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  Within the walls of her palace, Princess Katya’s best friend lies at her feet, close to death. Her pyradisté is overwhelmed by some mysterious power, and her former lady-in-waiting has stabbed her in the back. Wounded and nearly alone, Katya must find a way to sabotage the magic of her Fiendish uncle Roland, or those who fight for the capitol will be overwhelmed by hypnotized guards and Fiend-filled corpses.


   


  Starbride’s pain is nearly overwhelming. The agony inside her only lessens when she satisfies a strange new desire to hurt those around her. She may hold the key to banishing Fiendish power from Farraday, but only by using it herself. Together, Katya and Starbride must make a final desperate push to take back the kingdom, but even if they survive, can the strength of their love keep them from madness? After all, fighting evil with evil has its consequences.
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  Chapter One


  Katya


   

 

 


  Pounding echoed down the corridors of the secret passageways. Katya’s eyes strained against the blackness, and she closed them rather than face the dark. She pictured bright, sun-filled halls, safety around every corner, anything but being bent double, knife wound screaming in her back as she dragged Brutal’s unconscious bulk.


  “Come on, Redtrue. Keep going,” Castelle said from beside her. “You can do it, dearheart. I know you can.”


  Katya clamped her lips together, swallowing the urge to tell Castelle to shut up. The huffing and puffing of Redtrue’s breathing kept pace with them. After they’d fought Averie in the pyramid room, Redtrue had fallen, blood trickling from her nose. The Fiend energy in the palace had overpowered her. Katya had heard her collapse several times, and Castelle’s words got her moving again.


  Even with two people pulling Brutal down the corridor, they barely moved. Katya had lost track of whether the trickling sensation down her spine was blood or sweat. She kept her shoulder against the wall, anxious to feel the first turn that would take them deeper inside the castle walls.


  “Come on, Red,” Castelle said. “One foot in front of the other.”


  Katya ground her teeth. The syrupy quality to Castelle’s voice, the certainty that everything would be okay, made Katya want to drop Brutal and leave them there. She could charge into battle where she belonged, confront Averie, and meet her death. At least then she wouldn’t have to be in the dark anymore.


  “That’s enough.” Katya lowered Brutal to the cold stones, dug a candle from her pocket, and lit it. She’d hoped they’d only need Redtrue’s pyramid for light, but she never went anywhere unprepared.


  Now she was reminded of why.


  Redtrue sagged down the wall, her mouth smeared with blood from her nose, turning her reddish-brown skin black. She rolled her shaven scalp against the wall until she rested on her one braided lock of black hair. Her dark eyes went half-lidded as she struggled to breathe.


  Castelle knelt and tucked her own curly dark hair behind her ears. She watched Redtrue with concern in her turquoise eyes, the tattoo around the right eye wrinkling. Redtrue drew a pyramid, and light flickered inside before it went dark again.


  “Leave it,” Castelle said, “until your strength returns.”


  They were a sorry, bleeding group. An arrow stuck out of Brutal’s chest like a flagpole. They hadn’t dared remove it. Brutal had taught her not to pull an arrow or blade unless she was ready to treat the wound, and they couldn’t stop long enough to treat any of them.


  Katya stalked past them, her body aching with every step. Away from their noise, pounding filled the corridor again. Averie and Roland’s thugs would be on them soon. Katya pushed herself to hurry until she spotted her mother lying in the gloom.


  As Katya bent and scooped her mother into her arms, she praised the spirits that Ma was petite instead of tall and muscled. She could have easily carried her mother before, but her arms now felt as if they were filled with porridge, and her back burnt like the sun.


  She cradled her mother’s blond head against her shoulder while settling the weight on her hips. The comforting rise and fall of Ma’s chest made Katya’s own breathing come a little easier. Katya held the candle between two fingers, tilted away, the wax dripping onto the stones.


  When she approached the others, Castelle held out her arms. Katya passed Ma and the candle over, and Castelle started down the corridor, the queen of Farraday snug against her chest.


  “Take the first left,” Katya said, “and then straight on.”


  “I won’t go far.”


  Katya knelt next to Redtrue as the candlelight faded. “How are you feeling?”


  “Useless.” She mumbled something Katya didn’t catch. The worse Redtrue fared, the thicker her Allusian accent became. She’d muttered as she followed them, and Katya was tempted to ask if she also wished Castelle would shut up.


  Katya snaked an arm around her and lifted her. “Come on. We’ll get a head start on Brutal.” In the dim light, they could see enough to step around him.


  “You’re supposed to be resting,” Redtrue said.


  “I’ll rest when I’m dead.” She winced, recalling a time Crowe had said those same words.


  “The Fiend magic,” Redtrue said. “We have to stop it.”


  That wouldn’t be possible, not when the palace was built on the prison of a greater Fiend, Yanchasa the Mighty, the monster that had allowed ancient Farradains to conquer this land and had forced Katya’s ancestors to carry its Aspect in order to keep their power.


  With her Aspect stripped away, Katya had been able to keep the secret of the Umbriels from Redtrue, but time spent with Katya’s mother undid all her work. Ma had already transformed into her Fiendish self in order to save Katya’s life.


  But no pyradisté had ever been sickened by the great capstone under the palace. Redtrue couldn’t even blame her mysterious illness on the fact that she was Allusian. After all, the capstone had never affected Starbride.


  Katya told herself not to wander there. Starbride was in the city fighting a rebellion, the same thing Katya was supposed to be doing from inside the palace. Katya had seen Roland venturing into the city as well. She had to destroy his pyramids, cripple his power before he could use it against anyone else. Instead she was crawling through the dark, looking for a place to hide her wounded while Starbride was entangled in the fight of a thousand lifetimes.


