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DEDICATION

               FOR MY BELOVED FATHER,

               a profound writer, teacher, and an

               incredible man. For the strength and faith
 
               he gave me to finish this daunting story.
 
               Rest in peace, Daddy.
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CHAPTER ONE

BANNERS RIPPLED WITH THE RED AND GOLD OF RIAZNIN, along with blue, a new color to symbolize the open sky of a free nation. Colorful tents dotted the palace lawns around reviving hedgerows. And between ribbon-wrapped posts, garlands hung with every variety of blossoms.

Only a few weeks ago, these same grounds were tilled by gunpowder and soaked in blood.

I sat at the grandest table at the Kivratide celebration. Moonlight glinted off two bottles before me, red wine and amber kvass. I poured the kvass, averting my gaze from the sleeve of my sarafan. The traditional peasant dress I’d worn for the holiday was also red. Even when I glanced away, my vision swam in the color.

“So you’re the one who’s been hoarding the candied cherries.” Tosya approached me from the side and leaned against the table. I sensed him before I saw his lanky legs and patched trousers. His laid-back aura eased away my momentary gloom. I glanced up to take in his narrow face, tawny skin, long nose, and kind eyes. He plucked a cherry off a small dish, tossed it in the air, and caught it in his mouth.

“I’ve been hiding them from you.” I smirked, snatching the dish closer. But Tosya nabbed a second cherry with familiar disrespect.

“What’s all this?” He gestured to my flower crown and makeshift throne. “Are you the royal fairy of auras now? Finally found a role in the new world?”

His jab pricked, but I quickly recovered. I could still be useful to Riaznin without being sovereign Auraseer. “I’m the summer queen of Kivratide,” I said proudly. “Poets such as you should be kneeling before me.”

He burst out laughing and flourished a bow before he grabbed an entire handful of cherries.

“Hey!” I covered the dish with my plate. “I haven’t even had one yet.”

He continued to chuckle and popped two more cherries in his mouth, which made mine water.

“What’s so funny?” I narrowed my eyes and tried not to indulge Tosya. He knew humor was the quickest way to make me lose my composure. The Romska had rebuked me more than once when Tosya worked me into a state of wheezing hysterics, and often when he got me to laugh at myself.

“Summer king and queen?” His shoulders shook at the irony. “I can’t believe Anton agreed to go along with this, especially for a silly holiday to honor the goddess of love.”

“I shouldn’t have,” came Anton’s grumbled reply.

I turned in my chair to see the newly elected governor of Torchev approaching. Anton had attempted to appear common for the celebration. He sported a green kaftan cut from homespun cloth and set aside his signature polished boots for a simple brown pair. But no amount of plain clothing could mask his regal posture and air of decorum, remnants of his royal upbringing. His aura, however, fell flat with fatigue, and my chest wilted with it. He sank onto his throne beside me.

“What happened with Feliks?” I asked. Anton’s old revolutionary ally had been lecturing him for the last several minutes across the gardens.

“He thinks we’re not presenting a united front to the people.” Anton nudged a leaf from his wreath crown out of his eye. “Feliks says having mock royalty at Kivratide confuses them, even though it’s tradition and the people chose us to rule over the festivities.”

I rolled my eyes. “We only passed royal decrees that outlaw freedom of speech and the right to bear arms. That’s hardly abusing our one day of power.”

Tosya snorted and cherry juice dribbled to his chin. Anton cracked a smile and brushed a strand of my dark-blond hair off my face. “Have I told you, you look beautiful today?”

“Six times.” I beamed. “I’m hoping you’ll make it to ten.”

He kissed my hand. “I accept the challenge.”

“Challenge?” Tosya scoffed. “He’ll make it to twenty without thinking twice. He practically wrote an ode to your hazel eyes this afternoon.”

I ignored Tosya and bumped my knee against Anton’s. “Ready for your big speech?”

He took a sharp breath and straightened his knife and fork. My stomach quivered, responding to his simmering anxiety. “I am,” he replied.

I lifted an unconvinced brow.

“What speech?” Tosya choked on another mouthful of cherries. He grabbed my goblet of apricot kvass to wash them down.

“Anton is dedicating a monument he’s commissioned to honor those who died in the One Day War—the peasants and the imperial soldiers.” I rubbed Anton’s arm. “Things you would know”—I threw Tosya a sharp look—“if you hadn’t spent the last few weeks flirting with every servant girl in the palace.”

He held up his hands. “I’m writing again. I need inspiration!”

I poked a tattered patch on his vest. “Maybe if you kiss enough seamstresses, they’ll sew you proper clothes. Doesn’t the ‘Voice of Freedom’ deserve better than this?”

Tosya’s book of poetry had spurred the revolution, but he still dressed like a peasant at all times, not a “reformed gypsy,” as some of the people liked to call him. But Tosya still considered himself Romska, even though he’d stopped traveling with the caravans years ago.

He shrugged and nibbled another candied cherry. “That’s just the sort of entitled thinking I’d like to avoid, thanks. Why should people have everything they deserve?”

“Well spoken,” Anton said. “Write that into your new book.”

