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Dedication



For my mother and father,

who always believed












One

THE ARCANA IS SILENT.

I stare at the small silver tuning fork, nestled among the jewels scattered across my vanity. Garnet’s words echo in my ears.

We’re going to get you out. 

I force my mind to work, push down my terror, and try to fit the pieces together. I’m trapped in my bedroom in the palace of the Lake. How does Garnet, the Duchess of the Lake’s own son, have an arcana? Is he working with Lucien, the Electress’s lady-in-waiting and my secret friend and savior? But why wouldn’t Lucien tell me? 

Lucien didn’t tell you that childbirth kills surrogates, either. He doesn’t tell you any more than he thinks you need to know. 

Panic grips me as I picture Ash, trapped and bleeding in the dungeons. Ash, a companion to royal daughters, who endangered his very life by loving me. Ash, the only other person in this palace who understands what it feels like to be treated like a piece of property. 

I shake my head. How much time have I spent staring at the arcana—ten minutes? Twenty? 

Something needs to happen. After the Duchess caught us in his room together, he was beaten and thrown in the dungeon, and no one has been sent to save him. If Ash stays there, he’ll die. 

The terror resurfaces, rising in my throat like bile. I squeeze my eyes shut and all I can see are the Regimentals bursting through the door to his bedroom. Ripping him from the bed. His blood spattering across the comforter as a Regimental slammed a pistol into Ash’s face again and again while the Duchess looked on. 

And Carnelian. The Duchess’s wicked, horrible niece. She was there, too. She betrayed us.

I bite my lip and wince. I look at myself in the mirror—hair disheveled, eyes red and puffy. My lower lip is split at the corner and the beginning of a bruise darkens my cheekbone. I probe the tender spot, remembering the feel of the Duchess’s hand as she struck me.

I shake my head again. So much has happened since the Auction. Secrecy, alliances, death. I was bought to bear the Duchess’s child. I can still see the fury in her eyes as she saw Ash and me in the same room, in the same bed. Whore, she called me, after her guard of Regimentals dragged Ash away. I don’t care about her insults. I only care about what happens now. 

Lucien gave me a serum that I was supposed to take tonight. It would make me appear dead, and he could get me out of the Jewel, to somewhere safe where my body wouldn’t be used for royal purposes. But I didn’t take it. I gave it away—to Raven.

Somewhere, in the neighboring palace of the Stone, is my best friend, Raven. Her mistress is using her for a darker purpose. Not only is Raven pregnant with the Countess of the Stone’s child, but she is being tortured in ways I can’t imagine. She is the shell of the girl I once knew.

And I couldn’t leave her there. I couldn’t let her die like that.

So I gave her the serum.

Lucien will be upset when he finds out, but I had no choice. He’ll have to understand. 

With trembling fingers, I pick up the arcana and sit on the edge of my bed.

“Garnet?” I whisper to it. “Lucien?”

No one answers me. 

“Garnet?” I say again. “If you can hear me . . . please. Talk to me.”

Nothing.

How can I be rescued with Regimentals guarding the door? How can Ash be rescued?

My head throbs—it hurts to think. I curl up on my bed with the silver tuning fork clutched tight between my fingers, trying to will it to buzz, to make someone speak to me. 

“Please,” I whisper to it. “Don’t let him die.”

I, at least, might have something the Duchess wants. My body might be enough to keep me alive. But Ash doesn’t have that. 

I wonder what it would feel like, to die. The wild girl appears in my mind, the surrogate who tried to escape the royalty and went into hiding. The one I saw executed in front of the walls of Southgate, my holding facility. I remember her strangely peaceful expression as the end came. Her courage. Would I be able to be as strong as she was, if they put my head on the chopping block? Tell Cobalt I love him, she’d said. That, at least, I can understand. Ash’s name would be one of the last words on my lips. I wonder who Cobalt was to her. She must have loved him very much.

I hear a noise and jump up so quickly the room seems to tilt. My only thought is that I have to hide the arcana somewhere, now. It’s my one connection to the people who want to help me. But there are no pockets on my nightdress, and I don’t want to risk hiding it in the room in case the Duchess decides to move me. 

Then I remember the Exetor’s Ball, when Lucien first gave it to me. When Garnet ruined my hairstyle and Lucien came to my rescue, hiding the silver tuning fork in my thick, dark curls. 

Has Garnet been working with Lucien since then? Did he muss my hair on purpose?