  “It’s in that direction,” Redtrue said, pointing ahead. “The pyramid with the Fiend magic, I can feel it.”


  Katya frowned. “Not down?”


  “Is there something beneath us I should know about?”


  “Not now.” Maybe not ever.


  Redtrue made a disgusted noise. “You and your secrets.”


  It was so close to what Starbride said on a regular basis that Katya didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


  They couldn’t stop anywhere obvious. Averie knew the palace as well as Katya, and she knew the secret passageways twice as well. Katya hadn’t called her a first class lady-in-waiting just for her sewing skills. But Averie was gone, just as dead as Roland’s other victims. He’d stripped her mind and made her his puppet. At least it gave Katya a reason to focus on anger rather than grief.


  Averie might look in their old bedrooms or any of the Order’s meeting places, but the secret passageways connected more than just the royal apartments. As a young rake, Katya had taken great delight in maneuvering her lovers into certain rooms along the secret routes.


  After they’d dragged Brutal a little farther, Katya pressed her ear to a stone door. Nothing moved in the room beyond. She peeked out. An unmade bed and various objects scattered about said the occupant had left in a hurry, probably when Roland had taken over. Katya hurried to the door that led to the hallway and locked it.


  She and Castelle hauled the others inside. “Do you think we can get Brutal in the bed without hurting him?” Castelle asked.


  Katya shook her head. “Do you know how to stitch someone?”


  “No.”


  “I wouldn’t attempt it then,” Brutal said softly.


  Katya knelt by his side. “Are you back with us?”


  “I passed out, don’t remember when.” His baby face, usually so ruddy, was the gray of old stone. He waved weakly toward his chest. “I think it’s in my lung.”


  She brushed his short brown hair away from his slick forehead and fought the tears swimming in her eyes. “What can we do?”


  “Can you talk us through fixing you?” Castelle asked.


  “If it were you,” he said, “I’d bandage you and take you to a chapterhouse.”


  “The bandages we could do.” Katya clenched her fist. Before Roland, she couldn’t remember feeling so helpless. “We could stitch you up, but if you’re wounded inside…”


  “Leave me here.”


  “Brutal—”


  He captured both her hands in one of his. “Finish the mission. I trust in Best and Berth. Fortitude will see me through. Kill Roland, destroy his pyramids.”


  Katya made her voice as steady as she could. “I will come back for you.”


  “I know.”


  The faith in his eyes made her want to weep anew, and she could almost hear the echo of unspoken words: he knew she would come back, but he might not be alive to greet her.


  Katya’s mother began to stir as they were draping blankets around Brutal, curling them around the arrow shaft. Before Katya could help her, Ma sat up, inhaled sharply, and grabbed hold of her pyramid necklace.


  Her blue eyes locked with Katya’s. “What did I do?”


  “You took your necklace off—”


  “After that.”


  “You can’t just take it off, Ma. It’s not why you came.”


  “Is it not?” She stood, using the wall as support.


  “Ma…”


  “Did I kill Averie, or is she still hunting us?”


  “She’s still out there.”


  Redtrue watched them like a hunting hawk. “We must find the source of this Fiend magic. If it is a pyramid, I shall cleanse it and recover.”


  Katya and her mother exchanged a glance.


  Redtrue sighed long and loud. “Is now the time for secrets?”


  “Does she mean the capstone?” Ma asked.


  “I don’t think so. She didn’t think it was below us.”


  “Again you mention down,” Redtrue said. “What are you keeping below this place?”


  “Farraday is built on the backs of Fiends,” Castelle said.


  When Katya glanced at her sharply, Castelle shrugged. “Like she said, what good are secrets now? She’s seen her Majesty’s darker side.”


  “There is a great Fiend trapped under the palace,” Ma said in clipped tones. “If you cleanse its prison, you could release it.”


  Redtrue closed her eyes and sagged in Castelle’s embrace. Exhaustion or despair, Katya couldn’t tell. “I can feel it.”


  “From all the way up here?” Katya asked. “That’s impossible.”


  Redtrue gestured toward her shoulder as if she might throw her braid over, but her arm dropped to her side. “Impossible or not, I can sense it, and it is not the pyramid I believe is sapping my strength.”


  “Fiendish magic.” Ma stared into space.


  “Something new?” Katya asked. “Something Roland made?”


  “Not a prison,” Ma muttered. Katya was reminded of how often she thought out loud. Maybe she’d gotten it from her mother instead of her father.


  “These wild Fiends,” Ma said, “we thought Roland might have summoned them.”


  “And how else but through a pyramid?” Katya asked. “This call must be doing something to Redtrue.”


  “Poisoning me,” Redtrue said.


  But Starbride hadn’t seemed sick, and she’d been in the city longer, closer to this pyramid. She hadn’t reported any of the pyradistés being afflicted, either, so why affect Redtrue and none of the others? Maybe it was one of those differences between Farradain and Allusian magic that Katya was starting to suspect were fundamental.


  “Can you walk?” she asked Redtrue.


  She nodded, but Castelle had to help her to her feet.


  “You’re going to have to lead the way,” Katya said.


  “We’ll be faster now that we’ve found Brutal a place to rest,” Castelle said.


  “If Averie’s broken into the secret passageways, we could find ourselves fighting in close quarters in a hurry.”


  “If we go via the hallways,” Castelle said, “we might have to fight every step of the way.”


