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Cast of Characters

The Chantray Family

Jetta Chantray. A shadow player and nécromancien.

Akra Chantray. Her brother, once a capitaine, now a deserter from the armée.

Samrin Chantray. Her adoptive father, whose stage career ended when the Aquitan questioneurs cut off his tongue.

Meliss Chantray. Her mother, a flautist and drummer.

The Chakrans

The Tiger. The ruthless and mysterious leader of the rebellion.

The Boy King. Raik Alendra, the only known survivor of La Victoire, and heir to the throne of Chakrana.

Leo Rath. A mixed-race violinist, half brother to Xavier and Theodora Legarde.

Cheeky Toi. A showgirl who took refuge with the rebels after the fight at Luda.

Tia LaLarge. A singer and impersonator who fled Luda with Cheeky.

Mei Rath. Leo’s mother, a chanteuse and Julian Legarde’s mistress before she died.

Le Trépas. The nécromancien who fought the Aquitans, using the souls of his own people.

The Aquitans

General Xavier Legarde. The new young leader of the Aquitan armée in Chakrana.

Theodora Legarde. Feted as the most beautiful woman in Chakrana, she is also the armée’s scientist, and was engaged to the Boy King.

Lieutenant Armand Pique. Given a desk job after leading retaliatory attacks against Chakran villagers, he is the most experienced officer left in Chakrana.

Antoine “Le Fou.” The mad emperor of Aquitan.
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To Jetta of the Ros Nai

We accept your offer. Your skills will be of great value to the rebellion.

Wait where you are.
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Chapter One

I used to dream of seeing my name on posters all over Nokhor Khat. But those dreams included words like CELEBRATED SHADOW PLAYER and SOLD-OUT PERFORMANCE, rather than WANTED ALIVE.

The flyers are papered all over the city—including the gates, where the armée guards search everyone going in or out for a scar like mine. Papa used to say there was no such thing as bad publicity, but I haven’t told him our family name is on a recherche. Though there is a bitter sort of pride in being more infamous than the leader of the rebellion himself. The armée offers just ten thousand sols for the Tiger.

Of course, the rebel leader is only wanted for treason, sabotage, and murder. Freeing Le Trépas was easily worse than all three combined. It’s the one crime I’m accused of that I hadn’t meant to commit. Despite my malheur, not even I am so insane.

“What are you waiting for?”

I startle at my brother’s harsh whisper, looking down at the message I’ve scribbled on the blank back of the recherche. I have asked much the same question in my note to the Tiger. It’s been more than three weeks since I received his letter, and I’ve grown tired of waiting. Carefully I fold the recherche into the shape of a bird, ready to fly at my bidding. But when Akra holds out his hand, I shake my head. “I still have to put a soul inside.”

I speak softly, not wanting to disturb Papa as he sleeps in the dank corner of our little lean-to; he is still healing from General Legarde’s torture. But Akra has no trouble hearing me. His lip twists—a smile or a grimace? It’s hard to tell with the scar that stitches up his chin. One of many, though none so ugly as the angry knot at the base of his throat. Such a small thing—no bigger than a bullet. But the sight of it is a constant reminder of the way he died—and the way I brought him back. “There must be something dead nearby,” he says.

My brother makes a vague gesture around the small room, though he cannot see the little vana buzzing in circles in the air—the souls of mosquitoes—or the arvana of the mice that crawl through our meager provisions. At least I don’t think he can. My own brush with death had been the catalyst for my abilities to see spirits, but Akra is reticent to talk about what happened to him at Hell’s Court. To be honest, so am I.

The memories haunt me: treason, sabotage, murder. But the recherche doesn’t list my worst crime: stopping my brother’s spirit on its way to the next life and tucking it back into his broken body. Sometimes I count us lucky that his wounds healed . . . that his heart still beats . . . that he lives again. But then I see the haunted look in his hollow eyes.

“No birds, though,” I say aloud. It isn’t even a lie. “But it won’t take me long to find one. Don’t worry, Akra. I’ll come right back.”

“I’ll come with you,” he says, standing at the same time I do.

We hesitate before the doorway, half bent under the low roof of the shack. I narrow my eyes, but he doesn’t back down. “Why?” I ask.

Now he looks away, glancing out through the crack between the curtain and the doorframe. My palms start to sweat in the silence. Does he know what I’m planning? Akra is leery of the rebels, and they don’t like him much either. My brother had been a capitaine in the Aquitan armée until quite recently; his desertion only painted him a traitor to both sides. Even though joining the rebellion is our best chance to escape the city and reunite with Maman, I doubt he’ll approve of my plan to get the Tiger’s attention. Which is why I need to go alone.

“There’s something in the air tonight,” he says at last, and I hold my breath on my sigh of relief. “I have a bad feeling, Jetta.”

