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Dedication

FOR FAETRA,

I MISS YOU EVERY DAY.





One

THE MARSH REALLY STINKS WHEN IT RAINS.

Raven and I huddle under a dying tree just outside the walls of Southgate. Fat raindrops pelt down on the hoods of our cloaks, softening the rough-spun fabric, turning the hard-packed dirt beneath our feet to soft mud that sucks at our boots.

The rain doesn’t bother me. I want to lift my hood and let the water splash on my cheeks. I want to join with it and feel myself fall from the sky in a million little pieces. But now is not the time to connect with the elements. We have a job to do.

This is the third time we’ve been to Southgate over the last few months, since Hazel was taken. With the Auction date moved up from October to April, the members of the Society of the Black Key—the Lone City’s homegrown rebel force, led by Lucien—have been working overtime to gather more people to our cause, to stockpile weapons and explosives, to infiltrate royal strongholds in the outer circles.

But none of that will matter if the royalty can just stay hidden, snug behind the massive wall that surrounds the Jewel. That’s where we come in. The surrogates are stronger when we work together, and it will take every girl we can get to crumble that huge wall to pieces. To strip the royals of their main protection. To let the people into the Jewel.

Raven and I have traveled to all four of the holding facilities, along with the other surrogates Lucien saved from the Jewel—Sienna, Olive, and Indi. Northgate was the worst—all cold iron and stone floors, drab uniforms, and no personal items allowed. It’s no wonder Sienna hated it so much. She didn’t like going back there either, but we need a surrogate who knows the facilities, and who knows the girls.

We’ve been showing them the truth a few at a time, helping them access the elements, changing them from surrogate to something more. Raven has a unique and intangible ability—she can access a special place, a cliff overlooking the ocean, and she can bring others with her as well. It’s a dreamlike, magical spot where girls like us form an instant connection with the elements. I’ve been there more times than I can count over these past months.

We have to be careful with who we choose—only girls going to the Auction, who will be on the trains heading directly inside the Jewel. Lucien got us the lists.

There is no hidden door to Southgate, like the one at Ash’s companion house, and no Regimentals prowling outside either. Southgate is a fortress in the middle of a sea of mud-brick hovels. The Marsh is even sadder than I remember it. The sulfuric smell of the mud beneath my feet, the sparse, scrubby trees, the dilapidated homes . . . it all screams poor in a way that I never quite understood until I lived in the Jewel.

Even the Smoke and the Farm aren’t as bad as this. The unfairness is like a slap in the face. A huge part of the Lone City’s population is living in squalor and no one cares. Worse, no one really knows. What do the citizens in the Bank or the Smoke know of the Marsh? It’s a faraway place where the people who shovel their coal or scrub their kitchens or work their looms live. It’s not real to them. It may as well not exist.

“Only three girls left to show the elements to here,” Raven says. “Then it’s back to Westgate in a few days.”

She’s cut her hair short again and her eyes gleam with black fire beneath her hood. She is not quite the Raven who left this holding facility with me last October for the Auction, nor is she the hollow shell the Countess of the Stone had tortured her into when I rescued her from the Jewel. She is somewhere in between. She has nightmares about her time spent locked in a cage in the dungeon of the palace of the Stone. She still hears snippets of people’s thoughts and feelings—whispers, she calls them—a side effect of the Countess’s doctor cutting into her brain over and over again.

But her laughter has returned, and her wit—especially when she talks to Garnet. And she trains each day with Ash, strengthening her once frail body until her wiry frame has become lean and hard.

She glances up at the immense wall towering over us. Climbing it was never an option. Its stone surface is perfectly smooth, no cracks or crevices for handholds. We spent hours sitting around the dining room table with Sil discussing the best ways to break into the holding facilities. In the end, it was Sienna who came up with the idea. We can’t go over the walls, or go through them (at least, not without attracting seriously unwanted attention).

But we can go under them.

The power of the elements has grown stronger in me over the last few months. Sienna is stronger too, as well as Indi, the surrogate from Westgate. Sienna can connect with Earth and Fire, Indi only with Water. So far, no other surrogate besides Sil and I has the power to access all four elements. Olive, the little curly-haired girl from Eastgate, is the only one who still balks at using the elements she connects with, Air and Water. She’s the only one of us who still uses the Auguries. And she is the only person in the White Rose who has a good word to say about the royalty.