  “Passages it is.” Katya’s body demanded she rest and let someone else take care of Farraday’s problems, but there were too many people depending on her. If the wild Fiends were fighting the army or protecting Roland, Katya had to do something about them.


  After Castelle changed Katya’s bandage, they took to the secret passageways again. Ma and Castelle helped Redtrue limp along. Katya took point, rapier drawn and holding a lantern they’d found in the abandoned room. Her back ached with every step, but that didn’t alarm her as much as the numbness inside, as if someone had hollowed her out.


  Katya heard the hint of footsteps over Redtrue’s labored wheeze. She set her lantern down and backed away, staying low and hoping the flickering flame would mask her presence. The footsteps paused before they clattered into a run. Castelle took her place at Katya’s side, sword out. A corpse Fiend barreled around the corner and leapt for them, its gray lips pulled back in a snarl.


  Katya tried to catch its charge, but her shoulder gave, and she fell to one knee. Castelle grunted as she tried to bear the corpse Fiend’s weight alone. She staggered, tripped over Katya, and then rolled away. Katya hacked at the corpse Fiend’s knees while Castelle aimed for its pyramid. It ducked to the side and let out a ghastly howl.


  The howl echoed in the corridors, and a heartbeat passed before a number of Fiendish throats took up the cry. Desperation and adrenaline pushed Katya up. As the corpse Fiend dodged Castelle, Katya thrust with all her strength and shattered the pyramid in its forehead. It dropped lifelessly to the stone.


  Katya grabbed her lantern as Castelle hauled Redtrue upright.


  “We need to get out of here,” Ma said.


  Castelle chuckled, though it had little humor. “Nice of the corpse Fiends to make our decision for us.”


  The closest door led into a storeroom cluttered with furniture. It would have to do. After everyone was inside, Ma and Castelle stacked furniture against the passageway door. It wouldn’t stop anyone determined, but it might convince a near mindless corpse that Katya and her friends had gone another way. Katya only hoped that if Averie heard the howls, the furniture would fool her, too. “Not likely,” she muttered.


  The door to the hallway creaked as Katya opened it, but no one lingered in the hall. The unadorned walls and uncarpeted floor indicated the servants’ section. Maybe Katya had gotten lucky for once and found someplace Roland wouldn’t bother to guard.


  Chapter Two


  Starbride


   

 

 


  The silence seemed to close around Starbride until nothing distracted her, not the pain that pounded through her temples, nor the distant sounds of fighting. She’d stuck a knife in Roland’s puppet, the last of the Sleeting brothers. If she turned, she’d see him dead in the street behind her.


  No one spoke. It felt like an invisible wall separated her from Dawnmother, Hugo, Pennynail, and Master Bernard. After everything, were they afraid of her? Or maybe they just worried. She’d never know if they said nothing.


  “Say something!” she cried as she whirled around.


  Hugo and Master Bernard took a step back. Dawnmother’s dark brown eyes creased with concern. “Star, are you all right?”


  “It’s war! You’ve all killed people!”


  “It’s not the killing.” Hugo spoke slowly and smoothed his brown curls away from his forehead, looking younger than his fourteen years. “We do what we must, but you didn’t have to…”


  Pennynail pushed his laughing Jack mask onto his head and became Freddie again. “We don’t have time for this. What’s done is done.” Anger burned in his green eyes and the taut line of his lean body. He loosened the collar that hid the pink scar around his neck. Combined with his raspy voice, no one could mistake the fact that he’d been hanged and lived to tell the tale.


  Dawnmother and Hugo gawked at him. Master Bernard just blinked, clearly not recognizing him as the Dockland Butcher.


  “Starbride,” Freddie asked, “can you keep fighting? Because we have to move faster than this. Talking can come later.”


  “I feel…oh.” She pressed her forehead with the heel of her palm as pain roared in her ears.


  “Your headache?” Master Bernard asked. “From days ago?”


  “Stress is—” Dawnmother started.


  Starbride walked away. It didn’t matter what the cause was. Freddie was right. They had to keep fighting. She headed toward the nearest echoing cries of pain.


  Two groups of townspeople fought one another in the neighboring square. One side was easy to identify, all red-robed strength monks. Starbride picked out the first monks she’d freed from Roland’s mind control, Scarra and Fury, fighting near the front, both using staves along with kicks and punches. She knew the leader of the chapterhouse, Ruin, was probably somewhere in the press.


  Starbride had hoped their opponents would be corpse Fiends, an enemy they’d taken the measure of, but these looked like ordinary people. None sported Starbride’s colors—the hawk of Farraday clutching a pyramid—the only way the citizens of Marienne had to tell friend from foe.


  Still, that didn’t mean these people were helping Roland willingly. As Hugo and Freddie charged into the fight, Starbride pulled a pyramid from her satchel, one that could detect other pyramids in use. Beside her, Master Bernard did the same while Dawnmother kept watch.


  Starbride’s skull screamed as she concentrated, the pressure so great she felt as if it might crack in two. The world faded to grays in her augmented sight, and she spotted the golden glow of Master Bernard’s pyramid, but little forks of lightning flashed across her vision. Her concentration began to crumble. She snarled and focused harder, but the gray edges of the world began to blacken.


  “I see something,” Master Bernard said.


  “Where?”


  He tried to tell her, but she could barely hear. With a curse, she shoved the detection pyramid back in her satchel. She couldn’t focus with the pain, and if she couldn’t use her pyramids, what good was she?


  Since the onset of her headache days ago, only two events had made her feel better: being with Katya and killing Alphonse. And, a small voice inside her said, she still had destruction pyramids. She didn’t have to focus to use them.