Tosya nodded absently like he might consider it. His hand snaked out for the rest of my fruit, but I swatted it away. “Besides,” he continued, “I think the starving poet look is working for me.” He preened, combing sugar-dusted fingers through his hair. “I can’t keep the ladies away.”

I was on the verge of snorting when Anton’s aura shifted, pricking pins and needles under my feet. That was all the warning I received before he drew me in for a kiss that warmed my blood and turned the heads of our nearby guests.

Lightheadedness stole through me as Anton pulled away. I blinked with a stunned grin. “What was that for?”

“For good luck.” With a steadying breath, he let go of me, rose from his makeshift throne, and tapped his fork against his crystal goblet.

The gathered people, seated at an eclectic assortment of tables and picnic blankets, hushed and murmured for their neighbors to be quiet. Within moments, five hundred pairs of eyes fastened upon the former prince. Their anticipation skipped along my nerves.

My palms tingled as Anton’s nervousness gripped me. The people’s energy faded to the periphery of my awareness, as so often happened when my aura latched on to Anton’s. I felt the pluck of the cord stringing our auras together, the reverberation.

He withdrew a piece of parchment from his pocket. Its worn creases attested to the many times he’d read it.

Anton bit his lip. A breeze sent his dark hair tumbling across his brow. The candles flickered, bringing out the gold in his brown eyes that were still locked on the paper.

The people were silent. My heart beat in time to the pulse in Anton’s wrist. The parchment trembled in his grip, and my knees responded with a shiver. He wanted to console the people and give them hope for the future, not just one day of forgetting as they lost their troubles in Kivratide.

He folded the parchment, set it down, and turned to me, extending his hand. I stood and laced our fingers together. Courage surged through him and broadened his chest. When he looked back to the people, he appeared as the emperor he could have been, the more meaningful leader he now was. Eyes full of sympathy but sure vision. He didn’t let go of my hand.

“People of Riaznin, partakers in liberty, Kivratide has brought us together for a day of celebration. It has long since been a day of professing admiration and making promises, of planning a dependable future with someone.” His thumb brushed over mine. “Sonya and I wish to carry on this tradition.”

My body flushed with warmth. I felt both shy and honored that Anton acknowledged my role in front of everyone. As I turned to smile, ice tore through my chest. I drew in a tight breath and looked out to see where the threatening sensation radiated from. Across a grouping of tables, Feliks’s unsettling blue eyes bored into mine. The revolutionary ally who went against Anton’s orders by marching on the palace in the One Day War had been elected governor of Isker, therefore winning himself a seat on the Duma, the forming council of governors who would jointly rule Riaznin.

As Anton continued speaking, I worked to match myself to the steady beat of his aura and pushed away Feliks’s cold energy. I did more—I lifted my chin and met his intimidating gaze with a lofty stare of my own.

Feliks wouldn’t bully me like he did to gain power among the revolutionaries—like he’d surely attempt with the new Duma.

“We will not attain an ideal government just because we desire it,” Anton said, his voice echoing into the far reaches of the palace grounds. “Change is a bitter friend. It remembers the old ways with frustrated fondness and expects perfection in the new transformation overnight.” My muscles cramped as some of people the shifted uncomfortably. A nobleman in a velvet kaftan stared in disdain at a ragtag peasant man sharing his same table. “Let us choose a better path. Let us be slow to judge. Tolerant. Forgiving of each other. Let the memories of those we loved be our reminder to remain stalwart in our continued fight for equality.”

Anton motioned to a group of men standing in a nearby clearing. Four of them held torches and surrounded a tall structure covered with a great red cloth. Two women walked forward, one a fine lady in a pearl-scalloped headdress, the other a peasant woman in a blue sarafan and floral headscarf. They reached together for the cloth, and with a nod to time it perfectly, they pulled it to the ground, revealing the monument Anton had commissioned.

A small gasp escaped my mouth. I’d known a monument was being built, but Anton hadn’t shared any details. He’d wanted it to be a surprise.

As I gazed over the sculpture, I felt the people’s auras shower my own admiration with a blanket of awe. The monument was a bronze obelisk covered with nicks and scratches. A marble dove was perched on top, its wings unfurled. In Tosya’s book of poetry, a dove in flight symbolized a free Riaznin. Glowing with pride for my friend, I twisted around to find him. He’d remained back near a tree. His gaze was lifted at the monument, his mouth slowly spreading in a smile.

Anton laced his fingers through mine and led me away from our table to the grassy clearing. The people rose up and followed after us, walking to the base of the monument. Their auras were reverent. Even the children were quiet.

What had first appeared to be flaws in the sculpture were in actuality engraved names, scrawled in all directions and around every space on the four tapered sides. They were the names of the people who had died in the One Day War.

Anton caught my eye, then touched the side of the obelisk that faced northward. There, in a prominent place, was the name, Pia Lisova.

I took a startled breath, my throat growing thick with emotion. I saw more than those two words scratched in bronze. I saw Pia’s heart-shaped face. Her radiant smile. I felt her echoes imprinted inside me, the light and loving dance of her aura.

My dear friend hadn’t died in the battle. She’d been unaware of any brewing revolution. She’d died because she came too close to the crossfire between Emperor Valko and me. But Anton honored her, just the same.