“Come on, Akra.” I scoff to mask my own nerves. “You know I’m the most dangerous thing in the slums.”

“Not if Le Trépas is out there too.”

The name chills me; I do my best to suppress a shiver. In the corner, Papa stirs in his sleep. “If he is, there’s nothing either of us can do about it. And what if Papa wakes up and needs help with something?”

“I thought you said we were coming right back.”

I fold my arms, but my brother folds his. The words dance on the tip of my tongue: Stay here. An order. I bite them back. I may have given him life, but my brother is not just another fantouche for me to control.

“Please,” I say instead. “I just need to get some fresh air. Some space. I’m going crazy in here.”

The word hangs between us. Crazy. Will it work? Akra narrows his eyes, weighing the threat of Le Trépas against the lurking presence of my malheur. At last he steps back with a half bow, gesturing toward the curtain. As I reach for the tattered cloth that hangs over the doorway, Papa stirs again.

“Jetta?”

I turn back, my heart squeezing at the sound of Papa’s voice. He doesn’t speak these days—at least, not while he’s wide-awake. He’s too ashamed of the way the words slur and melt in his mouth, of the cloth he has to hold near his chin to catch the saliva. I hadn’t heard him say my name in weeks. Not since Legarde’s questioneurs cut out his tongue.

Treason. Sabotage. Murder. When the litany makes an endless refrain in my head, I tell myself that General Legarde deserved what he got.

Kneeling beside Papa, I touch his shoulder, trying to ignore the sunken skin under his collarbones. He used to be a barrel-chested man. “Yes?”

Reaching up to grasp my hand, his three fingers slip into mine. His eyes flutter open and he smiles, and that, at least, has not changed. But he doesn’t say anything else. I stroke his forehead—blessedly cool—and he closes his eyes again. Still, I can’t help but smile back. He said my name. That’s progress, right?

I can feel minutes passing, like ants crawling down my arm. Escape is important—the rebellion is important. But not as important as the people I love. So I wait till Papa’s breathing grows deep and even before I release his hand. Then I duck under the curtain, avoiding Akra’s stare, hoping I haven’t delayed too long.



    



To the leader of the rebellion,

It has been three weeks.

You may be content to wait, but I am not.

Keep an eye on the next supply ship from Aquitan. I will expect your prompt thanks in person.

Jetta Chantray







Chapter Two

Picking my way toward the meeting place, I run the creases of the letter through my fingers. Bold words for something still undone, but confidence has always been one of the hallmarks of my malheur. My hand falls to the fold of my belt, where the glass bottle makes a rounded shape under the tattered silk. The feel of it comforts me, though there’s nothing left inside. Last week I’d gone to half doses, trying to stretch the remaining drops, but they ran out two days ago, with no way to get more. It’s too bad. After a month of the treatment, I had only just begun to discover who I might be beneath the pall of my madness.

I wish I’d had a chance to show Leo.

Quickly I push the stray thought out of my head. Leo had fled when he’d seen the worst of me—or of my malheur. No sense in wishing him back for the best. Especially since that had been a limited engagement.

Better to focus on the plan. It’s simple enough—isn’t it? The supply ships from Aquitan come every few weeks, carrying victuals or uniforms, guns or reinforcements. The last one came just after Hell’s Court fell, so another must be on its way. It’s easy enough to ensoul a few stones with the souls of turtles and send them to smash the ship’s wooden hull. All I need to know is when it will arrive. Souls tire eventually, and they can’t wait in the bay forever.

I stick to the shadows, ducking my head against the drizzle. I used to love the rain: the smell of it, the rhythm, the rush and percussion of a song that played the whole rainy season. But that was back in Lak Na, under the snug grass thatch of the cottage I grew up in. Here, in the slapdash colony of sheds and shelters propped precariously along the muddy riverbank, the weather is much harder to enjoy. The dampness is pervasive—the streets run with mud and muck even when the sky is clear, and the breeze from the nearby bay cannot overcome the smell of the waste and sweat of hundreds of refugees.

But despite the thickness of the air, the filthy street glitters gold with the light of the souls. Vana, and arvana too, like drops of flame: the souls of rats, still scurrying in corners as they did in life. Even a few birds perched on the edges of the huts—the ghosts of gulls, looking for trash. They gleam like paper lanterns, like fallen stars. I slip the pin from the hem of my belt, pricking my finger and calling to the nearest gull. As she spreads her wide wings, I marvel . . . not at the eager way she dives into the new flesh of the folded page. But at how bold I’ve grown, to use forbidden magic on the open stage of the street. Of course, between the armée’s curfew and the fear of Le Trépas, I have no audience so late at night.