But there’s no time to wonder about that now. I bolt to my vanity, throwing open the drawer where Annabelle, my own personal lady-in-waiting and my closest friend in the Duchess’s palace, keeps my hair ribbons and pins. I twist my hair back into a thick, messy knot at the nape of my neck and secure the arcana inside it with pins. 

I fling myself back onto my bed as the door opens. 

“Get up,” the Duchess orders. She is flanked by two Regimentals. She looks exactly the same as she did when last I saw her in Ash’s bedroom, wearing the same golden dressing gown, her glossy black hair hanging loose around her shoulders. I don’t know why this surprises me. 

The Duchess’s face is cold and impassive as she approaches me. I am reminded of the first time I met her, expecting her to circle me with sharp, critical eyes, then slap me across the face again. 

Instead, she stops less than a foot away, and her expression turns from cold to blazing. 

“How long?” she demands.

“What?”

The Duchess’s eyes narrow. “Do not play stupid with me, Violet. How long have you been sleeping with the companion?”

It’s jarring to hear her use my name. “I—I wasn’t sleeping with him.” This is partly true, since at the moment we were discovered, we were not actually sleeping together. 

“Do not lie to me.”

“I’m not lying.”

The Duchess’s nostrils flare. “Fine.” She turns to the Regimentals. “Tie her up. And bring the other one in.”

The Regimentals descend on me before I have a chance to react, yanking my arms behind my back and binding me with a coarse rope. I cry out and struggle, but the bonds are too tight. The rope chafes against my skin, the polished wood of the bedpost pressing against my back as they tie me to it. Then a small, willowy figure is marched into the room.

Annabelle’s eyes are filled with fear. Like me, her hands are bound behind her back. She won’t be able to use her slate—Annabelle was born mute and can only talk through writing. Her copper-colored hair is out of its usual bun, and her face is so pale that her freckles stand out clearly. My mouth goes dry. 

“Leave us,” the Duchess orders, and the Regimentals close the door behind them.

“She—she doesn’t know anything,” I protest weakly. 

“I find that hard to believe,” the Duchess says.

“She doesn’t!” I cry, louder now, fighting against my bindings, because I can’t let anything happen to Annabelle. “I swear on my father’s grave, she didn’t know!”

The Duchess studies me, a cruel smile playing on her lips. “No,” she says. “I still don’t believe you.” Her hand whips across Annabelle’s face with a sickening smack. 

“Please!” I scream, as Annabelle stumbles back, almost losing her balance. “Don’t hurt her!”

“Oh, I have no wish to hurt her, Violet. This is your fault. Her pain ends when you tell me the truth.”

My wrists are raw, the rope cutting into my skin as I struggle against it. Suddenly, the Duchess is inches away from me, my face clutched in her iron grasp, her fingernails biting into the bruise on my cheek. “How long have you been sleeping with him?”

I try to answer her, but I can’t open my mouth. The Duchess releases me. 

“How long?” she says again. 

“One time,” I gasp. “It was just one time.”

“When?”

“The night before,” I say, panting. “Before the second time that the doctor tried . . .”

The Duchess glares at me, seething with rage. “Have you been intentionally destroying these pregnancies?”

I can feel the blankness on my face. “I—no. How would I even do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, Violet. You’re clearly such a resourceful girl. I’m sure you could find a way.”

“No,” I say. 

The Duchess’s hand slams into Annabelle’s face again. 

“Please,” I beg. “I’m telling you the truth.”

One of Annabelle’s shoulders is hunched up as if to try to cradle her swollen cheek. Our eyes meet and all I see is fear. Confusion. Her eyebrows knit together and I know she’s trying to ask me something but I can’t figure out exactly what.

“Here is my dilemma, Violet,” the Duchess says, pacing back and forth in front of me. “You are a very valuable asset. As much as I might want to kill you for what you’ve done, it wouldn’t be a very good business practice. Obviously, your life in this palace will be different from now on. No more balls, no more cello, no more . . . well, anything, I suppose. If I have to, I’ll keep you tied to the medical bed for the duration of your stay. I’ve sent an emergency petition to the Exetor for the companion’s execution, so he should be dead in an hour or so. That will serve as some punishment. But is it enough, I ask myself?” 

I try to swallow the whimper that climbs up my throat, but the Duchess hears it and smiles. 

“Such a waste, really—he is so very handsome. And quite skilled, from what I’ve heard. The Lady of the Stream raved about him at Garnet’s engagement party. Pity I didn’t get the chance to sample his talents myself.”

