in my mouth. Tart strawberry. Browned butter. Flaky crust. The traces of mint and rosemary that I’m only able to identify because Rooftop pointed them out to me. Eventually my heartbeat slows.

Careful now to keep my eyes on the ledge and nothing below it, I creep sideways, then up. The handholds here are deep and easy. I gain some distance and some of my confidence back. But then I hit that smooth patch Vie pointed out. My hand gropes around for any kind of purchase, but there’s none. The closest divot in the rock face is way too far. I look at the hole, assess at the distance I need to reach, and my limbs lock up.

I don’t look down this time, but I know the height isn’t survivable. Not a chance.

My leg starts to shake.

“Oh, come on,” I say. “Not now.”

This happens to me sometimes with heights. I’m not afraid of them. But my leg is, I guess, because every now and then when I get too high it starts to lose it.

Loose gravel falls out of the pocket I wedged my foot into and I try not to listen to the sound of it skittering down, down, down, down.

“You shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss that ‘seduce the Prospective Seconde’ idea,” I grumble to myself. “Flirting wouldn’t end in shattered bones.”

Then again, she did rip apart a menagerie of animals with her bare hands, so maybe this was the safer route after all.

I inhale through my nose and exhale through pursed lips. If I can’t get my traitorous leg under control, it will buckle when I put weight on it.

“What kind of fear response is this anyway?” I ask it. “Do you think this is helpful? In what scenario would you shivering like a wet kitten be of any use to me at all? Huh?”

My leg does not answer. It just keeps banging against the rock. My knee’s probably going to have a bruise, which is just great.

It is also, quite definitely, the least of my problems.

Vie shouts something and her voice echoes off the rock, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. Despite the chill of the stone, my fingertips are getting sweaty. I have to move.

I don’t think the pastry will work again, so this time when I clear my head I think of safety. Four walls around me, a roof over my head, and solid ground beneath my feet. I think about walking around barefoot with no fear of glass in the dirt. I think about Rooftop cooking and Vie not feeling like she has to keep guard all night and a door that can shut out everything in the world that we don’t want to let in. A place where we make the rules and where nothing can hurt us. Real jobs we don’t have to hide. A real future.

Bit by bit, my leg relaxes. I take four more deep, steadying breaths. As I exhale the last one, I steel myself. I am calm. I am impenetrable.

I reach.

Only to come up short. The next handhold is too far, and I can only graze it.

I lean out as much as I can and try again.

This time, I can grasp the lip of it just barely, but it’s not enough. I won’t get a good grip unless I let go with my other hand.

And if I think about that too much, I know my leg will start up again and I’ll never get it to stop. So I don’t think.

I let go.

I know that the moment I’m holding on to nothing can’t be more than a second or two, but it feels like forever. My stomach scrapes on the rock as I thrust myself sideways, grabbing at the handhold with a desperation I haven’t felt since I was first on the streets, before I learned to steal and thought starving might be the only way. But when I dig my fingers in, the rock is solid. It holds. I can pull myself up and swing my leg into another foothold.

And from there I don’t stop. I can’t take any more time to contemplate what an insane thing I just did. I scuttle up the rest of the cliff until I’m finally pulling myself over the edge and clenching fistfuls of grass like I’m still dangling and they’re my only anchor.

It’s only when Vie’s whoop echoes behind me that I cough out a laugh and unclench my fists.

“It’s not over yet,” I say under my breath.

Rows and rows of glass pines stand before me, an army as formidable as any battalion of soldiers. Each individual tree is decked with thousands of sinister points, like a bouquet of crystal knives glittering in the muted sunlight. But together, crowded so close that they form a near-solid mass of edges and spikes, and towering so high that I almost can’t see above them, they form a forest that looks impenetrable.

I hold up a finger. “If you guys could give me just a minute, that would be great.”

The forest of death doesn’t move, so I flop on my back and close my eyes, once again trying to slow my heart and my breathing. My mom used to tell me I was reckless. If she hadn’t died in the war, she probably would have had a heart attack watching me do that.

Then again, she wouldn’t have let me.

Then again, I wouldn’t have had to in the first place.

I sit up, this time looking at the castle beyond the pines, a barely visible collection of dark towers and edged spires laying its claim to the cliff’s highest points.

The monster in there took everything from me.

And I’m ready to take a little back.

I push myself to my feet and approach the glass forest. Prime Elod, the current Prime’s father, grew these, but he had to be standing on the ground to do it. Which means as close together as these trees look, there must be some paths between them.

I walk up to them and try to fit myself between one tree and another. I can do it, but barely. One slip, one fall, and I’m impaled.

“Good thing my leg doesn’t have a thing about glass,” I mutter.