The letter flutters in my hand as the gull gets used to her new body. Should I send the message now, while the dark can hide her journey out of the city? No, best to wait till the show is over to take a bow. I tuck the letter in my belt, beside the elixir, as I reach the crossroads where I’d arranged to meet the fouilleur. Nothing special—only the intersection of two crooked alleys in the slum. Just like any other, aside from the four parallel ruts dug into the mud of the street.

The sign of the Tiger. I’ve seen it more and more these days—slashed into hems or scratched onto walls. I doubt that even half of the people who draw it are committed to the rebellion, but it belies a growing sentiment—if not for the Tiger, then at least against the Aquitans.

But where is the fouilleur? I grimace at the sky; it is already starting to blush. Has he come and gone, leaving the symbol behind to let me know he’d been there?

No—as I wait, he slips soundlessly from the shadows, and I am surprised all over again by how small he is. No older than ten, and short for his age, he reminds me of a rose finch: tiny and sharp-eyed and ready to fly away on a breath. “Good morning,” he says, with a wry glance at the lightening sky.

“Is it so late?” I duck my head in a little bow, an apology, and gesture down at myself: bedraggled hair, stained sarong, muddy feet. “I was getting my beauty rest.”

He snorts—the closest I’ve ever seen to a laugh from the boy. Then he holds out his hand. “As long as I get my breakfast.”

I drop a few étoiles into his palm, taken from our own small stash. Not that I begrudge the boy his coins. The fouilleurs spend their time finding things to sell and people who can buy, and neither is easy in the slums—especially when what is being brokered is armée information.

But when the coins disappear into his dirty belt, he turns down the path. “Come with me.”

I balk at the command. “For what?”

“For the shipping schedule,” he says, as though the answer was obvious.

“You can’t just tell me?”

“I don’t know it,” he says. “But I know someone who does.”

Wetting my lips, I hesitate—this wasn’t the deal. But he already has my coins, and unless I want to hunker down with a spyglass for a long wait, I need to know when the ship is coming. “Who is it?” I say at last, but the boy’s eyes glitter.

“No names,” he says. His eyes flick to the shawl that covers the scar on my shoulder. “Unless you want to tell me yours first.”

I resist the urge to check that my shawl hasn’t slipped. Has he guessed who I am? Akra and I had come to the slums for the anonymity—everyone here must be cautious. Though most of the residents claim to be fleeing the crossfire between the armée and the rebellion in the jungle, I’m certain some of the prisoners who escaped Hell’s Court have found their way here. Not to mention the Chakran men growing out their short hair and hiding their pale bare feet with mud—men like my brother, who deserted the armée. But no matter where the residents have come from, we have one thing in common: a hatred of the Aquitans.

Even if the boy knew who I was, he wouldn’t tell them. Not least because they’d never give a Chakran that kind of reward money.

“No need,” I say at last. “Show me the way.”

The fouilleur turns, leading me down the twisting streets, mud and worse squelching beneath our feet. The shantytown runs almost to the dock, where boats full of sugar or sapphires used to trade berths almost daily with armée ships full of supplies and soldiers. But the traffic has slowed to a trickle ever since the fire that ended my own bid to escape to Aquitan.

And here, listing on the riverbank amid the ramshackle hovels, is the charred hulk of the boat that would have carried me across the sea. It is battered and burned and stripped of all its finery, but lacquer still gleams on the proud red scales of the dragon head at the prow of Le Rêve. The sight of it shames me. I had pushed past a hundred other refugees to climb aboard, none of them less desperate or worthy—only less lucky.

Or so it had seemed at the time.

Now the sad remains of the wreck are caught up in a stand of mangroves, gently rising and falling with the tide. The people in the slums claim it is haunted, but the only soul I see nearby is the fat, lazy spirit of a crocodile on the bank. Still, the rumor leaves the cove deserted: the foullieur and I are alone.

“Where?” I say, scanning the streets for someone waiting in the shadows.

But the boy jerks his chin at the ship. “In there.”

Squinting at the broken boat, it takes me another moment to realize that the dim light gleaming from a hole in the hull is not the flickering flame of a spirit, but the clear steady glow of a lamp. I give the boy one last look, but he’s already starting back into the slums. The tide is out, so I step from the muddy bank into the fetid bilge. Here, rounded ballast stones rise like skulls out of the murky water. The lamplight shines from a trapdoor above. As I climb the ladder, I feel it—the premonition Akra mentioned. A sense of impending doom. Suddenly I don’t feel dangerous at all.

Then a hand reaches down through the hatch, ready to take my own, and by the gesture alone, I know who is waiting above. The curve of his fingers seems meant for the slender neck of a violin.