A cold, slippery feeling squirms around inside me. The Duchess’s smile widens. “Please, tell me,” she continues, “what exactly did you think would happen with him? That you two would ride off into the sunset together? Do you know how many women he’s slept with? It’s disgusting. I would have thought you’d have better taste. If you’re going to get all love-struck in this palace, why not choose Garnet? His manners might be atrocious, but he’s good-looking enough. And he comes from an excellent bloodline.”

At this, I can’t help choking out a raspy, bitter laugh. “His bloodline? Do you honestly think that matters to anyone in this city besides the royalty? You people wouldn’t even need surrogates if you didn’t care so much about stupid bloodlines!”

The Duchess waits patiently for me to finish. “I would think you would choose your words more carefully,” she says. This time when she hits Annabelle, the skin breaks open below her right eye. Tears stream down Annabelle’s cheek.

“I need you to understand,” the Duchess says. “You are mine. The doctor will not stop until my baby is growing inside you. I will no longer have any consideration for your pain, or discomfort, or frame of mind. You will be like a piece of furniture to me. Is that clear?”

“I’ll do whatever you want,” I say. “But please don’t hit her anymore.” 

The Duchess becomes very still. Her expression softens, and she sighs. “All right,” she says.

She walks to where Annabelle is bent over. In one fluid motion, she yanks Annabelle upright, holding her head back by her hair. 

“You know, Violet,” the Duchess says. “I cared about you. I truly did.” She seems sincerely sad as she holds my gaze. “Why did you have to do this to me?”

I don’t see the knife in her hand—just a flash of silver as it whispers across Annabelle’s throat. Annabelle’s eyes widen, more in surprise than in pain, as a crimson gash opens on her neck.

“NO!” I scream. Annabelle looks at me, her face so lovely and frail, and I can see the question now, clear enough on her face that she wouldn’t need her slate to express it.

Why?

Blood spills down her chest, staining her nightdress a brilliant scarlet. Then her body crumples to the floor. 

A wild, guttural wail fills the room, and it takes a second before I realize it’s coming from me. I thrash against my bonds, ignoring the pain in my back and wrists, hardly feeling it at all, because if I can just get to Annabelle I can make this right; if I can hold her in my arms I can bring her back. There must be a way to bring her back, because she can’t be dead, she can’t be . . .

Annabelle’s eyes are open, vacant, staring at me as blood pours from the wound on her neck, seeping toward me across the carpet. 

“You needed to be punished for what you did,” the Duchess says, wiping the blood from her knife on the sleeve of her dressing gown. “And so did she.”

As casually as if it were nothing, she steps over Annabelle’s body and opens the door. I catch a glimpse of my tea parlor and the two Regimentals guarding me before the door closes and I am left alone with the corpse of the girl who was my first friend in this palace. 








Two

I SINK TO MY KNEES.

My shoulders protest as the bindings force my arms up into an awkward position, but I don’t care. My legs can’t support me right now. 

Annabelle’s body has run out of blood to spill. I stare at her beautiful, warm, trusting face, and all I can see is the girl who stayed with me that first night, even when she wasn’t supposed to, the girl who held me in her arms on a pile of ruined dresses after Dahlia’s funeral, who nearly always beat me at Halma, and brushed my hair out every night, and knew my name before anyone else did. 

I loved her. And now I had killed her.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, and the tears that had held off up to this moment begin to run in a myriad of tiny rivers down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry, Annabelle.”

The certainty of her death swallows me up, a yawning, endless cavern of grief. The tears turn to sobs that rip through my chest, and I cry until my throat is raw and my lungs ache, to the point where there is nothing left inside me but an emptiness where Annabelle used to be.

TIME PASSES.

At some point, I notice that my arm sockets are aching, a dull burn that distracts me from my grief. But I can’t seem to find the energy to move.

I think I hear something outside the door—a tiny pop, then two thumps. Maybe the Duchess has come back. I wonder who she’ll kill in front of me next. 

The door opens and a Regimental comes in. He’s alone, which immediately strikes me as odd, and he closes the door behind him. He stares for one horror-struck moment at the body of my friend, then hurries to my side.

“Are you all right?” he asks. I’ve never heard any of the Duchess’s Regimentals speak before, but this one sounds awfully familiar. It doesn’t even occur to me to answer him.

He takes something out of his belt, and then my arms are free—I fall to the floor, not caring enough to try to stop myself. He catches me.

“Violet,” he whispers. “Are you hurt?”

How does a Regimental know my name? He shakes me a little and his face comes into focus.

“Garnet?” I try to speak, but my throat is so dry. 