  Starbride marched closer to the fighting, dipped into her satchel, and threw a flash bomb into the midst of the mind-controlled enemies. She closed her eyes against the bright flash and then opened them to see several people fall, but the residue from the flash made her pain spike. She dragged another pyramid out and threw without thinking, and fire bloomed in the attackers’ midst.


  Her headache quieted, leaving room for guilt to punch her in the gut. These people weren’t beyond help like Alphonse had been. Master Bernard had said he’d seen something, maybe the pyramid responsible for their behavior. The smell of burning flesh washed over Starbride, and she fell to her knees in the street.


  The attackers didn’t scream as they burned. Those hypnotized by Roland were always happy, sublime even, no matter what they did. When she’d first seen them, they’d strolled happily and fought happily, and now they died the same way. They probably would have starved to death while grinning like fools.


  Dawnmother’s arms went around her, pulling her away from the fighting. Master Bernard stepped around her as he threw a flash bomb. She could feel the pain creeping up on her again.


  “Did you free them?” Starbride asked.


  Master Bernard glanced back at her. “I found an explosive pyramid and cancelled it. I don’t know where these people were hypnotized, but it wasn’t here.”


  It didn’t bring her any comfort. “What’s wrong with me, Dawn?”


  “Maybe we should stay away from the fighting.”


  “But the pain.” It wasn’t enough to say it. No words could explain. With the agony lessened, she knew one truth. “I can’t abandon everyone, Dawn.”


  The look in Dawnmother’s eyes said it all. It wasn’t abandonment if they had to divide their time between helping her and fighting for their lives.


  “Wait here,” Dawnmother said.


  Before Starbride could speak, Dawnmother ran toward the fighting. With pyramid magic on the monks’ side, the fight was over within moments. Dawnmother hurried back, dragging Scarra and Ruin. Both monks peered anxiously into Starbride’s face.


  “You said she was hurt,” Scarra said. She tilted Starbride’s face up. “Where?”


  Ruin looked her up and down.


  “You know pain,” Dawnmother said. “Her head has been splitting open for days.”


  “Let’s get off the street,” Ruin said.


  Starbride tried to pull away. “I can’t leave!”


  Ruin snatched the satchel from his shoulder and passed it to Dawnmother. “Are you sick enough that I’ll have to carry you?”


  Starbride pictured herself being hoisted through the street like a sack of flour. If he was willing to take her seriously…


  “I’ll get the others,” Master Bernard said. Ruin led her through a storefront, Scarra and Dawnmother just behind. He made her sit on a countertop, the contents of which had been looted, and the owners of the shop were nowhere to be seen.


  “Tell me what’s wrong,” Ruin said, and even though they looked nothing alike, he reminded her so much of Crowe that she nearly burst into tears. Freddie had been right when he’d said that leaning on someone was intoxicating.


  “My head, there’s so much pain, and I’ve been hurting people.”


  He peered closely into her eyes, and she focused on his gray hair. “Were you hit in the head recently?”


  “Not that I recall.”


  He glanced at Dawnmother. She shook her head. Ruin dragged his lower lip through his teeth. “If it’s not from an injury, I don’t know what I can do for you.”


  “There are herbs,” Scarra said.


  Starbride felt like shouting, but Ruin shook his head before she could. “If the pain on her face is any indication, I think we’re beyond herbs.”


  Starbride could have hugged him, but the agony spiked, taking her breath away. She heard voices, but it sounded like hundreds, thousands, screaming all at once. Someone touched her shoulder, and she clawed blindly before her hands were captured in a grip like stone. When she tried to jerk away, different pain sang through her shoulders across old scars caused by Fiendish claws.


  It dwarfed the feeling in her head, and she opened her eyes. Fury had hold of her arms. Behind him, Scarra held Dawnmother, saying, “He won’t hurt her,” over and over.


  “Are you yourself again?” Ruin asked.


  Starbride could only blink at him.


  Ruin let her go. “You had the most monstrous expression on your face. Like when the young lord turned.”


  Starbride’s eyes widened, and she felt over her face for horns or fangs.


  Dawnmother wormed out of Scarra’s grasp. “You did not turn into a monster, Star.” She glared at Ruin until he backed away. “You were out of your mind with hurt, nothing more.”


  “But it makes sense,” Scarra said. “You haven’t busted your head, you’ve never felt this before, and we know the spirits’ bedamned power of the Fiend king’s fuc—um, pyramids.”


  “Master Bernard is not affected,” Dawnmother said.


  “And I don’t have a Fiend,” Starbride added.


  Scarra shrugged. “Perhaps it only nails Allusian pyradistés.”


  “Adsnazi,” Starbride mumbled. Redtrue hadn’t seemed in pain, but Starbride hadn’t been around her long, and she was newly come to Marienne. At the moment, Redtrue might also be in agony.


  In the palace, leaving Katya without a magic-user.


  Starbride pressed her forehead and tried to think. When Master Bernard led the others inside, Dawnmother filled them in on the discussion. Scarra and Ruin stared at Freddie without his mask on, but he spoke too quickly for them to ask questions.


  “Starbride,” Freddie said, leaning close to her ear, “you set those people on fire.”


  Did she? She barely remembered anything except that the ache had stopped for a short while. “I…”


  “I can knock you out,” he whispered.


  One quick blow to the head and she’d have merciful darkness. No more chances of hurting people; she wouldn’t even be awake for her splitting skull.


  Katya would never do it. Katya would call it cowardly. She might urge Starbride to do it out of love, but she’d never take that path herself.