But Olive, Indi, Sienna, and Sil are far away in the redbrick farmhouse I’ve come to call home. They’re probably all asleep now, snuggled up in warm beds, safe in the wild forest that protects the White Rose.

“Violet?” Raven says.

I nod. “I’m ready,” I say, closing my eyes.

It is as easy to join with Earth as it would be to slip into a hot bath. I become the earth; I allow the element to fill me up until we are one unit. I can sense the layers of dirt beneath my feet, a heaviness in my chest. All I need to do is ask and the earth will respond.

Dig, I think.

The earth in the Marsh is different than in the Farm—scratchy, thin, and unhealthy. The pounding of the rain muffles the crack as the dirt before our feet opens. I reach out further with my mind, asking the earth to carve itself out, down, down, down, until I hit soft brown soil. I create a passage easily; Earth is more than happy to accommodate my needs. When I sense the scraping of stone, I know I’ve hit the bottom of the wall’s foundation. I push my tunnel farther—the wall is thick and I must make sure I clear it.

It is such a strange sensation, to be so aware of the tunnel and yet be physically standing high above on the ground. Like I have two sets of eyes, hands, ears, nostrils. I wonder if it’s a bit like how Raven feels when she hears the whispers—having someone else’s thoughts in her head alongside her own. I sense when the stone falls away and there is only light and dirt above me. My tunnel climbs, the earth and I carving out a space together until, with a little pop, we burst through the mud and out into the courtyard that lies on the other side of this wall.

Once the job is done, I release my connection with the element and open my eyes.

Raven is watching me with a wary expression. “Your face looks so weird when you do that, you know.”

“Ash thinks it’s beautiful. Haunting, he says, but beautiful.”

She rolls her eyes. “Ash thinks everything about you is beautiful.”

Of all the people we left back at the White Rose, Ash is probably the only one not sleeping right now. Even though we’ve done this so many times, at all four holding facilities, he still worries. I imagine him in our loft, staring up at the slats in the barn overhead, wondering where we are, if we made it, if we’ll get caught, when we’ll be home.

But I can’t let myself think about Ash worrying about me. I peer down into the dark tunnel.

“Let’s go,” I say.

The tunnel is narrow, just wide enough to fit us single file. It’s impossible to get a hold on the crumbling dirt, so Raven and I just slide down the sloping wall until we hit the bottom.

It’s maybe ten feet under the wall, where we are encased in absolute darkness for a minute, and then we’re on the Southgate side, staring up at the tunnel leading to the courtyard. It looks like miles from this perspective.

We scramble up the slope and emerge into Southgate’s courtyard, muddy and out of breath.

This is where the real danger is. Outside, in the streets of the Marsh, no one would ever recognize us, except for our immediate family members. No one has seen us since we were twelve. Raven’s family is far away to the east, mine to the west, but it’s only my mother left to recognize me. My brother, Ochre, is a part of the Society now, working in the Farm. And my sister, Hazel, has been kidnapped by the Duchess of the Lake, to serve as my replacement.

No. I can’t let myself think about Hazel right now. I can’t afford to be distracted. I’m doing this for her. To save her. To save all the surrogates.

But still, it’s impossible not to worry. Lucien said the Duchess has made an arrangement with the Exetor. An engagement. Between the Exetor’s son and the Duchess’s future daughter. He said that her surrogate—my Hazel—is pregnant.

And if that’s true, then Hazel is dead. Childbirth kills surrogates.

No. I shake my head and glance at Raven. She was pregnant when I rescued her from the Jewel in December. She survived. Hazel will, too. I’ll make sure of it.

But now I have to focus on the task at hand.

The building looms up before us, a stark outline against the rain. It looks smaller than it felt when I lived here, though that probably comes from spending so much time among the immense palaces of the Jewel. Besides, Southgate is the smallest of the holding facilities. Northgate was enormous. Even Westgate and Eastgate are bigger than this. Westgate has a huge garden all around it and a solarium in its center. It’s actually quite pretty.

“Come on,” Raven whispers. We skirt around the mound of dirt I pushed out to make the tunnel—I’ll replace it after we leave, hiding our tracks—and make our way to the greenhouse.

The glass structure glistens in the rain and we slip inside and pull back our hoods. Raven shakes out her hair and glances around.

“Are we early?”