“Come on,” he says. “We’ve got to get out of here. We don’t have much time.”

He pulls me roughly to my feet. I stumble forward a few steps and fall to my knees in front of Annabelle’s body. Her blood is still wet on the carpet—I can feel it soaking through my nightdress. I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. Very gently, I close her eyes with my fingertips. 

“Violet,” Garnet says, “we have to go.” 

I kiss the side of her head, the spot just above her ear. Her hair smells like lilies. 

“Good-bye, Annabelle,” I whisper. 

Then I force myself to stand. Garnet is right. We have to go. Ash is alive. I can still save him. 

Garnet opens the door and I see the two Regimentals sprawled out on the floor. I briefly wonder whether they’re unconscious or dead, before I realize I don’t care. 

We hurry through the drawing room and out of my chambers. The hall of flowers is deserted, but Garnet turns right, heading toward one of the lesser-used staircases at the back of the palace. 

“Did Lucien send you?” I whisper.

“Lucien doesn’t know yet,” he replies. “I couldn’t get in touch with him.”

“Where are we going?”

“Stop asking questions!” he hisses. We reach the staircase and hurry down it. A floorboard creaks beneath my feet.

The ground floor is eerily quiet. The doors to the ballroom are open, long, slanting shafts of moonlight reaching toward us across the parquet floor. I remember the first time I crept through these halls at night, to visit Ash in his bedroom. 

“Where’s the dungeon?” I whisper. Garnet doesn’t acknowledge me. I grab his arm. “Garnet, where is the dungeon? We need to get Ash.”

“Will you shut up?” he says. “We’ve got to get you out of here.”

A familiar smell assaults my nose, and without thinking, I open the door to the Duke’s smoking room and pull Garnet inside.

“What are you doing?” he says through clenched teeth.

“We’re not leaving him here,” I say.

“He’s not part of the deal.”

“We leave him here and he dies.”

“So?”

“I just watched Annabelle be murdered and bleed to death.” A tightness crawls across my chest. “She was one of the kindest, sweetest people I have ever known and she died because of me. What if she was in that dungeon? Would you leave her there to be executed? I’ve seen you two together. You were nice to her. She liked you. Does her life not matter to you?”

Garnet shifts uncomfortably. “Look, this isn’t part of my job description, okay?” he says. “I’m not here to reunite some tragic love.”

“That’s not the point. This is about someone’s life. So why are you here?”

“I owe Lucien. I promised to help you.”

“Then help me,” I say. 

“I don’t get it,” he says. “He’s just a companion. There are hundreds of them.”

“And Annabelle was just a servant. And I’m just a surrogate,” I snap. “You sound just like your mother.” 

Garnet freezes. 

“Look at this,” I say, grabbing a handful of bloody nightdress in my fist. “This is her blood. Your mother did this. When does it stop? How many more innocent people have to die because of her?”

He pauses. “Fine,” he says. “I’ll help you. But don’t expect me to take the fall if we get caught.”

“Why would I ever expect that,” I mutter. We slip out of the room and back down the hall, past the library. There is a broad door to the left of it, with a sturdy handle. 

“Hold this,” Garnet says, handing me what appears to be a large black marble, about the size of an egg. Its surface is unnaturally smooth.

“What is this?” I ask.

“It’ll knock out the guards,” he says. “Don’t ask me how; Lucien made it. It’s how I got you out without those Regimentals seeing me.”

Garnet takes out a ring of keys and slips a large iron one into the lock. The door opens with a muffled groan. He turns to me and takes the marble back.

“I’d say ladies first,” he says, “but in this situation I think we should dispense with common courtesies.” 

The hall reminds me of the secret passage to Ash’s room—its walls and floor are stone, cold under my bare feet, and pale glowglobes illuminate the way. A long set of stairs cuts down in front of me and I take them slower than I should, listening for any sound other than Garnet’s boots and the padding of my feet. By the time we reach the bottom, I’m shivering in the chilly, stale air. Another door, wooden with iron slats in the top, stands ajar ahead of us. 

Garnet is frowning.

“What?” I whisper.

But when I push the door open, all thought of stealth and secrecy is lost. 

“Oh!” I cry.

Ash is lying in a crumpled heap on the floor of a cell a few yards in front of me. I rush forward and fall to my knees, gripping the cold steel bars. 

“Ash,” I say. Blood has congealed on his face and in his hair. His cheekbone is badly bruised and there is a gash on his forehead. He’s only in his cotton pajama pants, his chest and feet bare. He must be freezing. Or, he would be if he was conscious.