  As if reading her mind, Freddie said, “Better to miss the fight than to make it harder on your allies.”


  He was right, she knew he was, and the pain built in her head again, ballooning behind her eyes. “Hurt me,” she said.


  “What?”


  “Just do it! Pinch me or something.”


  She felt the pressure on her leg, but it was tiny compared to the swells cresting in her brain. “Harder!”


  She heard shuffling feet, and then a hot pinpoint bloomed just above her elbow. Her eyes jerked open as the rage in her skull subsided. Ruin pressed her arm with his thumb and forefinger.


  “Pressure point,” he said as he released her. “Other pain dulls the one in your head, does it?”


  She nodded, and hope seemed to appear before her. “I can fight.”


  “If someone else is hurting you?” Hugo asked. He frowned as if the very idea appalled him.


  Starbride hopped down from the counter. “Show Dawnmother, please.”


  Ruin had a quick word with Dawnmother, showing her the points on his body and hers. Starbride stepped to the front of the shop. The other monks milled, waiting for Scarra and Ruin. She’d kept them talking too long. They needed to get out in the street again.


  “Miss Starbride—” Hugo started.


  “They’re wearing my colors, Hugo. I can’t let them fight without me.”


  “But you’re injured.”


  “Time enough to settle it when this fight is done. Once Dawnmother knows what she needs to know, I’ll be myself again.” It might serve as fitting punishment for the people she’d killed. With the hurt dulled, she remembered it more clearly now: the light fading from Alphonse’s eyes, the screams of those she’d set aflame. Their smoking husks littered the street even now. How did Katya do it, kill without remorse? The thought that they were enemies didn’t give her any relief, and she realized that every time she’d seen someone killed she’d been thankful it hadn’t been her that had ended them.


  A bit of Alphonse’s blood still clung to her fingertips, around her nails.


  “Maybe, um, maybe you did them a favor,” Hugo said.


  Starbride squeezed his arm. “Don’t throw away your principles for me, Hugo.”


  “No, I mean it.”


  “You don’t, but thank you for saying it.”


  “This isn’t worth debating,” Freddie said as he joined them.


  Scarra stepped closer. “I agree. Death is the whore that gives us all the clap eventually.” When they stared at her, she blushed. “Well, that’s what my da used to say.”


  Different mindsets, different upbringings. They could argue around and around forever. Master Bernard patted Starbride’s shoulder. “Time heals all,” he offered.


  Starbride supposed that would have to do. After the battle was won, they’d have time for both joy and sleepless nights filled with guilt. Time enough for all things, healing, too.


  Dawnmother curled her fingers around Starbride’s elbow, ready to do what needed to be done, though Starbride could see that it pained her.


  They split off, Ruin leading his monks down another street, the better to cover more ground. Master Bernard went with them, while Scarra stayed at Starbride’s side.


  “Just in case you need more pressure points,” she said, giving them a wide grin.


  Thick and muscular, she was as tall as Freddie and probably stronger, quite an asset, never mind that she seemed to take most of her speech from Darkstrong himself. She’d recently cut her blond hair close to her head, though it didn’t make her angular features any less striking.


  “Your eyes are straying,” Dawnmother said.


  Starbride barked a laugh. “I can admire anyone I want.”


  “She does cut a nice figure.”


  “Now whose eyes are straying?”


  “I don’t have a princess waiting for me. Perhaps you have a weakness for blondes.”


  “Just one.” Dwelling on Katya, even for a moment, helped keep the pain at bay. She just hoped the pressure points would continue to work. She couldn’t fight while stabbing herself in the leg. If it got that bad, she supposed she’d have to take Freddie up on his offer.


  A boom sounded a few streets over, the same as they’d heard just before Alphonse. Starbride shook the thought away. Before they’d killed the corpse Fiends, Dawnmother had been convinced the creatures had called something with their otherworldly howls. Now it appeared that whatever it was had caught up to Starbride again.


  Everyone looked to her. They weren’t out here to avoid a fight. With renewed purpose, they headed toward the sounds of the explosions now peppered with screams and the rumble of collapsing masonry.


  “Those have to be explosive pyramids,” Starbride said.


  “Well, maybe there’s a spirits fuc—forsaken rogue pyradisté running around.” Scarra said.


  “It’s Roland,” Starbride said. She could almost feel him, and the thought of fighting him made the pain fly from her mind. The thought of killing him carried no guilt. Maybe it would even cure her. Starbride left her mind open to that possibility, and she smiled as the screams drew nearer.


  Chapter Three


  Katya


   

 

 


  It was a hard choice between caution and speed. With Katya’s wound and Redtrue’s malady, avoiding confrontation seemed safest, but the fact that they were being hunted in the palace halls—and that the rest of the town depended on them to defeat Roland’s pyramids—cried out for speed.


  Katya had to settle for something in the middle. Ma supported Redtrue and crept along slowly, led by Katya, who held her blade ready while Castelle ranged ahead of them, scouting.


  Castelle paused at a corner. Her athletic body tensed, and she leaned far back against the wall on the balls of her feet. After listening for a few seconds, she hurried to Katya’s side.


  “There’s noise in a room ahead of us,” she said. “Voices and someone moving around.”


  Not corpse Fiends, at least. “Could you hear what they said?”


  Castelle shook her head and looked to Redtrue, worry lining her features.


  “We must go…right,” Redtrue said. Standing and speaking seemed harder for her now. By the time they reached the pyramid that affected her so, Katya worried she’d no longer be able to keep her feet.