A wild thought—I can still turn and run. Back to the lean-to, to Akra and Papa, to the safe anonymity of the slum. But then his face appears in the frame of the hatch, and his lips move, and though I can read my name on them, all I hear Leo saying is “Au revoir.”
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Chapter Three

I hadn’t seen Leo since that night at Hell’s Court—at least, not outside my dreams. But now, face-to-face with the boy who fled from me, I wish it had been Le Trépas instead. He at least could not judge my many crimes. I take a breath, steadying my voice. “What are you doing here?”

Leo peers down at me through the open hatch, his face framed by the dark halo of his hair. Is he paler than he was a month ago? Perhaps it’s just a trick of the light—or the Aquitan side of his mixed heritage. What does he see, looking at me? I already know: bedraggled hair, stained sarong, muddy feet. “I should never have left in the first place,” he says.

His words take my breath away. How many times had I told him so in the weeks since he’d left, in the silence of my own mind? But coming from him, they sound hollow. “Why did you?” I ask, hoping that his answer will surprise me.

It doesn’t. “After what happened in Hell’s Court—”

I raise my hand to cut him off—the reminder itself is too painful for both of us. Treason. Sabotage. Murder. Just because General Legarde deserved what he got didn’t mean that Leo deserved to watch me do it. “I shouldn’t blame you for being afraid of me,” I say at last, more for myself than for him. “I know what I am. What I’ve done. And so do you.”

Leo hesitates, his hand still hovering in the open hatch. “I was afraid,” he says softly. “But not of you.”

I do not take his hand. “What’s worse than me?”

“Everything that isn’t.” His answer is immediate, but unconvincing.

“You ran, Leo.”

“Au revoir means ‘Till we meet again.’ Not goodbye.” I take a step down the ladder, but his hand darts out to catch my wrist. “I needed time!” he adds quickly. The heat of his skin sears mine. “I’ve lost so many people I . . . I care for. I thought it might be easier if I left first this time. I was wrong.”

I stare up into his haunted eyes. What spirits does he see? His father, the general, dead by my hand? Or his maman with her malheur, dead by her own? Even Eve, one of the girls at his old theater, lost in the fight that erupted after we left Luda. “I would never have abandoned you, Leo.”

“Not on purpose,” he says. “But in war, anything can happen. Please come up.”

I hesitate on the ladder. “Give me one good reason.”

Leo bites his lip, considering. “How about four?”

Confused, I cock my head, but he curls his thumb against his palm, making claws of his four fingers and drawing them gently from my elbow to my wrist. My breath catches in my throat as understanding dawns. “The Tiger sent you?”

Leo pulls his hand back. “He did.”

“Then he’s just as cruel as they say,” I mutter. I know I shouldn’t blame Leo for leaving, but I do anyway.

Even so, I reach for the next rung and climb up through the hatch. The belly of the ship was made for storage; Leo’s lantern rests on the remains of a wooden crate. There are many such boxes scattered across the deck, most pried open by scavengers, others smashed to kindling. Detritus litters the floor, and glass glitters in the low light. Gingerly, I step off the ladder, careful of my bare toes, but Leo sheds his linen jacket and spreads it on the splintered deck.

Giving him a look, I tread on it with my muddy feet. “You took your time.”

“It isn’t easy figuring out how to get you where you need to go.” Leo’s voice carries a hint of reproach as he reaches for a satchel set beside the lamp. “Especially with the recherche.”

“Fair enough.” I watch as he digs through the bag, pulling out a bundle of canvas and a pair of leather gloves. “What are those for?”

“A disguise,” he says, handing over the gloves. They are soft as velvet, finely stitched. Raising an eyebrow, I slip them on. I have never owned a pair of gloves, and a set so exquisite is not meant for working hands. Nor for Chakran weather.

“What am I disguised as?” I ask, flexing my fingers, marveling at the leatherwork. “Someone with money?”

“People stare at the rich,” Leo says, holding out the bundle of canvas. “But everyone avoids looking at a madwoman.”

From anyone else, the word would sting. But in Leo’s mouth, it is not an insult. “Some disguise,” I say wryly. But when I shake out the bundle, the blood drains from my face. “What is this?”

“A carcan,” he says. There is an apology in his eyes. “A straitjacket.”

“A what?” My voice rises an octave as I stare at the thing: long sleeves, leather straps.

“It will hide the scar on your shoulder,” he says quickly. “Anyone who sees us will think you’re just another run-of-the-mill criminal on the way to the prison ship. Trust me, Jetta, please.” He takes my hand again, cutting short the protests building in my throat.

I meet his eyes . . . they are so earnest. Leo had abandoned me—but he had come back. Perhaps that is the part that’s most important. And I have to admit, it seems like a good plan. Slowly I slip one arm into the canvas sleeve, followed by the other, crossing my arms over my belly so he can close the dangling straps behind me. “What about Papa and Akra?” I say over my shoulder. “Do you have carcans for them too?”