“Ash,” I say louder. “Ash, wake up.” I reach my arms through the bars but he’s too far away to touch. “Garnet, where are the keys?” 

He appears at my side. “I don’t know,” he says. “The keys for the cells aren’t on this ring.”

A wave of despair rises up and threatens to crush me, but I grit my teeth and hold it back. I don’t have time to lose hope. “There has to be something we can do. They’ve got to be here somewhere. Ash!” I pull at the bars, a useless effort. “Wake up, please!”

“Looking for something?”

My insides turn to stone as Carnelian emerges from the shadows behind the wooden door. In one hand she holds a small golden key. 

“Carnelian, what did you do?” Garnet asks, his eyes wide, but not focused on her. I follow his gaze to the bodies of two Regimentals, piled behind the door next to an empty cell.

Carnelian holds up her other hand and shows him a syringe. “You know, it’s funny the things you can do when no one cares about you. The places you can go. The people you can manipulate. The doctor showed me some things once, when I pretended to have an interest in medicine.” She looks at the needle fondly. “They’re not dead,” she says, “only paralyzed. And unconscious. They underestimated me, too. I could see it in their eyes. Poor little Carnelian. Poor, ugly, stupid Carnelian.” 

“Mother will kill you for this,” Garnet says.

“She’ll kill you, too,” Carnelian replies. “What are you doing here with her?”

“Open the cell,” I say. 

Her eyes flash. “You weren’t supposed to be with him. He was supposed to be mine. Why did you have to take him from me?”

“I didn’t take anything from you,” I snap. “He’s not a puppy or a piece of jewelry. He’s a human being.”

“I know who he is,” she says. “I know him better than you.”

“I highly doubt that.”

“He told me things he’s never told anyone before! He said so himself. And I . . . I . . .” Red spots bloom on her cheeks. “I trusted him with my secrets. He was going to stay with me forever.”

“Carnelian, he was never going to stay. He would have left anyway, once you got engaged.”

“I was figuring out a plan,” she says. “I was going to find a way.”

“Well, none of that matters now because if you don’t open this door, he’s going to be executed.” My gaze flickers to the key in her hand. “Is that what you want?”

“I don’t want him to be with you.”

“So you’d rather he be dead?” 

A soft moan from Ash’s cell effectively silences the room. 

“Ash,” I gasp, turning to press my face against the bars. Ash’s eyelids flutter, once, twice, then open. He sees me and a smile breaks across his battered face. 

“Violet?” he croaks. “Where are we?” He tilts his head back, taking in his surroundings. “Ah, right.”

“It’s okay, I’m here to save you.” I don’t sound as confident as I’d like. 

“That’s nice,” he breathes. His eyes lose focus for a second, then they come back to me. “What happened to your face?”

“I’m fine,” I say as Ash gingerly pushes himself up off the ground. He winces and puts a hand to his swollen cheek.

“So,” he says, crawling over to the door of his cell. “How do I get on the other side of these bars?”

I glance behind me, and Ash seems to notice for the first time that we have company. His brow furrows as he takes in Garnet, then Carnelian. She has lowered the syringe. 

“Carnelian has the key,” I say. Then, against every impulse I have, I get up and back away. I can’t make Carnelian open the door. But Ash can.

She walks forward slowly, her eyes locked on Ash’s face. When she reaches his cell, she sinks to her knees exactly where I was a few seconds before.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers, wrapping her hand around his where it clutches the metal bar. “I thought if I could get her out of the way, we could be together.”

Ash manages another smile. “I know.”

“I thought . . . I had a plan . . .”

“I know,” Ash says again. “But it wouldn’t have worked.”

Carnelian nods. “Because no matter what, you can’t stay with me.”

“No,” he says softly. “I can’t.”

“Can I ask you one thing?” The key hovers by the lock.

“Of course.”

“Was there anything between us that was . . . real?”

Ash brings his face so close to hers I want to scream. He whispers something I can’t hear, and Carnelian’s whole face brightens. After a moment, she pulls away, turns the key in the lock, and opens the door. I’m at Ash’s side in an instant, helping him to his feet. Carnelian glares at me.

“I won’t tell for his sake,” she says. “Not yours.”

I don’t get to retort before Garnet jumps in. 

“Yes, well, while this has all been bizarrely entertaining, it really is time to go.” 

“Are you okay?” I whisper to Ash. His chest is cold against my thin silk nightgown, but his arms feel strong when they wrap around me.