I take out Ash’s pocket watch. Thirty seconds to midnight. “They’ll be here,” I say. It’s warm inside the greenhouse, the air thick with the scent of growing things, earth and roots and flowers. The rain patters gently as Raven and I wait.

At precisely five seconds past midnight, I can just make out hooded shapes hurrying across the courtyard. Then the door to the greenhouse opens and the group of girls we’ve been waiting for floods in.

“Violet!” some of them whisper, rushing over to greet me and Raven.

Amber Lockring strides forward, throwing back the hood of her cloak, her eyes gleaming. “Right on time,” she says with a grin.

“Five seconds late, actually,” Raven points out.

Amber wasn’t one of our friends here, though she lived on our floor. Raven confessed that Amber called me a freak on my first day at Southgate and Raven bent her arm behind her back until Amber said she was sorry. They had never liked each other after that. When we got the list of girls going to the Auction, Raven immediately chose Amber as the first one to reveal this secret to. When I asked why, she narrowed her eyes and said, “She hates the royalty just the way I did. And she was the only other girl in our dorm who wore pants.”

I had to smile at that. If they hadn’t hated each other so much, they might’ve been friends.

“You brought them?” I say.

Amber gestures proudly to the figures still huddled by the door, three girls with varying expressions of fear and suspicion on their faces. “Tawny, Ginger, and Henna. They’re the last ones. This is all of us going to the Auction.”

I do a quick head count. Only nine out of the seventy-seven girls at this year’s Auction are from Southgate. And they stand before me now.

“Did anyone see you?” Raven says.

Amber snorts. “No. Obviously. I have done this before, you know.”

“Great job,” I say.

“Ready?” Raven mutters.

I step forward.

It’s time to show these girls who they really are.





Two

BUT BEFORE I EVEN GET A CHANCE TO OPEN MY MOUTH, I’m interrupted.

“Violet . . . what . . .” Ginger gapes at me. She’s the oldest of the three new girls, with carrot-colored hair and broad shoulders. “What are you doing here?” Her gaze snaps to Amber. “What is she doing here? I told you I didn’t want to get in trouble!”

“Stop whining,” Amber says. “We picked you for a reason. Don’t you want to know why?”

Amber is a bit of a bully, but she was an excellent first choice. None of the girls ever want to argue with her and she knows exactly how to push them.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in the Jewel?” Tawny asks. She’s fifteen, with eyes like a doe, and they are so wide right now they seem to take up half her face.

“I was,” I say. “But now I’m here to help you.”

“Help us?” Henna asks. She’s a tiny thing with russet skin and curly black hair. Something about her reminds me of Hazel, and it makes my heart pinch. She doesn’t look frightened or confused, but curious. “How?”

“You’ll see,” a pretty redhead named Scarlet says, putting an arm around her. “It’s incredible.”

“We’ve been practicing,” Amber says. “Scarlet made a whirlpool in one of the bathtubs the other night. I made a mini tornado in the palm of my hand, like the one you showed me the first time you came.”

“That’s wonderful,” I say at the same time Ginger says, “Scarlet made a what?”

“You better not let anyone catch you,” Raven says.

Amber shoots her a smug look. “We’re careful.”

I would have thought that having so many young girls be opened to the elements in one place would be dangerous, volatile. But it has turned out to be the opposite. I noticed it first with Indi and Olive. They didn’t experience the same fitful, destructive sleep that I did when I first changed from surrogate to something more, because Sienna and Sil and I were there. It’s like the more of us there are together, the easier the elements are to keep under control. As if we keep one another anchored.

We’re lucky. Otherwise some poor girl might have accidentally destroyed her room in her sleep. It would be hard to explain that to the caretakers.

“All right, what is going on?” Ginger demands, folding her arms across her chest. “How did you get here? Why aren’t you in the Jewel? Why did you drag us out of bed in the middle of the night?”

“I knew she’d be the worst,” Amber mutters to me. Raven chuckles softly.

I take a deep breath and begin to explain. It’s a story I’ve told many times, and I’ve got it down quite succinctly. I tell them about what it means to be a surrogate—about the leashes, about the stimulant gun, about the humiliations of being forced to perform in front of the royals. How we are treated as property, as pets. I tell them about Dahlia, killed by the Duchess of the Lake for no reason other than spite. I tell them about Raven, how the Countess of the Stone cut into her brain. Raven leans forward at that point.