I go agonizingly slowly, placing careful footsteps on soft, overgrown grass, and keeping my spine ramrod straight. At one point a hawk’s shriek makes me flinch and my arm gets a few new gashes, but I’ve had worse. I keep going, leaving my blood glinting on the crystal branches.

When I get to the wall, I press up against it with an eager grin. This last obstacle seems like nothing after the two before it. I scale the sleek surface in what feels like two strides, ready to swing my leg over it and finally enter the castle.

And that’s when someone grabs my wrist.

Panic surges through me and I jerk back, wrenching my hand free. But that motion tips me off-balance and I fall into a shock of empty air.

With frantic clawing motions, I grapple for purchase on the wall as I plunge downward, only a mere breath away from the sea of sharpened glass when I manage to dig my fingers and toes deep enough into mortar-filled cracks to stop my descent. But even then I don’t relax.

I expect the sound of an alarm. Or an arrow through my head. I brace myself to be scraped off the wall like a bug and unceremoniously dropped into the waiting jaws of the forest below at any moment.

But nothing happens. Finally, cautiously, I tilt my head back and look up.

The soldier is leaning over the edge, regarding me with amusement, and I can’t figure out why he’s not attacking me until I take in the features of his face.

Sharp cheekbones, light stubble, keen eyes the blue of ice.

It’s . . . Guerre.

As in the guy who offered me this job. The guy who said he needed someone who could get into the castle for him.

“So you’re perfectly capable of breaking in on your own, then, huh?” I grumble.

He pulls me up with a chuckle. “Of course I am. But I already know what I can do. I needed to know what you could do. It was a test, and you passed.”

“I’m thrilled,” I say dryly, rubbing a knot in my shoulder.

He gives me a smirk that’s halfway between friendly and mocking. “You know, there’s a servant’s tunnel on the other side of the grounds. One you don’t have to clamber up a cliff to use.”

“Oh, sure,” I say. “I knew. I just thought this way would be more fun.”

He laughs and claps me on the back. Then he strolls toward a guard tower nearby, clearly expecting me to follow.

But I hesitate.

I don’t completely trust Guerre. There have been rumors circulating about him for months, passed through back alleys and whispered in Outskirt shacks. Rumors that he had under-the-table jobs for kids without papers, but that those jobs were always . . . sketchy. Dangerous. Odd. The general consensus was to stay away.

And if Rooftop hadn’t lost his bakery gig, I probably would have. But then the Prime announced the Assurance, an event that not only formally establishes the heir and second-in-command, but also usually comes with several other internal appointments and promotions. Suddenly, all the Prime’s soldiers got real interested in proving themselves, and smoking out Academy runaways like us is an easy way to do it. Kids were disappearing right and left, then showing up dead in the town square, their employers right beside them. So Rooftop’s boss got spooked and threw him out. Of course, Rooftop didn’t argue, and he still insists that his boss was a good guy. But personally, I don’t have a lot of respect for cowards.

Since then, all we’ve had to live off of is what I could steal and what Vie could win in the ring. And it’s not enough. Vie started fighting more often, throwing herself into new fights long before she’d recovered from the last ones. When she came home spitting blood last week, I decided it was time to seek Guerre out.

And to my surprise, he’d been watching me, too.

He offered me something big. Academy graduate papers, ones that would get us whatever jobs we wanted. And a house that isn’t in the Outskirts. Somewhere safe and comfortable where we could build a real future. It’s everything we could want, everything we need—everything the Prime took from us in the first place.

But he wouldn’t tell me what he wanted in exchange, only that the first step was to break into the castle.

And now that I’ve done it, I feel more anxious than elated. There’s something about this guy that I can’t put my finger on. Like some core part of him, something important, is missing. He gives me shivers whenever he talks.

But I’ve come this far.

And like I said, I don’t have a lot of respect for cowards.

So let’s see what kind of mess I’ve gotten myself into this time.

I make my feet move and follow him into the guardhouse, swallowing hard. If he notices my reluctance, he doesn’t show it. He just takes a bundle off a shelf and passes it to me, his expression unconcerned.

“What’s this?” I ask as the fabric unfolds in my hands.

“A servant’s uniform,” he says. “It will come in handy for the next part.”

“The next part being what exactly?” I say pointedly. “You said you’d tell me.”

“I will.” He levels his cool blue eyes on me. “I need something with the Prime’s seal on it. I need you to steal it.”

I almost drop the uniform completely.

“The Prime’s seal?” I gasp. “But that’s—”

“Impossible, I know. So is breaking into the palace. But here we are.”

I blink at the folded waistcoat and crisp white shirt bunched in my hands. They’re nicer than anything I own. “Are you sure you don’t already have twelve seals in your back pocket or something?” I grouse.