I looked up at him. He’d been watching my reaction in earnest. My eyes burned and blurred in the torchlight, in the haze of my gathering tears. “Thank you.” My voice was a soft croak.

His smile revealed the vulnerability he knew I felt within him. “The mighty isn’t one, but many,” he said, his voice raised for the people as he read the inscription at the base of the monument—words from Tosya’s book of poetry—but his eyes never left mine. “Riaznin is free because of you.”

I heard the rush of everyone’s trembling breaths. Some crept closer and touched the monument themselves, their fingers running along the groove of a name I didn’t know.

As I watched each moment of recognition, each private memorial, I leaned my head against Anton’s chest. His arm circled my waist. Peace flowed between us all, pulsing solidarity through my veins. Despite all of our differences, the people shared one thing in common—the loss of someone we had known or loved. I rubbed the frayed end of the black ribbon of mourning around my wrist.

The quiet wore on as the people took turns at the foot of the monument. Several long minutes passed, and then the children grew restless. The teenaged boys and girls also fidgeted and started chatting on the fringes of the gathering. A girl near my age of seventeen approached me, biting her lip. “Might we announce the last game now . . . or should we not celebrate any more tonight?”

“Um.” I glanced at Anton, and he gave a small nod. “I think that would be all right.”

The girl’s face lit up. “It’s time to seek out the fern flower,” she called to everyone. “Our queen will lead the way!”

As the people turned their attention to me, my pulse raced with a thrill of purpose. Until today, I’d never been a leader of anything—anyone—and the feeling it incited was more intoxicating than barley wine.

Murmurs of excitement rippled through the crowd. My chest filled with a sustaining breath. Giving a mischievous smile, I said, “Come with me, girls. Now is our chance to gain an advantage on the boys.” My invitation gave everyone permission to set aside their mourning—at least long enough to give the favorite tradition of Kivratide justice, the moment every young, hopeful lover had been waiting for.

The girls began to gather on the path, and I stepped forward to lead them, letting go of Anton’s hand. My fingers curled, wanting his touch back. “You will come to find me, won’t you?” I gave him a threatening look that said he’d better join me in this game.

He lowered his voice, but it still rumbled in its deep octave, his endearing difficulty to whisper. “I think you should know—before you get too carried away in that orchard—ferns do not flower.”

“That’s the point.” This impossible quest was merely an excuse to play hide-and-seek with one’s beau, and if a girl were lucky, have a few minutes alone with him before the trumpets sounded, ending the game. “Makes the quest all the more drawn out.” With a suggestive lift of my brows, I said, “Hurry and find me before some other boy does.”

Anton frowned, not amused. I laughed and spun away, dashing down the path to join the other girls. They moved aside to grant me the lead. Together, we headed into the palace orchard, no candles in our hands. Darkness was half the game.

As soon as we broke the tree line, the girls darted off in various directions. Their giddiness danced inside me. I rushed deeper into the orchard, leaping over tree roots and narrow streams. I’d left my shoes beneath the banquet table, but it didn’t matter. Being barefoot heightened all the sensations of life around me, the night birds, the small creatures, the growing things of the earth, the rising energy of a hundred hiding girls.

Faraway, the strum of balalaikas and beating drums played the lovers’ song of Kivratide.

Boys entered the orchard. They plowed through the grass in their urgent searching. There was only so much time while those outside “Kivra’s forest” turned a blind eye.

This was the first time I’d played this game. The Romska didn’t worship Kivra or any of the seven gods, while the sestras at the convent demanded we save our devotion for Feya, goddess of prophecy and Auraseers. But I’d lain awake at night while my best friend, Yuliya, had told me stories of Kivratide and the culminating game of the fern flower. That was how Yuliya’s mother and father had met.

Since Yuliya first told me of Kivratide, my head swam with romantic fantasies and fiercer dreams. Living freely outside the convent walls, no need to hide among the Romska, no forced servitude under the emperor.

One of the boys came near and reached for my hand before he saw who I was. I shifted away, and he fled past.

I ran into the darker stretches of the orchard, ducking under branches and skirting around trees. There was no more empire to own me. My possibilities were limitless. I could do anything I pleased. I clutched my crown of blossoms and ran faster. My breaths came quickly, my smile broad and unrestrained.

Girls’ shrieks of laughter rang out. My heart pounded as more and more lovers paired together. I ran a couple more minutes, then stopped to catch my breath. I looked around me. Anton should have caught up by now.

I wrapped my arms around myself and kept walking—slower this time, taking care with my footing. A twig crunched beneath my toes, and I winced, though I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to be silent. Dread trickled icy water through my chest. I couldn’t say why. I glanced into the shadows, half expecting to see Feliks’s cold eyes staring back at me.

The ominous feeling magnified. My muscles tensed, ready to spring. The night wasn’t terribly dark, but it felt weighted, thick. The heaviness seeped inside my blood and coiled around my brain.

Somehow, without feeling another person’s aura nearby, I knew I wasn’t alone.

Foreboding swept through me like fire. Something rustled behind me. I jerked around.

Several feet away, in the perfect center between two trees, stood a figure swathed in black. Her cape fell to her narrow hips where the outline of her skirt stood out faintly against the dark orchard. The hood of her cape cast her face in shadow.