“You can still feel them,” she says, motioning for Ginger to touch her scalp.

“Feel what?” Ginger asks.

“The scars.”

Raven’s skull is so covered with them that it only takes one touch before Ginger recoils.

“Violet saved my life,” Raven says in a flat tone. She reaches into the pocket of her shirt and pulls out the photographs. This is my least favorite part. “Otherwise, I would have ended up like this. And so will all of you if you are sold on Auction Day.”

I keep my eyes trained on a lone curl by Henna’s temple. I hate these photographs. I was grateful when Raven offered to be in charge of showing them. I think she knew how much it hurt me to see.

There are four girls, all dead, their lips blue, their skin waxy. Their eyes are closed but there are deep V scars on their chests. Lucien told me that sometimes, if a doctor was particularly interested, an autopsy would be performed. Not to determine cause of death—they know that already. Just to see what we’re like inside. Just because we’re different.

Henna gasps. Tawny looks away. Ginger leans forward.

“Are those . . . are these real?” she says.

“Is that Verdant?” Henna gasps again. Every photograph is of a girl from each of the holding facilities. Verdant was sold at the Auction before mine.

My and Raven’s faces are the only answer she needs. Ginger takes a step back, her face full of horror.

“They told us the royalty would take care of us,” she says. “They . . . Patience said—”

“Patience lied,” I say.

“This is the fate of every surrogate who has ever been Auctioned,” Raven says. “Childbirth kills us, if another royal House doesn’t get to us first. But for the first time in our history, the surrogates have a chance to do something about it.”

I reach out and touch Raven’s shoulder. “Put those away,” I say. “They understand.”

Tawny is blinking back tears. “But why? We help them. We give them babies. Why do they want to k-kill us?”

“Our deaths are merely a by-product,” I say. “A result of an unnatural pregnancy. We aren’t sure why bearing a royal child causes death. Maybe it’s the Auguries. Maybe it’s because we were never meant to carry children besides our own. Whatever it is, we are only a means to an end for them. They don’t see us as people at all. We have no names in the Jewel. Our opinions don’t matter.

“But,” I continue, “there are people in this city who want change. People who are risking their lives to fight the royalty’s hold over us. Why do they keep us separated by walls? Why do they dictate what we do with our lives, where we work, how much we earn? Why don’t we have a say in how we live?”

“And it’s not just the surrogates who get treated like they’re expendable,” Raven adds. “There’s a whole city out there that’s being oppressed.”

“Imagine what we might accomplish if we all worked together,” I say.

“Excuse me,” Henna says, raising her hand as if this is a class. “You said we finally have a chance to do something about this. But . . . we’re locked up in here, watched over by caretakers. The only power we have is the Auguries. I don’t see how changing the color of something is all that useful.”

“Let’s take them to the cliff,” a brunette named Sorrel says, tugging on Raven’s sleeve—she’s the youngest of all the girls in this group.

“Yes, the cliff,” Scarlet says eagerly.

“I can’t believe you knew about this and didn’t tell me,” Ginger says.

Scarlet looks sheepish. “I couldn’t; they made me promise! Once you go to the cliff, you’ll see—it’s really too dangerous to talk about. If anyone found out . . .”

“All right, enough talk,” I say. “It’s time to show you.”

Amber, Scarlet, and the other girls we’ve already shown the elements to quickly form a circle. Scarlet takes Ginger’s hand with an apologetic look.

“Don’t be too mad,” she says. “You’ll love it when you see it.”

Raven squeezes my fingers. I smile and close my eyes. I love going to the cliff.

It is a strange place, somewhere nebulous between the real world and a former Paladin stronghold. The Paladin were a race of warrior women, gifted with the use of the elements and charged with protecting this island. The royalty came in ships, claimed the island for their own, and killed all the Paladin.

Or so they thought. But the Paladin survived. We surrogates are their descendants. Lucien thinks it’s genetics that make some women (like me) have the ability to connect with the elements while others (like my mother) can’t. He believes it’s a recessive trait, like having blue eyes. Sil told him that’s crap, and not everything can be explained so easily. 

Either way, it doesn’t matter. These girls before me are Paladin, and it’s time to show them what that means.