This time, he doesn’t laugh. “I assure you, every task I give you from here on out will be vital. This is the first of three. You’ll get details on the other two when it’s appropriate, but you can expect them to be of a similar difficulty.”

Well, that’s great.

I don’t care what this guy does to the Prime. Whatever it is, I’m sure the brute deserves it. Guerre can burn down the whole castle with everyone in it, and as long as I get paid I’ll be perfectly happy.

But as reckless as I may be, I’m not trying to get killed for someone else’s scheme, and if this first task is only the beginning of the danger, then I’m not sure it’s worth it. I sincerely consider climbing back down the cliff when Guerre pries open the shutters of the guard tower with a clatter and sweeps his arm over the realm below us. “Do you see the house with the green roof?” he asks me.

I lean out, the wind on my face. And the whole of the Cliff Realm is spread before me. Bulging bluffs surrounded by scraggly forest. Homes, storefronts, and meeting places crammed along a steep, narrow road zigzagging to the top. Most of the roofs are thatched, but one near the middle has painted green shingles.

“I see it.”

He places a heavy hand on my shoulder. “That’s the one I’ll give you if you successfully complete all three tasks. That”—he unfurls a scroll that somehow appeared in his other hand—“and these.” I see my name in neat calligraphy, and then he slides his thumb so I can see Vie’s and Rooftop’s names on scrolls behind it. The language of the documents is exact, and the lettering is perfect. If they’re forgeries, they’re very good ones. Except . . .

“They’re not sealed,” I protest.

He makes an exasperated noise. “And why do you think that is?”

Oh. Duh. “Because . . . you need me to steal the seal.”

“There it is,” he says, rolling the scrolls back up. “For a second you made me doubt you were clever enough for this after all.”

I watch the scrolls disappear into his pockets, resisting the urge to snatch them out of his hands. Seeing tangible proof of the future I’m fighting for has done a lot to shore up my resolve. So it’s without any lingering trace of reluctance that I say, “All right, I’ll do it.”

“Good,” Guerre says. “Then report to the kitchens. As it happens, the head of the serving staff is taking on temporary new hires to help prepare for the enthroning of the Seconde. You’re one of them. Good luck.”

He smiles in a way that makes me feel small, and I look down, my gaze drawn back to the house he promised. As I greedily soak in its ivy-covered walls, wrought iron lanterns, and burgundy shutters, I know I made the right decision, and the last of my unease is snatched away by the wind whipping my face. I’m doing this, no matter what the risks might be.

But when I turn back to say so, Guerre is gone.
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I am eight years old, and my father has brought me to a ghost town.

We trudge forward, my hand in his. Desert sand bites at my cheeks as a hot wind rattles the loose, broken shutters of empty houses. It makes my skin crawl, like the sand isn’t sand at all, but ants that burrow into my clothing and my eyes and my mouth. Worse, there’s no life here. Not even a lizard or a spindly shrub. The whole city feels like an open wound.

And still we keep walking.

In front of us lies the Broken Citadel. Squinting into the sun, I can almost imagine the grand castle it must once have been. That gritty, charred masonry was probably a blend of warm, inviting earth tones when it was constructed. Those spiraling columns must have been stories high. But now it is only a jagged set of walls jutting out of the ground. The rest of the castle is gone, as if it were made of nothing but more sand, and someone walked up and kicked it over, spilling its innards into the wind.

And if the castle had stayed that way, it wouldn’t be scary. There’s nothing to fear in empty ruins.

But these ruins aren’t empty. Something grew there, like a fungus in its festering corpse. Within the open, gaping shell of the Citadel is an amorphous green ball of light so intense it should hurt to look at it. But it doesn’t. It has a strange, sickly draw, such that it isn’t the looking that’s difficult. It’s the looking away.

“I’m supposed to go in there?” Mara asks, clutching Father’s other hand so firmly that her knuckles turn bone white. Her posture is rigidly regal, but a note of uncertainty weaves itself into her voice, and I tear my eyes away from the Citadel to look at her sharply.

“Yes,” Father replies, squeezing her hand hard enough to force her fingers to release. “All you have to do is walk in. The magic will accept you, and you’ll walk out again with a piece of it to keep.”

This is enough for Mara, and she nods solemnly, her expression set.

But it isn’t enough for me.

“What about Uncle Edwarn?” I ask, tugging Father’s arm so he’ll look at me. “He didn’t get magic. He never came back out at all.”

Father’s face goes slack and I shrink into myself, regretting my blunt words. It’s been almost a year since Father and Uncle Edwarn entered the Broken Citadel and only Father came back out, but it’s still a sore subject. Everyone in the castle knows not to mention it. Even Edwarn’s wife and son—my aunt and cousin—have avoided his name. At least they did before they suddenly disappeared a few weeks ago, something no one has been willing to
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