Leo finishes with the buckles before he answers. Then, very gently, he wraps his fingers around my wrist and squeezes gently through the canvas. “Jetta,” he says carefully, his voice pitched to carry. “Your papa died of his wounds weeks ago.”

The words take a moment to make sense. “What?”

“And your brother fled the city,” Leo says, squeezing my wrist again. “To avoid being shot as a deserter.”

“What are you talking about?” I wrench my arm out of his grip. My shoulders flex—almost involuntarily—straining against the carcan. For the first time in weeks, I feel insane. “My family would never abandon me like you did.”

“It’s the elixir, isn’t it?” he says sadly. “You must be out by now.”

For a moment I falter, as though the deck has given way beneath me. I have hallucinated before, though never anything so elaborate. But something about Leo’s expression gives me pause—a flick of his eyes, almost imperceptible. And why had he squeezed my wrist? I frown, but before I can say more, another sound brings me up short. Quieter than Leo’s voice, but almost as familiar: the soft snick of a cocked gun. My heart sinks as I turn to face the soldier creeping up behind me.

As he steps from the shadows behind the broken crates, I recognize this man too. Leo’s half-brother—the general’s older son, Xavier, the only son Legarde acknowledged as his own. He’s thinner than he was back in Luda, like a well-loved knife, whetted daily. There is something different about his stance as well, as though his right leg is even stiffer than his spine. But his face is familiar twice over; he looks so much like his father—especially holding the gun. My fists clench inside the carcan, the leather gloves creaking. It wasn’t the Tiger who sent Leo after all. “Capitaine Legarde,” I say through my teeth.

“General, now.” On one shoulder, new epaulets gleam. “I was recently promoted.”

Unbidden, guilt wells up; I hide it with a scoff. “Did you come to thank me?”

Rage flashes quick as lightning in his ghost-blue eyes—for a moment, I see my death in them. But he only takes a deep breath, raising his fingertips to the gold medallion at his throat: the symbol of the Aquitan god. “I came to save you,” he says. “To save all of us in this godforsaken country. Turn around.”

He gestures with the gun, and I hesitate. Would I rather be shot in the back than see the bullet coming? My heart hammers against the canvas of the carcan as Leo tugs sharply at the buckles at the small of my back. “She’s secure, Xavi,” he says. “You can put your gun away.”

Xavier ignores him, but I can’t. “How could you?” I say through my teeth, but Xavier is the one who replies.

“Leonin finally decided that blood is thicker than water,” he says. “Turn around.”

I tense my back at the command, unwilling to comply, but Leo takes my shoulders gently, spinning me to look him in the eye. Behind me, Xavier checks the straps himself. “We only want to ask you some questions,” Leo says quietly.

Panic rises in my throat like bile at the memory of Papa’s broken bones, his stumped tongue. “I’ve seen what the armée’s questioneurs can do.”

“The questioneurs have been reassigned,” he says quickly.

“Then who?”

“You’re meant to answer questions, not ask them.” Xavier tucks his gun in his belt and slides his hands along my waist. Trapped as I am by the carcan, his touch makes me want to scream, to lash out. But with Xavier distracted, Leo’s lips move again.

“Trust me.”

I narrow my eyes, but before I can respond, the general’s hand stops at the curve of the bottle. “A weapon?”

“It’s only my elixir.” Cringing, I curl away from him, trying to protect the flask. It may be empty, but I want it anyway.

“Ah yes.” The general’s voice is carefully quiet. “The drink you killed my father for.”

“That’s not what happened—”

He cuts me off by yanking the straps of the jacket. “I hear it’s supposed to keep you sane,” he says, his hand worming up under the hem and dipping into the fold of my belt. “Easier to keep you in the carcan, though.”

Rage flares in my chest as Xavier’s fingers close over the neck of the bottle. I slam my head backward, connecting with his face. Pain bursts on the back of my skull. The general swears, reeling, pulling the bottle out of my belt. The recherche comes with it—my plans for sabotage, ensouled with forbidden magic. I bite off a curse. “Fly!”

At my command, the letter lifts into the air, but Xavier is quick enough to snatch it in his fist. “What’s this?”

“It’s nothing!”

The young general spits blood onto the deck as he watches the message flutter frantically in his grasp. “Is it so little to you?” he says, half in awe, half appalled. “This crime against God and nature?”

I shift on my feet, glancing at the medallion he wears. “I don’t know your Aquitan god.”