The cliff first appeared when I saved Raven’s life, after she miscarried. I don’t know what took me to that place, if it was fate or chance or pure love, but once I went there, I felt an instant connection with the elements, with my heritage. I understood myself and the world in a way I never had before.

That’s what we did with Sienna, and Indi, and Olive. That’s what we’ve done with all the girls in the facilities. Get Raven to them. Take them to the cliff.

A second after I close my eyes, I’m falling. I hear a faint shriek that I think is Tawny, but it’s okay, we’re already in a place where the sleeping occupants of Southgate can’t hear us.

It’s nighttime on the cliff, and raining. The weather here often reflects the weather in the real world. Or sometimes it reflects the surrogate’s own desire, like when we took Sienna, and it was snowing because Sienna loves the snow.

The drops of rain are warm and run down my cheeks in rivulets as I raise my face to the sky. The ocean stretches out below, and while I can barely see it in the darkness, I hear the waves crashing against the rocks. The trees that stretch out behind me rustle in the wind. And in the center of the cliff is the statue, a monument of blue-gray stone that leaps up in a spiral, a frozen wave reaching to the sky.

I’ve missed it here, I murmur in my mind.

Me too, Raven replies wordlessly.

Me three, Amber adds. Some of the girls who have been here before run off to do their favorite things. Azure dances under the trees. Sorrel gazes out over the cliff, listening raptly to the roar of the ocean. Ginger stands in a state of shock, Scarlet beside her still holding her hand. Tawny seems torn between fear and excitement.

Henna’s eyes are wide as she circles the statue, reaching out a cautious hand to touch it. I know what she’s feeling—stone that is impossibly smooth, like water made solid.

Then Henna begins to laugh. She holds her hands up to catch the raindrops, and I smile because she is ours now. She sees who she was meant to be.

Something in her laugh makes Tawny laugh, and then the two of them are running to the edge of the cliff with Sorrel, so close I think they might fall.

But they won’t. The Paladin made this place and they protect it. They protect us, here.

Scarlet is making the rain dance and swirl around Ginger’s head, to the older girl’s delight. It still hits me every time, how free we are here, how wild and unabashedly ourselves. Every time I see a new girl feel it, this connection with one another and the world around us, it gives me hope.

Time to go, Raven says, and we are pulled away, sucked upward until we are back inside the greenhouse at Southgate. Tawny is crying openly and Ginger’s eyes are glassy. Henna looks windswept and exhilarated.

“What . . . I . . .” Ginger can’t form what she wants to say. I remember the feeling well.

“What was that place?” Henna asks eagerly.

“Look down,” I say. The three of them do and gasp.

Dark purple flowers bloom at Ginger’s feet, pale pink ones at Tawny’s. Henna’s are a brilliant orange. For several long moments, they stare, enraptured, as the rain patters on the glass above our heads.

“Tell them about the Paladin, Violet,” Scarlet says.

“Tell them about the Society of the Black Key,” Amber says.

“And you must tell us more stories, Violet!” Azure insists. “We want to know what’s happening out there.”

“One thing at a time,” I say. I take a breath and begin to talk.





Three

“SO IT’S WESTGATE NEXT,” I SAY, BARELY STIFLING A yawn. We were at Southgate all night, until just before dawn. “We’ll leave in two days.”

“I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed tonight.” Raven shifts uncomfortably in her damp cloak.

The train car is packed with workers, even though the sun has only been above the horizon for less than an hour. Lucien made all of us forged documents, assigning us as farm labor. The best way to get between the circles of the city, he said, is to hide in plain sight. No one thinks much about workers from the Marsh anyway.

On our first train ride here, I was terrified a Regimental would spot us, see through our flimsy piece of paper and cry, “Arrest them!” But everyone in the Jewel thinks Raven is dead, and no one is looking for me, since everyone thinks my sister is me. The Regimental who checked our papers barely gave us a glance.

It was the same with the other holding facilities. No one gave any notice to a few teenage farmworkers.

I watch the sun rise over the mud-brick houses that flash past the train window. This ride is so different from the train I took to the Auction. Back then I was starting a new life in a strange place, full of fear and anticipation.

This time I know exactly where I’m going—back to the White Rose. And I can’t wait to get there.