  As it was, right was the only direction available, past the voices. Katya and Castelle could take any of Roland’s living creations. After all, few guards had practiced with the sword from an early age by the best trainers money could buy. Of course, it might not come to that. If the troublesome room stayed shut, Katya and her party could just sneak by.


  “Let’s go,” Katya said.


  They paused at the corner and listened. Katya heard voices behind one door, though it sounded as if some endeavored to be quieter than the others. An argument, then, by the rushed tones. But Roland’s guards didn’t argue; they were hypnotized into obedience. Maybe some of them had found a way to free themselves? If these were enemies of Roland, they could be friends.


  Katya waved everyone ahead just as the door cracked open, and a pale face peeked out. Katya met a wide, green-eyed glance before the door slammed shut. The voices grew louder before silence fell. Katya glanced at Castelle. She seemed torn between the desire to laugh and frown.


  Katya stepped lightly to the door. “We’re not here to hurt you.”


  Silence reigned for a few seconds before the door cracked open again. “You’re not guards.”


  If Katya read these people right, bold was the way to go. “We’ve come to kill the usurper.”


  The door flew open, and a slight, dark haired woman confronted them. She was dressed in servants’ livery, but her posture spoke of nobility. Without all the frippery, it was a heartbeat before Katya recognized her. “Baroness Jacintha.”


  Jacintha bowed deep. “Highness.” When she straightened, she had tears in her eyes. “You’ve come to rescue us at last.” She looked at the rest of them, and her mouth fell open. “M…Majesty?”


  At least eight people had crammed into the room behind the baroness, probably what was left of her household, as well as a few courtiers. “You’ve been living in the palace since the usurper took over?” Katya asked.


  “Hiding, Highness.” She glanced up and down the hall. “We shouldn’t talk out here.”


  Katya hesitated, torn between caution and haste again, but if the baroness had been in the palace since Roland had taken over, she was an invaluable source of information.


  When the door shut behind all of them, it was cramped indeed. The narrow chamber had been a servants’ bedroom, made to sleep at least six in narrow bunk beds without much room for anything else. Several people began speaking at once, but Jacintha lifted a hand, and they stopped mid-word.


  “Highness, Majesty, surely you did not come alone?”


  “Our tale can wait, Baroness. You’ve been living as servants?”


  Some nodded shamefully, but the baroness shrugged, far from the flippant woman Katya remembered. It seemed she’d finally found the forge that would make her into a blade. “We do what we must.” She sounded wistful, as if the privileged noble still lurked in there somewhere.


  When Katya described her mission, Jacintha promised to send someone to tend to Brutal. They couldn’t heal him, but they could look after him until help arrived. It warmed Katya’s heart that he wouldn’t be alone, even if the worst happened. Small comfort, but Katya had learned to live on those.


  “You’ll need to keep hidden until the fight is won,” Katya said.


  “Of course, Highness.” The looks that the others exchanged spoke volumes, as if they wondered how stupid she thought they were.


  “The guards don’t come here,” Jacintha said. “We’ve seen some looters in the regular halls, but no one’s bothered with the servant quarters.”


  “There’s nothing to steal here,” one of the courtiers said softly. “And most of the servants fled when the palace fell.”


  “We forage for what we need.” Jacintha took the hand of a man beside her without seeming to think about it. His bearing and deference screamed courtier, and Katya bet that before Roland had taken over, the baroness wouldn’t have looked at him twice. Maybe when the fight ended, everyone would have lost a few of their prejudices.


  “Sometimes, when we’ve encountered the guards,” Jacintha said, “we’ve pretended to be hypnotized, and they’ve let us be.”


  “It’s harder with those things,” the man beside her said, “the dead things.”


  “But it can still be done, Highness.”


  Katya glanced at Redtrue. From what Starbride had told her, the corpse Fiends could sense pyradistés. Perhaps they could do the same for adsnazi. She carried a pyramid that protected them from mind control but not one that hid them from a corpse Fiend’s unnatural sight.


  “Some have gone out and never come back,” someone said. “Or we’ve seen them later, sweeping the halls and sporting that smiling, dead-eyed look.”


  “They erase your mind,” another said, “and put whatever they need in its place.”


  Ma reached for Jacintha’s arm. “You have done well, keeping everyone safe.”


  Jacintha beamed as if she’d forgotten any courtly training she’d ever received. “I thank your Majesty.”


  “Will you take the kingdom back soon, Majesty?” one of the courtiers asked. All of them leaned close as if they lived for her answer.


  “Soon,” Ma promised, and Katya was glad she didn’t have to say it.


  “Any information you can give us would be helpful,” Castelle said.


  “Especially if you know where any of the usurper’s pyramids are kept,” Katya added.


  Rumors and conjecture were all they had to offer. As a rule, they tried to stay away from Roland’s pyramids. They’d heard of one near the library, and rumor painted it as something other than a mind pyramid, though they hadn’t been close enough to see for themselves.


  It sounded like it could be the one causing Redtrue’s illness. Katya was embarrassed to admit that she didn’t know how to get there from the servants’ corridors. She didn’t know them as well as she should have, but she’d never had much reason to go there. Jacintha and her fellows were happy to give directions, seeming both grateful to be useful and eager to see the Umbriels return to power.


  “I think even those who occasionally voiced displeasure will welcome you back with open arms, Majesty, Highness,” Jacintha said. “The freedom to grumble is infinitely preferable to a ruler who changes your mind for you.”


  “I hope they all see it that way, Baroness,” Ma said. “And if they do not, we would be grateful if you could remind them.”