I startled, my heart caught in my throat. I couldn’t grasp her feelings, her intentions.

She faced me squarely and statuesque. “Do you really think you deserve this, Sonya?” Her voice sounded shredded, like it raked past a gravel-lined throat. “Did you honestly believe it would last?”

I stepped backward. “What do you—?”

I never got the chance to finish. From the opposite end of the orchard came a high-pitched scream.





CHAPTER TWO

“STOP, SERGEI, YOU’LL KILL HIM!” A FARAWAY GIRL CRIED.

I whipped around just as a crack of gunpowder split the air. Gasping, I grabbed the folds of my skirt and broke into a run. Then I remembered the hooded girl.

I spun back around and froze. The space where she’d stood between the two trees was empty.

More shouts sprang up in the distance. I took off running again, racing back through the orchard. Another scream. Boys and girls popped out from behind the trees like field mice from burrows. “What’s going on?” a boy with mussed hair and flushed cheeks asked as I flew by.

I shook my head and called backward between gasps of air, “Anton . . . have you seen Prince Anton?”

“He isn’t a prince, miss,” the boy replied.

His insolence splashed oil on the fire of my panic. I flung around, eyes sharp and intimidating. “Have. You. Seen. Prince. Anton?”

The boy gave a hard swallow. “No, I haven’t.”

I dashed away, sprinting faster toward the shouts and crazed, violent energy that throbbed madly through my body. I tunneled my awareness on the path ahead. If I wanted to help, I couldn’t let myself be overcome by anyone else’s aura. Last time I’d failed to do that, half of the convent had burned, along with most of my sister Auraseers.

I tore around a tree just as a dark figure converged onto the same path. We nearly collided. For a moment I thought it was the hooded girl come back to haunt me. Then the moonlight caught the slant of Anton’s aristocratic nose and the thin sculpt of his upper lip. I threw myself at him, practically wringing him with my embrace.

“Sonya!” His arms squeezed back with equal force. He kissed my head twice.

“Where were you?”

“I couldn’t find you.”

We spoke over each other.

A third voice shouted above us, “Sergei, no!” Another blast of gunpowder fired. This time from much closer.

Anton and I stilled. I searched the auras within my awareness. “No one’s dead,” I said at last. “At least not yet.”

He released me, and we launched in the direction of the gunshot. “Stay back,” he said, voice tight. “This will be dangerous.”

I pushed a branch aside from my face. “You have me.”

Anton flinched. His shock of fear chased through my limbs. “You’re not getting involved.”

More shouts rose up. We didn’t stop running. Not even as angry auras clawed through my body.

Anton and I emerged from the orchard into a rose garden on its west side. The night brightened without a leafy canopy above us. A large marble fountain rested at its center, pouring water from tiered bowls.

A few couples from the fern flower quest gathered at the edges of the garden, and more trampled in by the moment. Their auras pinched my breath and locked my muscles. They clung to the tree line, observing what was happening with terrible fascination, as one observes a ship sinking when both feet are on the shore.

Two boys, a noble and a peasant, crouched at opposite sides of the fountain, taking cover from each other. The peasant held a musket, the noble a flintlock pistol. A girl huddled beside each boy. One held her hands protectively over her head, while the other, a baron’s daughter I recognized, gripped the noble boy’s sleeve, crying, “Sergei, please.” My nose burned from her tears. Chunks of the fountain had been blasted off, but no blood stained the stones around it.

Anton leaned to the ebony-skinned girl beside us. “What’s happening here? Why are these boys armed?”

The girl’s eyes widened when she saw who addressed her. “Your Imperial High—” She caught herself mid-bow and bit down on her lip. “Rurik, that peasant boy”—she pointed at him— “insulted Sergei’s fiancée, Helene, during the Blind Man’s Kiss game this afternoon. It turned into a fight, and the boys planned this duel. But it got out of hand before it even started.”

We glanced back to the fountain, about twenty feet away. The noble boy, Sergei, held his pistol tightly drawn, its barrel pointed upward, his thumb on the hammer. He called out to Rurik, his words a muddled slur, “You think you’re above us because your filthy lot conquered one battle?” His injured pride made me feel both larger and smaller than myself. My head prickled, and my limbs grew slack. He was drunk. “The emperor may have removed his crown, but the nobility still bear our lands and titles. You peasants are nothing without us!”

Rurik burst out in laughter, but his cockiness wasn’t genuine. My stomach quivered with his nausea, my brow flashed with perspiration. “It’s only a matter of time before your lands are partitioned and your precious titles are stripped away. Let’s see how well you like sweating for your bread then, like the rest of us.” He scoffed. “You’d blanch at the sight of dirt under your nails.”

A blaze of anger swept my body. My hand fisted. The pistol fired. The bystanders gasped. Their panic ricocheted through my chest. My ears rang as I tried to comprehend what had happened. Sergei’s pistol smoked, but it still pointed upward. He’d shot into the air.

Rurik couldn’t see that from his crouched position on the other side of the fountain. With a cry of fear and desperation, he sprang to his feet and whirled around to charge the noble, his musket eye level. Sergei scrambled to reload his pistol. Helene screamed and dashed out from her hiding spot and into the cover of the orchard. At the same time a new influx of people flooded the garden.