I wonder how this day will be for Ginger and Tawny and Henna. They must feel so strange, so alive, everything vibrant and new, colors more clear, scents more potent. I’m glad they have Amber and the other girls to help, to guide them. Henna connected with Air right away—there was a look of wonder in her eyes as the wind began to swirl around her, reacting to her thoughts. Scarlet showed Ginger how to make little cracks in the earth, and Tawny sent raindrops splashing upward instead of down. It never gets old, seeing these girls wonder at their own abilities. And the more of them Raven and I can get to, the stronger my hope grows.

My stomach rumbles. I hope Sil has made biscuits for breakfast. A warm, flaky biscuit with strawberry jam would be perfect right now. And a kiss from Ash and maybe a hug from Indi. Indi loves hugging.

I don’t realize I’ve fallen asleep until Raven is shaking me awake.

“We’re here,” she says.

We trudge off the train at Bartlett Station and my heart leaps when I see Sil among the crowd of carts and carriages, her horse, Turnip, shaking her sandy mane. Sil is dressed in her usual overalls and flannel shirt. Her black, kinky hair, streaked with gray at her temples, encircles her head like a wild halo.

“So,” she says, after we’ve climbed into the bed of the cart and she’s given Turnip a flick of the reins, “how did it go?”

“The usual. They were scared and stubborn at first, but when they see the pictures and then the cliff, everything changes,” Raven says.

“His Royal Keyness will be pleased to hear it, I’m sure,” Sil says. She and Lucien have a sort of grudging friendship. But I suspect they each care for the other more than they’d ever admit.

“How are things at the White Rose?” I ask.

She snorts. “You’ve been gone one night, what, you think Sienna burned the house down?”

“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Raven mutters.

“Don’t think your boyfriend slept much, but otherwise everything’s the same. Sienna throwing around attitude and Indi always trying to give me a damned hug. Olive’s started sewing another dress. A ball gown, she says. Asked me if there was any way I could get her some chiffon.”

Raven and Sil have a good chuckle over that, but Olive’s attachment to everything royal makes me nervous, not amused.

Sil loves complaining about the new girls but I think she secretly enjoys the company. She was alone for so long before Azalea, Lucien’s sister, found her.

I start to drift off again as we enter the forest. It’s going to be a warm day—last night’s rain drips from the leaves overhead and Raven pulls up the hood of her cloak. I leave mine down. I love the feel of water in my hair.

The forest grows denser the farther we travel into it. The White Rose is hidden here, protected by some ancient Paladin magic, Sil suspects. She believes they led her to it, to a clearing where nothing but a broken-down farmhouse remained. The trees grow in strange shapes in this forest, their trunks bent at odd angles, their branches sometimes growing straight into the ground. 

I feel the tug, the gentle pull in my stomach that signifies that we are close.

Sure enough, a few minutes later we emerge into the clearing, the redbrick farmhouse in its center a welcoming sight. And even more welcoming is the familiar figure standing on the front porch.

Ash is already down the stairs and jogging toward us before we’re halfway across the clearing. I jump down from the bed of the wagon and run to meet him. He lifts me up in his arms and I bury my face into his neck.

“You’re back,” he whispers. I kiss his ear.

“I hope you didn’t worry too much.”

He sets me down on my feet. “I might have slept for an hour or two. That’s an improvement.”

I run my fingers through his hair—it’s gotten longer in the last couple months—then gently touch the shadows under his eyes. He slips his hand into mine and we walk back toward the house. Sil and Raven have already gone inside. I tell him about the last three girls.

“So now all the Southgate surrogates going to the Auction know they are Paladin,” I say. “Any news from the other circles?”

While the Marsh seems to have remained fairly untouched by the strife building in the city, it’s getting bad in the Bank and the Smoke. And even though I understand that this is what a revolution entails, I hate seeing the reports in the papers, the bombings, the damage, the death. Every day we hear about more arrests, more violence. The Society is targeting royal strongholds: Regimental barracks and magistrate offices and banks. Trying to gauge reaction time and keep the royalty confused. Never the same quarter or circle twice in a row. Black keys are scrawled on walls and doors. We’re hearing more and more reports of unplanned violence, of people making attacks on the royalty on their own.

Ash has been training a swath of Society members in this quarter, but his reach is limited, since there’s still a warrant out for his arrest and execution. He can’t go to the other quarters, or into the other circles, like I can.

“Mostly the same.” Ash’s frown is deep. “I can’t stop thinking about the companions. If I could just get to them, they could help us so much.”