  Jacintha bowed, and after making sure they had memorized the route, Katya set out again with Castelle scouting ahead, and Ma helping Redtrue behind them.


  After two or three turns, Katya was certain that stopping had been the right decision. The rest of the palace was a maze, but there were clues if you knew where to look. Carpets, paintings, alcoves, and statuary provided signs pointing to which part of the palace you were entering.


  The servants’ quarters, though, were featureless. Maybe each new servant was partnered with an older one until they had the place memorized. Maybe it was also the servants’ way of keeping those they served out of the way and out of their business. They couldn’t very well do their jobs with nobles blundering into the linen closets.


  Averie or Dawnmother could have led them through in a flash. Katya tried to banish thoughts of both. Averie would only bring her grief, and thoughts of Dawnmother would slide toward the oblivion of worry for Starbride.


  At last they found the door they were looking for. Castelle pressed her ear to it. Katya paused with the others and waited. Castelle turned and shrugged, signaling that she’d heard nothing, but that didn’t mean there was nothing to hear. Corpse Fiends didn’t become bored and wander around making noise.


  Katya moved closer and readied her rapier. Castelle opened the well-oiled door and peeked out. Seconds stretched on as she watched and listened. Katya strained to hear over Redtrue’s labored breathing. Castelle widened the door until she had enough room to poke her head out.


  When she waved behind her, Katya rushed forward, eager to see for herself. The hallway stood empty, but it wouldn’t remain that way forever. The pyramid was undoubtedly guarded, and they still had some ways to go before reaching the library. Even then, they didn’t know if the pyramid was in the library or just nearby. They’d need time to search.


  Katya couldn’t help but think of the time she’d led Starbride down these halls, just after they’d first met. She’d let Starbride think her a guardswoman, someone anonymous who could flirt with impunity, someone who didn’t have to wear a courtly face.


  Tension spread across Katya’s shoulders, pulling at her wound. When they reached a junction, she looked to Redtrue who waved them to the left. They would have left her with Jacintha, but they didn’t know exactly where this pyramid might be and didn’t have the luxury of opening doors at random. Castelle peeked around the corner then skittered back.


  “The Guard!” she whispered.


  Katya opened the nearest door and ushered everyone inside. According to Starbride, all members of the king’s Guard had been mind-warped. They weren’t peasants who’d been hypnotized into loving Roland; they were trained fighters, and Katya would avoid them if she could. She shut the door noiselessly and waited. It was a larger room, some salon or study for use by the courtiers or nobles. The fine furniture had been overturned, cushions slashed and books and papers scattered. Looters had turned their anger on the furnishings when no valuables presented themselves, though Katya couldn’t believe no one had carried off the tables or chairs. Perhaps it was just more satisfying to smash them.


  She heard the tread of boots go past and counted to twenty before she looked out. If it was a patrol, they’d have to hurry or be caught when it came back. They piled into the hall and took the left. Redtrue’s eyelids had begun to flutter, and her nose dribbled blood. Katya waved at Castelle to help while she took the lead.


  The hallway before the massive library doors stood empty. Redtrue gestured into the library itself. When Katya pressed her ear to the thick doors, she heard a thump. Someone moved around inside, and she knew in her bones that it wasn’t a helpful baroness.


  Katya hurried back to the others. “Is there any way you can do something about the pyramid from out here?”


  Redtrue could barely keep her eyes open. She shook her head.


  Katya pressed her lips into a thin line. They couldn’t barrel in like they had before. That was how they’d gotten to their current injured state. Well, it had been going all right until Averie had shown up.


  Katya forced herself to focus. “We need a distraction.”


  Castelle frowned. “Something that would bring everyone in there out into the hall would be as bad as charging in.”


  “Then we need someone to go in there and draw their attention,” Ma said. She gripped her pyramid necklace.


  “No, Ma,” Katya said. “With Redtrue hurt, there’s no guarantee we’d get you back.” And no guarantee that once they were inside, Ma would spare her daughter.


  “Destroy this pyramid, and Redtrue will regain her power,” Ma said.


  “That’s a big gamble, Highness,” Castelle said.


  “And yet no other ideas present themselves, and haste is still our ally.”


  Katya’s stomach turned over at the thought that she might have to fight her mother. And turning into a Fiend more than once a day couldn’t be healthy. “Ma…”


  “Wait a few seconds and then sneak inside.” She caught Katya’s chin. “Do not catch my eye.” She removed her necklace and pushed it into Katya’s grasp.


  Castelle offered her hand. “Do you need an angry thought to get you going?”


  Ma pressed Castelle’s fingers once before letting go. “Oh, I’ve enough for an entire army.” The gravel of the Fiend roughened her voice as she moved toward the library. Before Katya could run after her, Ma was through the doors, and Katya heard a high-pitched screech.


  She leapt up as Castelle dragged Redtrue behind her. A crash boomed within the room, and Katya caught the door before it shut. Forms darted past, too fast for the eye to follow, and a bookcase slammed over, knocking into one of its fellows and throwing it into another until a row of them collapsed. Katya slipped inside, staying low. Her mother had been gone but an instant, and the room was already in chaos, or perhaps the looters had been here, too. Katya hobbled over books and scattered papers. She scurried under the cover of a table, keeping Castelle and Redtrue close behind.


  Shrieks rang through the air, and the howls of corpse Fiends echoed as they fought Katya’s mother, but there was another sound: high tittering laughter that Katya recognized from the forest. Cold, paralyzing fear settled around her. There were wild Fiends inside with them.