Anton ran toward Rurik. “Nobody move!” His voice rumbled with authority. “Lay down your weapons!”

Rurik’s eyes rounded. “It’s the prince!” Frightened, he whirled to face Anton, his pointed musket swinging around with him.

My heart flared with dread. I rushed forward. Everyone’s frenzied emotions begged to manifest through my body. But my own feelings rose above them all. “Don’t shoot him!”

Rurik recoiled, jerking the musket toward me.

“Lower your gun!” Anton shouted.

With a start, Rurik returned his aim to him.

“No!” My voice cracked.

A spasm sliced through Rurik’s brow. The musket barrel shook. Beads of sweat dripped from his hairline. His shoulders slumped as his panicked intent drained out of him. He lowered his arm, and the gun clattered to the ground. I started breathing again. Sergei gave a drunken chuckle from the opposite side of the fountain. Rurik growled and grabbed his musket. Anton was still in his line of fire.

“No, turn away!” My terror slashed through Rurik’s aura.

He spun left and blindly shot into the orchard.

The blast echoed in my ears. Hot pain seized me, and I sucked in a cry.

A gurgled whimper rose from a few feet behind me. The baron’s daughter stepped out from the trees and held a clenched hand to her upper arm. Rose-red blood spilled through her fingers. Her head nodded incoherently, and she collapsed to her knees.

“Helene!” Sergei dropped his unloaded pistol and ran over to her.

Rurik gaped, stumbling backward. “I—I didn’t mean to . . .”

A few heads twitched toward me. I lifted a trembling hand to my throat. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t think to speak. I looked to Anton and shook my head wildly. His gaze cut into me, his shock and rage coloring my shame even darker. Tears flowered behind my eyes.

“It was an accident,” I told him. My tongue loosened to spill the words. A ripple of murmurs spun around the garden.

I glanced at the others and clapped eyes on Feliks. His hatred made my gut twist. He looked winded, like he’d just arrived on the scene. He paused near the fountain, his cunning eyes sliding from Rurik to Helene to me. My chest caved with anxiety.

Anton had insisted that, for my protection, the extent of my abilities remain a secret. No other Auraseer had manifested the unheard-of gift to manipulate another person’s emotions. If the people found out, I wouldn’t be trusted. They would surely fear me and threaten my life. Anton never told Feliks what I truly did to make Valko abdicate. And even then, it was only when Valko held a dagger to my throat that I managed to open a channel between us and use it to curb his will.

Anton’s mouth formed a hard line as he caught sight of the man who’d betrayed him in the revolution. “Yes, it was an accident,” he said to everyone, his voice strong and edged in determination. He strode over to Rurik and took the musket from his stunned hands. “These boys were only try to bully each other with a little gunpowder. You all saw that.” Crossing to the other side of the fountain, he collected Sergei’s pistol from the ground. “Unfortunately, someone got hurt.” He tossed both weapons into the water, rendering them useless.

My body still throbbed with the echoes of Helene’s pain. She moaned and rolled onto her back. I hurried over to her side, where Sergei knelt and ripped open her sleeve to expose the wound. Around the shot, her skin was folded back, raw and bloody.

Tamping down my revulsion, I tore off a length of my slip and began wrapping her arm. Sergei’s nostrils flared. I felt his violent burst the moment before he sprang to his feet.

“Anton!” I shouted in warning.

Sergei launched toward Rurik. Anton raced between them and fought to hold Sergei back. While they struggled, another noble boy darted out from the hedges. He bolted for Rurik and clocked him hard in the jaw. Rurik blinked with pain, then growled and struck back, slugging the noble in the gut.

The entire garden broke into chaos. Everyone’s pain and anger battered through me. I gasped for breath and dragged Helene back a few feet so she wouldn’t be trampled, clinging to her aura so the others wouldn’t pummel me.

Someone was thrown into the fountain with a loud splash. In front of me, two boys shuffled back and forth in a double headlock. To my right, a girl dug up stones from the ground and prepared to hurl them. Anton was lost in the madness.

I had to do something. Calm everyone’s emotions, bend their impulses.

I winced and let their pain overtake me. I opened myself to all the sensations around me.

As I clenched my jaw, bracing myself against the torture, a pair of piercing blue eyes met mine across the dust-choked air of the scuffle. Feliks’s aura lit inside me, a dark flame curling with curiosity and challenge.

He wasn’t watching the fight; he was watching me.

Caught unaware, I was thrust back into myself, my growing connection to the people broken.

More people spilled into the garden, among them soldiers. They wore the red and gold regimentals of the imperial guard, but with a sash of blue tied over their jackets, denoting them as soldiers of the new regime. They took aim with their muskets.

“Hold your fire!” Anton’s voice shouted above the chaos.

At the warning of firearms, the boys and girls drew to a shuffled halt. A few grunts came from those pinned and half beaten on the ground.

Anton staggered forward, raking a hand through his disheveled hair. His wreath crown was missing. “Everyone will leave the palace grounds at once!” he announced resolutely, though his voice came on a labored breath of air. “I suggest on your way out you pass the monument and think a bit harder about those who died to buy you the liberties you so ungratefully abuse.”