“I know,” I say patiently. We’ve had this discussion before. “Lucien says he’s doing all he can for them. But you’re still a fugitive.”

“Lucien isn’t doing anything because he can’t do anything for them. They won’t trust him,” Ash says. “That’s a fact.”

I don’t want to have this argument again. Over the past few months, Ash has grown more and more restless, his concern for the companions rising with each new attack in the Bank. 

“But you’re helping so much here,” I say. “Look what you’ve done for Raven, for the Whistler and his crew, for all the Society members in the South Quarter.”

The Whistler, one of Lucien’s top agents, runs a tattoo parlor where the Society meets in secret. My brother, Ochre, works with him now. Ash has been training other young men and women to fight, so they can teach those in the surrounding quarters and circles, since he can’t leave the South Quarter himself.

“Yeah, only in this quarter, and only at night when no one can see me, and only when Sil is going there.” Ash stops and sits down on the front steps, rubbing his temple with the heel of his hand. “Rye is in the Jewel, right in the Duchess’s own home! If I could just . . . contact him somehow. And don’t bring up Lucien again—he’s a genius, but companions are notoriously wary of ladies-in-waiting. They can get you in a lot of trouble if they want.”

It always surprises me when Ash talks about the behind-the-scenes parts of the Jewel. The sniping among the servants or the illicit romances. The hierarchies that exist among the royalty’s underclass.

“You’re doing everything you can,” I say. “Your very name is enough to get people joining our cause.”

Ash has become something of a legend in the Lone City. His wanted status works in our favor. The rogue companion, falsely accused, who escaped the Jewel and the clutches of the royalty—the fugitive who evaded capture. He’s a hero in Society circles.

“So I just sit back and let my name do all the work while companions continue to be abused and are dying?” Ash says.

The life of a companion is a hard one. I was shocked when Ash finally told me about it. They often become suicidal, cut themselves, or get high on a liquid form of opiate called blue. Rye, Ash’s roommate who helped us escape the Bank, was using it when I met him a few months back.

I put my hand on Ash’s neck and try to rub some of the tension away.

“I know it’s hard,” I say. “But it’s the only way. The Bank is too dangerous for you. The White Rose is the only place where you’ll be safe.”

“But it’s okay for you to be at risk?” he asks. “You and Raven and the girls, you travel to the holding facilities. That isn’t safe at all.”

Before I can reply, the front door is thrown open. “Oh, Violet, you’re back!”

Indi wrenches me away and engulfs me in a hug. She is so tall, my head only comes up to her shoulders.

“How was it? Did you find the girls you were looking for?”

“We did,” I say, patting her back. “It went fine. I’ll tell you all about it, but first I need food or I’m going to fall over.”

“Of course, you must be starving. Let me fix you a plate.” Her face turns a little pink as she looks at Ash. “Do you want a plate, too?”

Even though Indi’s known Ash for months now, she still blushes around him. To Ash’s credit, he always acts as though he hasn’t noticed.

“I’ll be in in a little bit,” he says. “Got to take Turnip back to the barn first.”

He gives my hand a squeeze, so I know the argument is over for now. Turnip is munching on some grass, still hooked up to the wagon. He leads her off to the barn that sits at the edge of the ring of trees, and I watch and wish there was something I could do for him.

But I won’t let him go back to the Bank. That’s a death sentence for certain. 

“Well, come on, Violet,” Indi says, her eyes, like mine, focused on Ash’s retreating figure. “I want to hear about last night, and you know the way Raven will tell it, she’ll leave out all the good details and just be gruff when I ask questions.”

“Indi!” Sil’s voices booms from behind the screen door. “Your damned muffins are burning.”

Indi gasps and whirls around, vanishing into the house.

I stand for a second on the porch, letting the sun warm my face. I want to hold on to this morning tightly, to imprint it in my brain, a talisman against whatever darkness the future holds.

In this moment, I am safe and alive, and surrounded by friends. 





Four

I END UP SLEEPING THROUGH MOST OF THE DAY.

Dinner that night is the noisy affair it usually is.

“Olive, can you pass the salad, please?” I ask.

Where Indi is tall and fair and almost unnervingly optimistic, Olive is dark and small with perpetually red-rimmed eyes from crying so much. Even now I see them start to fill with tears.