“Maybe you will someday.” Xavier smiles; there is blood on his teeth. “He rose from the dead too, did you know that? But his flesh was uncorrupted. Whatever you do in Chakrana, it has more to do with hell than heaven.” The general spits again, stuffing the fantouche into his pocket. The bottle he tosses over his shoulder, as though it means nothing. It shatters in the corner, just another handful of broken glass. Then he jerks his chin toward the hatch. “Allez.”

I glare at the general through the dark curtain of my hair. My heart flutters like the soul of a bird; sweat makes the leather of the gloves tighten around my fingers. But I can still feel the soft pressure of Leo’s hand on my wrist . . . hear the echo of his unspoken words. Trust me.

Despite everything, I still do.

So I clench my jaw and take a deep breath through my nose. Then I toss my hair out of my face as best I can. “Are you carrying me down the ladder, General? Or are you going to lie down in the bilge and pad my landing?”

“I’ll carry you,” Leo says before the general can respond. “Xavi, can you put out the lantern? The slums are a tinderbox.” He scoops me up, slinging me over his shoulder; I fold there like a costume, the carcan drawing tight. “Your elbows,” he complains as he starts down.

“Your plan,” I reply through my teeth.

Leo only grunts as he hauls me outside, where the surface of the water shines pink and silver as the sun reaches toward the dawn. The souls of minnows scatter before us as he wades toward the shore. Leo sets me down on the muddy bank so we can both catch our breath. I glance at him, hoping for an explanation, but he only turns toward the ship as his brother climbs through the hole in the hull. The general’s gun is back in his hand.

As Xavier splashes his way toward us, movement catches my eye down the bank: a dark shape, crouching in the reeds. Sudden relief floods in when I recognize my brother—he hasn’t fled the city after all. But my heart skips a beat when I see the silvery light reflecting from the machete in his hands.

“Don’t!” The word slips out before I can bite it back. The general whirls at my shout, searching the shadows, but Akra stays hidden, unmoving—no. Unable to move. My stomach churns. I had promised him I wouldn’t treat him like a puppet. That I wouldn’t give him orders. But better a broken promise than another bullet. After all, Akra is a deserter. His recherche says to shoot on sight.

“What did you see?” Xavier’s gun is still high as he scans the dark water.

“Just a shadow,” I lie. Deliberately, I turn away from where Akra lurks and trudge up the bank, the Legarde brothers trailing behind me. Best to let Akra know where I’m going, though. “Where are you taking me?” I say, louder than I have to.

Will it be the barracks at the fort? The prison ship in the harbor? But Xavier’s answer brings bile to my throat. “Hell’s Court.”

    

    



My dear nephew Xavier Legarde,

Words cannot convey to you the depths of my condolences. Your father’s death was a heavy blow to all of us. Alas, it was also a blow to the war effort.

Sentiment at home has turned against the occupation of Chakrana. The fight has dragged on for decades. With the rebellion only growing, the Aquitan people fear there is no end in sight. Just last week, a riot broke out and a conscription officer was shot. The papers have gone so far as to print an anonymous essay claiming that the rumors of nécromancy are true—and that if reinforcements are needed, they should be recruited from the dead!

Instead of sending men, we shall focus our efforts on your sister’s work. Your father’s last letter to me included a schematic for the machine she invented—the one he claimed took flight. Rumor has run wild with that too, and the populace is agog with the possibilities. And though my own scientists tell me her calculations are impossible, I have every faith in her. And in you, of course. I am certain that together you will be able to strike a blow decisive enough to change public opinion. Indeed, you must, for in the wake of the general’s death, you are now in charge.

I know you are young, but your father always hoped you would take his place when he retired. You have prepared for this all your life, and you have my full confidence.

Your uncle,

Antoine Le Fou

Roi des Aquitains







Chapter Four

“Hell’s Court?” Treason . . . sabotage . . . murder. The carcan seems to tighten as my breath comes fast and shallow. The scent of blood fills my nose—a hallucination, or a memory? “I’m not going back there.”

“It’s not the same as when you left,” Leo says. Is he trying to reassure me? “My sister has taken the space for her work.”

“Your sister?”

The general misreads my question. “The armée scientist.”

“I know.” I take another deep breath, and another, until all I can smell is rain and mud. The identity of the armée scientist had become something of an open secret since her marriage to the Boy King had been indefinitely delayed. The papers praise every new invention, but these, at least, are not mere propaganda. In the last month, I’ve seen the repeating rifles she designed slung over every soldier’s shoulder as they patrol the streets of Nokhor Khat. The slums shake and rattle with the boom of shells launched into the bay as the armée tests the new artillerie at the fort. And of course, there was the half-built flying machine I’d stolen from her workshop—thankfully I’d sent the rest of them up in flames before she could give the armée a prototype that worked without a soul inside.