His gaze found its way to me, and he glanced over my body, as if to assess that I hadn’t been hurt. Once he saw I was fine, his anger slammed my heart against my ribcage. My guilt made it pound harder. I’d lost control, used my power in public, almost killed someone.

“Guards, escort everyone off the premises,” Anton said. “The Kivratide celebration is officially over.”





CHAPTER THREE

“WHAT BROUGHT YOU TO THE GARDEN SO QUICKLY?” ANTON asked Feliks once the three of us were alone. A seam was torn at Anton’s shoulder, but no significant pain radiated from him—at least no physical pain. His body shifted, angling slightly away from me as I approached him and Feliks by the fountain. “Searching for the fern flower, too?”

Feliks wasn’t amused. “I was searching for you.”

Anton’s mouth gave a wry twist. “I’m flattered, but you should know I’m taken.” Feliks’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t like Anton to be so sardonic, but having to deal with Feliks right now, on top of everything that had just happened, taxed the last of his patience and energy.

“I came to tell you the Shenglin have raided two more border towns.” Feliks’s energy whirred quickly in calculation, fanning through me like a deck of shuffling cards. “We just received the news. The Shenglin are headed toward Gensi. They may try to take the city.”

“The Shenglin have never broken our defenses at Gensi,” Anton replied.

“The Shenglin have also never attacked while we were so vulnerable.”

Anton exhaled with mounting worry. “What can be done to help? We can’t afford to send any more regiments.” Between the One Day War and those who had withdrawn from Riaznin’s military, defiant to the democracy, Torchev had lost half its soldiers. “Once the Duma forms, we can rally more support and recruit soldiers from all quarters of the nation.”

“We cannot delay any longer,” Feliks said. “The Duma must take the government now.”

“But it will take weeks for the rest of the governors to complete the journey to Torchev.”

I stepped closer, in defense of Anton. “How can Riaznin be represented fairly until they do?” I asked Feliks. Only four governors were here, including him and Anton. But the Duma was designed to be a council of twenty.

Feliks cocked his head, as if mildly affronted I’d spoken. “Times are desperate,” he replied. “Would a father and mother wait to give their starving children bread if two were missing from the table?”

“Sixteen are missing from the table,” I quipped.

His brows lifted slightly. “And you are not one of them.” Feliks’s tone was matter-of-fact, but the ice in his aura was cold enough to freeze kvass. He turned to Anton. “Governors Trusov and Dernova are meeting at the Swallowtail Inn tonight. As provisional ruler of Riaznin, I hope you’ll come to discuss it with us.”

Anton took a deep breath and held it. My chest tightened with his inner struggle. “Very well,” he said at last.

Feliks gave him a curt nod. “I’ll arrange for a carriage. Come directly to the stables.”

“I’ll walk Sonya back to the palace, then meet you there.”

Feliks nodded again and his gaze slid to me, traveling up to my flower crown before returning to my eyes. “Good evening, Sonya.”

I stiffened, saying nothing in return.

He exited the garden the way he came, his pace steady, his steps surefooted. “I don’t trust him,” I whispered to Anton. “He’s trying to seize control of the government while it’s susceptible.”

“I have no doubt about that,” Anton replied wearily without meeting my gaze. He looked around at the chipped fountain, the stones dug up from the ground, the blood spatter from where Helene had been lying. “Still, what Feliks has suggested may be the best course of action.” He crossed a few feet away and picked up his flattened wreath crown, then tossed it into the fountain with the drowned guns. 

I bit my lip, sensing the angry pulse of his aura, which hadn’t let up after Feliks left us. “I doubt anyone caught on that I have hidden power.”

Anton gave me an incredulous look. “You think that’s my largest concern? That boy almost shot you. And that girl, Helene, could have died.”

“You could have died. That was all I could think about.”

“You shouldn’t have come into the garden in the first place. How did you think you could help, Sonya?”

“I stopped the One Day War, didn’t I?”

“You stopped one man who you knew far too well. Valko called off the battle.”

Except for Anton and Tosya, none of the revolutionaries knew I’d used a secret power to compel Valko to relinquish his throne. They were told I persuaded him by taking advantage of his fondness for me—if sadistic ownership could be defined as fondness. Now Valko was in the dungeons awaiting his trial, another undertaking delayed until the full Duma arrived.

I balled my hands, biting my tongue. I didn’t want to argue; I wanted to find out what was happening with Shengli and what Feliks proposed Anton should do about it. “Let me come with you to the meeting tonight,” I said, as we began walking out of the garden.

Anton turned apologetic eyes on me. “They won’t admit you. You don’t hold any leadership position.”

“Then let me come as your Auraseer. I’ll warn you if anyone seeks to do you harm. I did the same for Valko. I’ve attended dozens of council meetings.”

“That was different,” he replied. “You went as Valko’s guardian. If I bring you with me, what message of trust will that convey to the new governors?” At nineteen, Anton was the youngest governor elected across Riaznin, but I feared his age wouldn’t make him any less of a threat to the Duma. He was the last member of a tyrannical royal family, and now he held a powerful position in the new government.