“My mistress loved salad,” Olive says, passing me the bowl. “One time at the palace of the Stream, we had a salad with candied pecans and fresh goat cheese and there was a lotus blossom on top and when you opened it there was a miniature golden bird inside.” She sighs dramatically, glancing to the little pile of lettuce, tomato, and cucumber on her plate.

Sienna tosses a few sleek braids over her shoulder.

“Your mistress loved putting you on a leash, too,” she says, flicking open the lighter that Sil bought her as a present. A tiny flame sparks. “Should we start tying you up outside at night like a dog?”

“Put that away,” Sil warns her.

Olive slams her fork down on the table and stands. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

“You know you’d be dead now if Violet hadn’t saved you, right?” Sienna says, pocketing her lighter.

“Knock it off,” Raven says.

The few candles in the center of the table flare up. Olive’s eyebrows knit together, and with a puff, the flames are extinguished.

“Hey,” Sil says.

Sienna holds her hands up. “It was an accident, I swear.”

“Please,” Sil says. “Your control is perfect now. You haven’t had an accident in months.”

“Let’s go over the plan again,” I say, and everyone groans except Ash, who is always quiet during dinner. He usually shovels food into his mouth as quickly as possible and then escapes to the barn to be among the chickens and goats Sil keeps. And Turnip.

Turnip was the nickname he gave his younger sister, Cinder. She died a month ago of black lung. Lucien heard about it through one of his contacts in the Smoke, a young boy who calls himself the Thief. He helped Ash get a chance to say good-bye to his sister before we escaped that circle. I guess he kept tabs on her after.

Ash swallows the last of his chicken, shoves a piece of potato in his mouth, and stands.

“Ladies,” he says with a nod to the table. He kisses the top of my head and walks over to the sink. Ash has heard all this before. I feel a bite of guilt, after our argument today, that he is not part of this plan, that this is something I intend to do without him. But I can’t help that—it’s the Paladin who need to take down the wall, and Ash isn’t a Paladin.

I go to the side cupboard and take out several rolls of paper. One is a map of the city. The others are copies of the blueprints of the Auction House.

“So,” I say, unfurling the map in the center of the table, “in a few days, we’ll leave for Westgate. Sil, you’ll stay here and coordinate with the Whistler in the Farm.

“We’ve got four girls left at Westgate, seven at Northgate, and five at Eastgate.” I point to the numbers that have been scribbled over each facility, then scrub out the 3 over Southgate with an eraser. “Indi, Sienna, and Olive, once we get to your respective facilities and show the girls the elements, you will—”

“Stay in a safe house until the night before the Auction,” Sienna says in a dull monotone.

“Where we will sneak back into the facilities with the help of any girl who can connect with Earth,” Indi says brightly.

“And then we hide on the trains until they leave for the Auction,” Olive finishes. A gleam shines in her eye. “That’s when we take out the caretakers and the doctor.”

“You’re not killing them, Olive,” I say. “Just knocking them unconscious.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to manage,” Raven says. “It was just Charity and Dr. Steele on our train there.”

“Northgate always sends three caretakers,” Sienna says.

“They’ll still be outnumbered,” I say.

“The Regimentals will be waiting for you at the Auction House,” Sil reminds us.

“And it’s Garnet’s job to delay them as long as he can,” I say, rolling up the map and taking out the blueprints. “And remember, if anything happens on the train, if you get found out or . . . or anything. Get to the walls. Bringing down the walls is crucial. And even if it’s not the wall that surrounds the Jewel, breaking down any royal barrier is a success for our cause.”

Olive pouts a little but keeps quiet. There are multiple sheets of blueprints of the Auction House, because not only are there many different rooms, there are several floors beneath it. I pin them down with plates and glasses.

The Auction House is built in a large dome with other smaller domes and turrets piled up around it, various rooms where the royalty are entertained while they wait to purchase surrogates. And of course, the amphitheater where the Auction itself takes place. But there are also—as Lucien pointed out—the Waiting Rooms and prep rooms and a train station on the floors below, chambers for the servants to wait in, and powder rooms for young royal ladies to fix their hair and makeup. And there are secure rooms, safe rooms, in case any danger should befall the Jewel during the Auction. These rooms have thick walls and iron doors. They are where the royalty will run to if threatened. We’ll have them trapped, while the city falls around them.

The Auction is the biggest social event of the year. Lucien told us that every married royal is allowed to attend
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