But Theodora’s genius is not limited to the making of war. The elixir I’d been taking to treat my malheur was her invention too.

Might there be more where that came from?

I glance at Leo, but with Xavier standing between us, his face is carefully neutral. Is controlling my malheur more important to him than helping the rebellion?

Xavier pushes me forward again. “You must also know that Theodora’s former workshop was destroyed.”

“I do.” Another crime for my recherche. “But what does she want with me?”

“I’ve told you,” Xavier replies. “Questions.”

His answer is less than helpful, but as I walk, I make my own guesses. It will be the same question all audiences have after seeing one of my shadow plays, where my fantouches seem to dance without stick or string: how do you do it? Unfortunately, the usual lies will not work. Theodora had already seen behind the curtain. Will she ask me to ensoul a new flying machine? I’m almost sure of it. Though she might change her mind when she realizes my fantouches follow my orders alone.

The thought brings a bitter sort of satisfaction. The feeling fades quickly as we approach the temple and the street turns familiar in the way of a childhood nightmare. How I wish that night was only a dream! Xavier claims my powers are a crime against god and nature, but Hell’s Court was the first time I had felt that way. Dread coils in my stomach like a snake. I doubt the King of Death will look kindly on my return to a temple I so nearly destroyed. Then again, the god himself might have fled long ago, when Le Trépas desecrated the holy place.

I wish I could flee too. But I have little chance as Xavier and Leo march me down the street. The black arch of the entry is guarded by four soldiers, all of them Aquitan. Is it because the armée does not trust Chakran soldiers after my brother’s defection? Or because a local soldat would rather defect than linger so close to this cursed place? The white men salute their general, dragging aside the hastily erected bamboo arm that sags across the wide road. It takes all my will to walk past them, but the dark temple that looms in my nightmares is not the one at the end of the path.

When I fled Hell’s Court, the granite walls of the prison had been tumbling down around me: pillars cracking like rotten teeth, and the old stone god crumbling under the strength of the soul trapped inside it. In the weeks since, the rubble has been cleared and a new roof erected: a scaffold of bamboo, covered in canvas dyed armée green. And instead of the dim flickering light of torches, the clear gleam of electricity makes the massive tent glow in the gray murk of the rainy dawn.

There are more Aquitan guards stationed at the entry, though they step aside at the general’s gesture. The interior of the prison—no, the workshop—is even more changed. The smell of filth and unwashed bodies has been seared away by the oily scent of chemicals; instead of the cries of prisoners, the soft hum of a generator fills the air. Scattered across the floor of the sanctuary like offerings to the old god are piles of crates: munitions, guns, fuel. But in the middle of it all, there is an empty space, as impossible to ignore as a missing tooth. The god himself—or rather, the stone idol—is gone.

Once, the statue stood as tall as the roof of the temple: a paean to the King of Death, and to the people who worshipped him enough to carve such a massive offering from granite. Now, all that remains is the platform on which it stood. Where are the pieces? Has Legarde’s soul gone with them? Was his spirit carted away with the gravel and tossed into a pothole on a crooked street? Or did the stone I trapped him in crumble into dust so fine that he was able to escape—to go on to his next life, or his jealous God, or wherever Aquitan souls go? I doubt I’ll ever know.

But, thinking of Papa, I hope Legarde is just as trapped as I now am.

I am so busy comparing my memory of Hell’s Court to the new reality that it takes me a moment to notice what hasn’t changed: the souls—or rather, the lack of them. Temples usually glow brightly with spirits, all come to wait for their rebirth. Here, the only light comes from the glass bulbs. Not a single vana drifts through the air. When I was last in this place, I thought it was Le Trépas’s presence that scared them away. Does his effect still linger, even after his escape? Was the man so evil that his repellence seeped into the stone?

Will souls eventually fear me in the same way?

The lack of souls only adds to my discomfort. Even Leo seems subdued, but Xavier doesn’t falter. Of course not—he believes in another god. Unflinching, he marches me to the altar. It takes me a moment to recognize it, for the carved black stone is half hidden by a huge wooden trunk beside it, and both are covered with a veritable wealth of paper and books. Sitting before the makeshift desk is a familiar figure. Is she up early, or late? But despite the hour, and the drab canvas coveralls that hide the curve of her famed belly, Theodora Legarde is still stunning.

La Fleur, they call her: the most beautiful woman in Chakrana. And they would have called her queen, if the Boy King hadn’t fled. Her red lips are pursed in concentration; the electric light gleams gold in her blond curls. The dimples of her plump wrists flash as she taps a pen against the paper. As we approach, she glances up from her work to my face—no, to the carcan. My cheeks flush.

“So they found you after all,” she says. A wry smile reveals her white teeth. “Welcome to my new workshop. Try not to destroy it.”