“But I want to be helpful.”

“You are helpful, Sonya. You organized this celebration. It was a major step forward in uniting Torchev.” His gaze drifted back to the rubble we left behind us in the garden.

We walked through the orchard in silence. Anton’s anger lifted, but deep concern still hung about him. I wished I could carry some of his burdens, but more than wanting to help Anton, I wanted to help Riaznin. I’d felt a legion of auras when I’d persuaded Valko to abdicate his throne; I’d felt the people’s rampant desire for liberty. Triggering the fall of the monarchy wasn’t enough. The people needed more than that.

As we passed onward through the trees, I turned my head, vainly searching for a fern flower.





CHAPTER FOUR

ANTON HAD BEEN GONE FOR THREE HOURS. AS I WAITED FOR him to return and bring me word of the meeting, I paced the main level of the palace. I was barefoot, wearing only a linen nightdress and thin robe against the stifling heat of the night. But I didn’t have to fear anyone seeing me. The interior and exterior guard were outside bellowing songs, drunk on the last of the Kivratide wine.

I moved through the great lobby and tiptoed over what remained of the blasted amber-inlaid floors. They’d been patched with common cement and unvarnished oak planks. The rest of the room looked equally scarred, having taken the brunt of the damage from the One Day War. Marble banisters were pocked from musket fire, and moonlight filtered in through the gaps of boarded-up windows. Far above me, chunks were missing from the fresco of the seven gods of Riaznin, riding their seven steeds around a seven-beamed sun.

I rubbed anxious palms on my nightdress and ventured eastward down the main corridor. Everything inside me felt constricted. I ached for the open road I’d traveled with the Romska. Riaznin was free now, but it didn’t feel that way.

Veering down a branching hallway, I gave myself over to instinct and turned my course on any sudden whim. Nightmarish feelings flitted in and out of me. The sleeping auras of the palace. But they couldn’t do me any real harm.

Eager for an escape, I fell into an old game I used to play with Yuliya: guessing what scandalous dreams our sister Auraseers had when they were asleep and couldn’t bully us anymore.

Auras snatched at me like nipping kittens, excited to play.

The first one danced across my awareness, and a woozy smile lifted the corners of my mouth. As the feeling intensified, I gave a snort of laughter and glanced down to make sure my robe was cinched closed around my nightgown.

This dream was easy to solve. Someone in the palace believed they were naked.

I tripped forward, hardly able to walk in my half-awake state. I scratched an itch beneath the black ribbon on my wrist and sought another dream to lose myself in.

A dark mist of sensation seemed to collect in the air. I trudged through it and extended the reach of my awareness, tasting it deeper. The writhing feelings of dreamers sent my imagination spinning. I pictured vampires from old Romska myths. Scaled monsters in the fathomless sea. Demons in human skin who ate runaway children. Fitting nightmares for the dark auras I felt.

Shivering in fear, my thoughts turned to more rational terrors. Thieves in masks. Murderers in black clothing. Criminals who crept through easy entrances in ramshackle palaces.

A cold breath slid down my spine. I quavered and felt the bite of my wet and frozen feet. I stared at my toes and frowned. Not wet, though the dampness felt real.

A prickle of familiarity made goosebumps rise on my arms. I could almost pinpoint the source of the dream. Almost. My head was too muddy. I stumbled onward, nearly sleepwalking. Sliding against the walls, the halls closed in around me. Narrow. Stone-lined. I blinked and scratched my wrist. No, these walls were plaster. Wood.

Something sharp struck my back. The stab of a knife. I cried out and whirled around. The pain let up. “Hello?”

I couldn’t see into the patches of surrounding darkness. It didn’t matter. No one could be here with me. No auras pulsed nearby. The pain I’d just felt, vivid though it was, seemed to radiate from farther away.

“Hello?” I called again, my voice shaky as I remembered the hooded girl from the orchard.

The piercing pain of a blade ripped across my throat. I gasped and doubled over. Frantically, I glanced around me and clamped my neck to stop the flow of blood from the new wound.

But I felt no blood. No cut. No wound.

I labored to steady my breathing. Since the One Day War, I experienced other people’s sensations more acutely. I recognized their sources more readily. I just needed to force logic into my tired mind. Whose murderous dream was I feeling?

The pain vanished, replaced by a terrible thrill of satisfaction. It pumped through my veins with energy, urgency, desire. Then, just as quickly, the satisfaction withered. The pain wasn’t enough. The dreamer wanted something more, something darker, something endlessly gratifying.

Realization hit my sleep-addled mind like a brick to the head. I gasped again. I’d been wrong. This madness wasn’t the aura of some dreamer. It incited a level of violence that felt more lucid, more tangible.

Like snakeskin, I shed the dark aura holding me in its clutches. My mind jolted wide awake and pieced the puzzle together. Moments ago, I’d felt a damp coldness. The dungeons. I’d sensed its distinct atmosphere before. But the person’s aura emanating from within it now wasn’t one I recognized. This wasn’t the emperor; this was someone else—an intruder with murderous impulses. At least two people were dead already, probably guards. I’d felt their deathblows. Worse, I’d felt the lust for more blood, a craving for one final, satisfying slaughter.