“Let’s get out of here,” he whispers back. 

“Cheer up, cousin,” Garnet says. Carnelian is staring at Ash and me with a half-furious, half-broken expression. “Think about Mother’s face when she finds out they’re both gone.”

The corner of Carnelian’s mouth twitches. 

Garnet nods. “Thanks for the help,” he says with a wave of his hand. He turns to us. “Now let’s go.”








Three

WE RUN UP THE STAIRS AND OUT OF THE DUNGEON AS quickly and quietly as we can.

The halls are empty. Ash keeps one arm wrapped around his ribs, clutching his left side. His free hand grips mine. 

“Are you all right?” he asks, with a nod to my nightgown. Annabelle’s blood has nearly dried. It stains my knees and shins. A lump swells in my throat.

“That’s not mine,” I whisper.

Ash’s eyes widen. “Who—”

I shake my head hard. I can’t talk about that right now.

We pass the dining room and emerge into the glass promenade that connects to the east wing, where Ash’s quarters are. It’s like this night is replaying itself in backward fashion. But Ash is with me now. I squeeze his hand to remind myself.

“What’s his story?” he breathes in my ear, his eyes trained on Garnet.

I shrug.

“His story is he’s trying to get the two of you out of here without ending up dead,” Garnet replies. “So shut up and keep close.”

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“We need transportation,” Garnet says.

“Right. So what’s the plan?”

“Seriously, Violet?” he says, stopping for a moment. “Does it look like I’m following an instruction manual? I’m making this up as I go. If you have a better idea—”

“No, no,” I say quickly. “Whatever you think is best.”

“He knows your name,” Ash murmurs as we continue down the hallway.

“Lucien,” I say. Ash mutters something I can’t hear.

Past Ash’s former living quarters, left turn, right turn, left again, we move deeper into the east wing than I’ve ever been. 

“How do you know the servants’ wing so well?” Ash asks Garnet.

Garnet raises an eyebrow and shoots me a leering grin. “I get around.”

I cringe, thinking of all the unsuspecting kitchen maids that Garnet might have preyed on, but Ash is unfazed.

“No you don’t,” he says. 

Garnet snorts. “How would you know?”

“I would,” Ash replies. “And I do.”

Garnet’s mouth turns into a sneer as we reach a door at the end of a hall. He unbuttons his Regimental coat and tosses it to me. “You’ll need this,” he says. I slip it on. The sleeves fall well past my fingers and I’m inexplicably reminded of my mother’s bathrobe, how huge it was when I used to wear it around my house in the Marsh, back when the scariest thing I could imagine was leaving my home for Southgate Holding Facility.

Garnet opens the door and I’m hit with a blast of frigid air. My teeth are chattering before we step outside. I move to offer Ash the coat, since he doesn’t even have a shirt on, but he holds it tight around me. Icy grass crunches under my bare feet, and my toes are numb in seconds. The night has turned cloudy, no moon or stars to light our way, but Garnet is sure of his direction. A black shape—a low, boxy structure—appears in the darkness. When we reach it, I hear Garnet fumble with the key ring.

A lock clicks, and we move from the freezing night air to a chilled, quiet place.

The door closes behind me and a light flicks on. A row of gleaming motorcars stretches out in a cavernous space. I see the white one the Duchess and I took to Dahlia’s funeral at the Exetor’s palace, and the black one I took to all the balls, but there is a bright red one, a silver one, and pale blue and lemon yellow as well.

Garnet heads straight to the red motorcar and opens the trunk. 

“Get in,” he says. 

I never imagined I’d be willing, if not eager, to climb into the trunk of a car. 

“Don’t you think someone will notice if a car is missing?” Ash mutters as he climbs in beside me. I scoot back to make room for him. 

Garnet grins. “This is mine. It won’t be the first time I’ve taken her out for a late-night joyride.”

Then he slams the trunk shut.

Panic tackles me with a ferocity that leaves me breathless. The darkness is too close, too confining. My palms slam against the top of the trunk until Ash’s cold hands find my face.

“It’s okay, Violet,” he whispers. “Breathe.”

My lungs expand and the weight of everything overwhelms me. A torrent of tears pours out of me as I bury my face in his chest. The car starts, a low vibration running through my body. I hear the muffled sounds of a garage door opening and closing, and then I’m slammed against Ash as Garnet backs out of the driveway. The car circles in a dizzying movement, and my back is thrown against the other side of the trunk, Ash’s body crushing mine.

“You know,” Ash gasps, “I think he’s enjoying this.”