Does she think she can shame me? I raise my chin, ignoring the disparity in our dress. “Try not to deserve it.”

Her eyes widen. Then, to my surprise, she laughs. “I suppose the thatch was a mistake with all the fuel I kept about,” she says, as though I am impugning the design of her last workshop rather than the war machines she’d been building inside it. She pats the altar with one manicured hand. “Stone is more durable. Then again,” she adds, cocking her head. “I never needed all that fuel, did I?”

Her look is pointed, and I understand her meaning. But I’m not about to make it easy. “How should I know? I’m not a scientist.”

“No,” Xavier says. I can feel his stare like a boot on the back of my neck as he holds up the note I’d ensouled. “You’re a nécromancien.”

The word echoes in the sanctuary. Weeks ago, the accusation would have made me shudder, but there’s no denying it. Not when he holds the evidence in his hand. “Sounds like you should update my recherche.”

The general takes a quick breath, but before he can respond, Leo interjects. “That would have been a good way to get you shot on sight,” he says. “You’re wanted alive, no matter how Xavier glares.”

“It’s natural for your people to associate nécromancy with Le Trépas and his atrocities,” the general says, cutting Leo a look. “But we want to give you a chance to prove better than your blood.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Interesting idea, General Legarde.”

Xavier opens his mouth to respond, but Theodora puts a hand on his arm—the gentlest warning. “Say what you will about our father,” she says softly, holding my gaze. “But he saved this country from yours.”

“That man is not my father.” My response is immediate, though her words send me reeling. It’s a hollow claim to them. I know it is. How can they understand what it means to have a father who chose you? My heart squeezes—is Papa awake by now? Has Akra told him what happened?

Xavier smirks, but Theodora lets it go. “Then you should have no problem helping our cause,” she says.

“You mean stealing the throne,” I say. “That was your father’s intention, anyway.”

“With the Boy King missing and Le Trépas in the shadows, we’re less concerned with stealing the throne than protecting it,” she says.

Leo makes a face. “And with the rebel forces growing, we need all the help we can get.”

The general barks at him. “Leonin!”

“Desolée, Xavi,” he says quickly. “I’m sorry. But it’s true.”

“It’s classified!”

“Bien, of course. Desolée.” Leo lowers his eyes, though I don’t for a moment think he’s ashamed. The rebel forces growing . . . the armée is on shakier footing than the newspapers suggest. That must be why I’m here—no. That must be why Xavier and Theodora want me here.

What about Leo?

When I glance at him, he’s looking back at me, but I can’t exactly ask him now. Instead, I give the general my most infuriating smile. “You want me help you guard the throne with the magic your own father suppressed? I’m sorry,” I say, not sorry at all. “But the old ways are forbidden.”

“Would you prefer Le Trépas bring them back?” Xavier steps closer, and the look on his face wipes the smile from my own. “When your priests fought your princes for power, it was your people who suffered. People like your mother. Or all your half-brothers and half-sisters, born and buried and raised as evil things. That is what my father suppressed.”

“The suffering didn’t stop when Legarde took power,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “The armée has killed far more Chakrans than Le Trépas ever did. Give me some of your war machines, if you like. Just keep in mind that what I create, I control.”

Xavier glances at Theodora; what is the look that passes between them? Leo frowns too. “I told you it wasn’t so easy
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THE SEARCH CONTINUES
FOR THE BOY KING

Raik Alendra, the only remaining heirto the throne of Chakrana, is still missing.
Reports claim the rebel kidnapping was a plot to prevent his marriage to his beloved
fiancée, renowned beauty Theodora Legarde, in the hopes of destabilizing the strong union
between Aquitan and Chakrana. But rumors hint that the Tiger covets the throne himself.
Some fear the rebel leader has already disposed of the rightful king, while others claim he
is being held against his will in appalling conditions deep in the jungle. . . .

LE TREPAS STILL
AT LARGE

The mad monk who once sought
control of all Chakrana remains on
the loose after rebel forces freed him
last month. In the wake of General
Legarde’s murder, his son, Xavier
Legarde, has stepped forward to
protect the country from his father’s
old foe. But this time, Le Trépas is
not working alone. Rumors speak
of another nécromancien at large,
and his revenants—the corpses
of the dead, revived—have been
spotted lurking in the jungle.

continued

REBELS ROUTED
IN LA SUCRIER
Equipped with superior num-
bers and weaponry, armée forces
routed a rebel stronghold near
the town of Sekat. The guerilla
fighters are unsuited to facing
a head-on challenge, and quick
work was made of the enemy
by our brave soldiers. However,
the armée remains on the alert
against the Tiger’s sabotage,
and all citizens—Chakran and
Aquitan alike—are asked to

stay vigilant.
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