The last piece of the puzzle locked into place. My hands went clammy. The floor seemed to fall out from beneath me. Spinning around, I bolted down the narrow corridor and around the first corner.

An assassin was loose in the palace. An assassin who’d already killed. Who meant to kill again.

Only one target made sense. The palace dungeons held only one prisoner.

Valko.





CHAPTER FIVE

I FLED DOWN THE STONE STAIRS AND THROUGH THE MAZELIKE corridors of the dungeons. My heart crashed and seized in a violent rhythm. I climbed over the rubble in the passageways, fallen debris from cannon blasts of the One Day War. Repairs to the dungeons had gone neglected, what with the work needed aboveground. I skidded through crumbled stones and slipped on spots where the ground was wet with condensation. I took no care to be quiet. Stealth wasn’t an option, and time was a luxury I did not have. As my robe caught on a jagged, broken beam, I didn’t bother untangling it. I yanked it off and raced farther into the darkness.

Only a few torches glowed between the long intervals of pitch black. I groped the walls like a blind girl. Twice I tripped and fell. I scarcely felt the pain. I scrambled back to my feet and kept running, running.

Horrible emotions slashed into my aura. The assassin’s seething hatred. His bloated sense of supremacy. Just as his impulses raged to a soaring height, making me feel unconquerable, more deaths assaulted me. They ripped through my belly. Strangled me for air. Knocked hard blows to my head. They sucked me of energy. I gasped, panic flaring, each time they struck. They sent me stumbling to the stones. I dragged myself up and fled onward.

Crumpled bodies littered the ground. Fallen guards. I passed at least six, then stopped counting. I was too late to help them. I couldn’t let my guilt consume me. I fought to detach myself from the lingering pain of their deaths and attuned to Valko’s distinctive energy. I would know if he died.

I couldn’t let him die.

That thought was as terrifying as the blood and carnage all around me.

At last I came to the long gallery of cells and dashed across it to the solitary prison that once held Anton and Tosya. The heavy door was shut and hung crooked on its hinges. More damage from the war. I pried it open and a cloud of dust and pebbles showered down over me. Coughing, I waved them away and peered within. Enough torchlight from the outer corridor bled inside so I could see into the room. It lay in ruins. This wasn’t Valko’s prison.

I grabbed the nearest torch from its sconce and raced around the corner into the gallery.

I heard a scuffing noise behind me, like feet skidding on gravel. I glanced over my shoulder. Narrow corridors branched off the foot of the gallery, but I couldn’t see past the bright ring of light from my torch. My heart pounded. For the third time today, I had the eerie sense that someone was watching me, though I didn’t feel the close pulse of another aura nearby.

The scuffing sounded again, this time from the gallery. The dungeons’ stonewalls reverberated the noise. There was no way to tell where it had originated.

It didn’t matter. I ground my teeth and rushed on through the darkness. The noise was probably a rat. Or if it was the hooded girl, she could very well be the assassin. I should have guessed her intent. I had to find Valko before she did.

The number of cells overwhelmed me. The length of the gallery rivaled the great corridor on the main floor of the palace. Its width measured at least thirty feet and held cells on both sides. I raced forward, shining my torchlight into each barred prison. I searched for Valko. Prayed I wasn’t too late. Ignored the tug in my mind that asked why I cared if he died.

I neared the middle of the gallery. Up ahead on the left was an open cell door. I bolted for it with renewed speed and strength.

Inside, Valko lay slumbering on a bed of straw. He looked peaceful. Unaware of the person crouched beside him like a panther.

The assassin wasn’t the hooded girl. He was a man dressed in black with a shock of red, greasy hair. His beady eyes turned on me. My heart jumped with his desperate aura. He lunged for Valko, hand raised, his grip on the hilt of a gleaming dagger.

I shouted Valko’s name. Hurtled my torch at the assassin. The flame streaked. Pinwheeled through the air. It gouged the man in the shoulder. Seared me with his pain.

He hissed and dropped his dagger. The torch fizzled out. The gallery’s firelight kept the space dimly illuminated.

Valko’s eyes shot open the same time I leapt for the blade. “Sonya?” he asked. His voice rang hoarse from disuse.

I ran inside the cell. My fingers wrapped around the dagger’s hilt. I spun on my knees to face the assassin. He was too quick for me. With a practiced move, he hit my wrist, and the blade flew behind Valko. “Fetch that!” I yelled at him.

He didn’t have time to react. The assassin lunged for him where he lay. The man’s large hands circled Valko’s throat. I sprang on the assassin and pounded my fists on his back. With little trouble, he jerked me off of him. I landed hard on my side.

The man’s focus never tore from Valko, his grip never eased. My head throbbed with Valko’s pain and my own. For a moment, it overtook me and I writhed on the cell floor, blackness prickling my vision.

Valko’s arm stretched out. His fingers reached for the snuffed-out torch. I nudged it into his grasp. His face mottled a darker shade as he hefted it. My muscles flexed with his exertion. He swung the torch at the assassin’s head.

Upon impact, the man pitched over, his chokehold broken. Together, Valko and I inhaled a ragged breath.

The assassin was still alive, still conscious. He and Valko clambered to their
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