And then, like with the tears, I burst into hysterical laughter, my stomach contracting so hard it hurts, and Ash laughs, too, only his laughter dissolves into a spasm of coughing.

“Are you okay?” I ask, kissing every part of him. 

“I’m fine—ow,” he says as my lips land on his bruised cheek. “What exactly happened? The last thing I remember is the Duchess coming into my room.”

I tell him about the arcana with Garnet’s voice on the other end, and the Duchess tying me up, and Annabelle . . .

“I left her there,” I say. “All alone.” 

“You had to,” Ash murmurs. “Violet, you had to.”

We’re quiet for a moment. The guilt and pain and grief that I’d managed to suppress during our flight from the palace swells up inside me. I see her face in the dark, smell the lily scent of her hair. 

“It’s my fault,” I whisper. “If I hadn’t . . . if we . . .”

“No.” The word is loud and authoritative in our cramped quarters. “The Duchess killed Annabelle, Violet. Not you. Not me.”

I rest my head against his shoulder and make myself a silent promise. To not forget her, ever. To keep her alive the only way I can. 

“Do you know where we’re going?” he asks.

“No.” Now that we’re on the road, the ride is very smooth. I wriggle out of the jacket and throw it over Ash.

“Violet, I’m not—”

“We’ll both use it,” I insist, snuggling as close as I can into his side. His skin is freezing. 

Ash strokes my hair. The vibrations of the car engine are a soothing, numbing sound.

“You saved my life,” he whispers, his breath warm against my temple. 

“I wasn’t going to just leave you there.”

He laughs softly. “I appreciate that.”

“You would have done it for me.” 

We ride like this for what seems like hours before the car stops abruptly, and the trunk is thrown open. The moon must have come out again, because Garnet is silhouetted against its silvery light. 

“Did you two have a nice ride?” he asks with a grin. 

Ash climbs out of the trunk and helps me, throwing the coat around my shoulders. “Where are we?”

I look around. It’s some sort of dark alleyway, bordered by two plain, rectangular buildings. 

“The morgue,” Garnet replies.

I shiver.

He leads us to an iron door, painted white to match the building’s exterior. 

“It’s not locked?” I ask.

“This is the morgue for servants and surrogates,” Garnet explains. 

“Right,” I mutter. 

The morgue’s interior is chilly and sterile. Garnet takes a small flashlight from his belt, illuminating several long hallways that are a dreary green and smell like antiseptic. My feet stick to the waxed floor.

“Where are we going?” I whisper.

He shines the beam of the flashlight to the left and then to the right. “Good question. Lucien didn’t happen to tell you where exactly you were going to meet him?”

“I was supposed to be dead,” I say.

“Right.”

“We could always follow the arrows.” Ash is standing by the corner where two halls intersect, staring intently at the wall. “Garnet, bring the light.”

Garnet shines the flashlight on the wall where there is a directional sign.

SURROGATES [image: image]

LADIES-IN-WAITING [image: image] 

SERVANTS  [image: ]

We take the right hall, through a set of swinging double doors into another hallway. Ash tries the handle of a door across from us.

“Locked,” he says. 

“This one isn’t,” Garnet says, opening the door. He flicks on the light and gleaming silver compartments come into view, lining the walls, row upon row of square doors. Everything is sharp and pristine. 

“Are those for the . . .” I can’t bring myself to say the word bodies.

“Yes,” Ash says. 

“Are they all . . . full?” The thought of so many dead surrogates makes me colder than I already am. Annabelle’s blood pricks at the skin on my knees. 

“I hope not,” he replies. 

“Do you think Raven is here already?” I ask. When I gave her the serum at the Duchess’s luncheon this afternoon, Raven was practically catatonic. But she roused when she heard my voice. I have to hope she understood me. 

Ash swallows. “There’s only one way to find out.”

“Who’s Raven?” Garnet asks.

“My best friend,” I reply. My legs start to shake as I approach one of the compartments. “The Countess of the Stone’s surrogate. I gave her Lucien’s serum.”

“You what?” Garnet shakes his head. “You know, if Lucien wasn’t so intent on saving your life, I think he might kill you.”

I ignore him, my fingers trembling as I turn the handle and pull open the door.

Empty.

I release the breath I was holding.

“One down,” Ash says, coming up beside me. “A few dozen more to go.”

Methodically, Ash and I begin to open all the doors. Garnet watches us with a bemused expression. We’ve opened seven empty chambers before Ash says, “Violet.”

I move to his side and follow his gaze to the black bag filling the long rectangular space. Together, we pull out the metal sheet it’s resting on. Ash reaches to unzip the bag.

“No,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

Very gently, I pull down the zipper, revealing a pale face, stony in death. My breath catches in my throat.

“That’s not Raven,” Ash says.

I shake my head, tears filling my eyes.

“Did you know her?” 

“No,” I say. “But I met her once.” 

It’s the girl from Dahlia’s funeral, the one who was looking for her sister. I put my hand on her icy forehead. She looks so young.

I am overwhelmed by the unfairness of this whole situation. What makes me special? Why am I worth saving and not this girl, or the lioness, or Dahlia? I feel a surge of anger toward Lucien for forcing me to acknowledge this terrible truth but not giving me a way to do anything about it. 

You saved Raven, a voice whispers in the back of my mind.

Not yet, I think. And it’s not enough.

I zip the bag up and return the girl whose name I will never know back to her metal tomb.

“Let’s keep looking,” I say to Ash.

We find four more girls, none of whom I recognize. 

“What if she didn’t take it?” I say. Panic begins to creep up the back of my throat.

“She did,” Ash reassures me, but his words are meaningless and I can tell he knows it. There is no way to know whether Raven understood me or not. 

“They probably haven’t found her yet,” Garnet says. He’s leaning against the wall casually, hands in his pockets, as if he’d hung out in morgues on a daily basis.

“Why are you still here?” Ash asks.

Garnet shrugs. “I want to see what happens when Lucien finds out you’re here.” Then he smirks. “Besides, this is the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Being royal is so boring. Any chance I get to stick it to my mother, I take. Stealing her surrogate right out from under her nose? From her own house? Too good to pass up.”

“Why do you hate her so much?” I ask.

“Um, gee, Violet, you lived with her for two months,” Garnet says. “How do you feel about her?”

He does have a point.

“Now multiply that by your entire life.” Garnet scratches the back of his neck. “It’s a miracle that I’m so well-adjusted.”

The echoing boom of a heavy door closing freezes us all in place. 

“The light!” Ash hisses. Garnet’s hand darts to the wall and we’re engulfed in darkness. For several seconds, there’s nothing but silence. Then the unmistakable sounds of feet and voices float down the hall. 

“We have to hide,” Garnet says.

“Where?” I ask. “I can’t see anything.”

There’s a click off to my left, and Garnet’s flashlight flickers on. The beam of light falls on Ash. He’s crouched by the one of the compartments, the lowest one in the far left-hand corner. The door is open and his eyes meet mine. 

“No,” I whisper. 

“Do you have a better idea?” Garnet says, grabbing my arm and pulling me toward Ash, keeping the flashlight trained down. I crouch by the black square hole where so many dead surrogates have been stored, my stomach churning with something stronger than disgust and sharper than fear. The wrongness of hiding in here makes my limbs numb and clumsy.

“We don’t have a choice,” Ash says. I open the door next to his compartment and force my feet to move, my body to bend and shift and slide until I am lying facedown on the cold metal slab. The voices are so close I can almost make out individual words, along with a faint squeaking sound. The flashlight goes out. Garnet’s door closes, then Ash’s. 

I take a deep breath and shut myself inside.








Four

THE DARKNESS INSIDE THIS METAL TOMB IS FAR, FAR worse than the blackness of Garnet’s car trunk.

I press my forehead against the cold steel and try to pretend I’m somewhere else, or that Ash is with me, or that this is all a dream and I’m about to wake up back in the Marsh. 

The light in the room switches on.

Pale yellow leaks into my hiding place. There is no handle on the inside of the door, so I’ve left it cracked the tiniest bit. The voices of two men are muffled. 

“. . . didn’t want anyone noticing, I suppose.”

“Don’t see why anyone would care. How many surrogates has she gone through over the years? Twenty?” 

“Not your place to count, lad. We do as we’re told.” The first voice is definitely older and has a rough, grizzled quality. “They say House of the Stone, pickup at midnight, and that’s what we do.”

House of the Stone! They have Raven! I nearly cry with relief.

There’s the strange squeaking noise again, then a door creaks open. I hear the wrinkling of plastic being manipulated. 

“She’s not very heavy, is she?” the second voice says.

“Ain’t none of them is heavy, lad. You’ll see.”

Plastic scrapes and shifts over metal. The door closes.

“Now,” the first voice says gruffly, “it’s back to bed and let’s hope there’s no more calls tonight.”

Their shoes make tiny
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