  Castelle pushed her on, but the aura of the wild Fiends pressed in from all sides, stunning her. Katya gritted her teeth and sought to drag her limbs forward. Castelle kicked her in the rump, and she got moving again, cheeks burning in shame as she hurried to a bookcase.


  “There, it’s there!” Redtrue said, her voice barely audible above the shrieks and howls. Something thudded into the bookcase they leaned against, and books shuddered from the shelves and rained around them. Redtrue pointed them deeper into the stacks, and they hurried on.


  A pyramid the size of a large dog crouched like a spider at the back of the library. It sat on a bed of frost that climbed the shelves beside it in a jagged, splintery web. So cold it stole Katya’s breath, it seemed to pulse, and black oil oozed across its surface like a living thing. With trembling hands, Katya drew her knife and stepped forward.


  She lurched sideways as something yanked her right leg out from under her. She fell to one knee, fighting to pull her leg back. Blue and white mottled hands gripped her from the shadows between the shelves, and claws as long as knives dug into her calf.


  Katya stabbed at the shadowy Fiend, but it leaned away from her attacks as a blur. It never lost its grip. She sliced at where it caught her, but it released and then grabbed her again before she could blink.


  Still, it didn’t seem to want to hurt her. Castelle moved close, but Katya called, “Wait!” The Fiend’s courtesy wouldn’t extend to anyone else, Katya was certain. She fought her fear and forced herself to study what she could see. The creature seemed the same size as a person, but she could dimly see horns, over-large eyes, and a mouth filled with fangs. Her blood pounded in her ears, and the commotion in the room faded.


  “Let me go,” Katya said.


  It tilted its head and said a word, the sound like a saw grinding across a blade and filling her mouth with the coppery tang of blood.


  Katya summoned the only memory she had of being a Fiend, when Roland had first attacked them under the palace, and Starbride had saved her. She’d wanted to kill and maim and destroy. She would have enjoyed it. This creature didn’t seem to share the one other feeling she remembered: she’d wanted to try her strength against other Fiends. This one seemed to want to communicate, and the more she thought of her past Aspect, the more she sensed its interest.


  “Go, Castelle,” Katya croaked. She surrendered to the feelings of cold and dread and embraced what it had once felt like. She stared at eyes like liquid silver and reached for the kinship she found there.


  Dimly, she heard a crunching sound behind her, what could only be the pyramid repeatedly smashing against the floor. It shattered at last with the skittering sound of scattered crystal, and before Katya could breathe again, the Fiend was gone.


  Katya climbed to her feet. Castelle’s hands were bright red, the fingertips pale blue as if she’d plunged her hands into icy water.


  Redtrue leaned against a bookshelf, but as Katya watched, she wiped the blood from her nose and pulled herself to her feet. Even with tears streaming down her face, she seemed triumphant. “Let’s go get your mother.”


  Chapter Five


  Katya


   

 

 


  The commotion from the other side of the library stopped as suddenly as it had started. Katya crept in that direction, keeping her rapier out. Redtrue followed, walking under her own power for the first time in hours. She took deep, steady breaths and smiled as if that simple act pleased her. Castelle watched their backs, her own weapon drawn and ready.


  Katya stepped over books and scrolls, straining to be quiet in the cavernous space. As she emerged from between the shelves, she paused before the tables that dominated the middle of the room. The bodies of corpse Fiends and human guards sprawled among overturned chairs and splintered planks of wood. Light poured in from a window high on the wall.


  The shelves on the other side of the library leaned against one another, their contents scattered across the floor. The heavy wooden doors stood closed, and Katya couldn’t recall hearing them open and shut again. Her mother was still in here somewhere, waiting perhaps, but for what?


  Or maybe she was stalking them. Katya couldn’t help a shiver. Slight movement caught her eye from the leaning shelves. She nudged Redtrue and pointed.


  As they drew closer, Katya recognized her mother’s small silhouette even with the crow’s wings sprouting from her shoulders. Her back was to them as she stared at something. Katya squinted. Someone else knelt in the shadows, barely visible, and Katya’s eyes went wide as she caught a glimpse of mottled skin.


  The Fiend lifted its head. When it scuttled farther into the shadows, Ma stepped after it.


  From Katya’s time as a Fiend, she remembered having to resist attacking her own family, Fiend drawn to Fiend. She took a step forward, ready to leap on her mother, but soft yellow light blossomed behind her, and the energy from Redtrue’s pyramid flowed over her, warm as a summer breeze. Ma stiffened as if struck by lightning, and her wings receded through the tears in her shirt and into her back, leaving only bloody trails. She collapsed, and the way stood clear for the radiance to reach the Fiend.


  It shrieked, long and loud. Katya’s rapier fell from her nerveless fingers, and she clapped her hands over her ears. The noise clattered through her skull and up and down her spine like shards of pottery rubbing together combined with that metal-on-metal squeal. She tasted so much copper she was certain she’d bitten her tongue.


  A bang cut through the noise, and the shriek faded. Katya tottered to her feet and bent to reclaim her rapier.


  “What in the spirits’ names?” Castelle asked.


  The glow from Redtrue’s pyramid faded. “It fled rather than be cleansed.”


  One of the library doors had been knocked clean from its hinges. The noise was bound to attract some attention. Katya slid her rapier into its scabbard and picked up her unconscious mother. “Let’s get moving.”


  Katya hated to backtrack, but the servants’ halls had been the safest place they’d seen. They didn’t try to find Baroness Jacintha again but stopped in the first room they came to.


  The small chamber had been a storeroom, but someone had picked it clean. A few empty sacks littered the bare stone floor. Katya laid her mother on them and settled against the wall, her wound praising her for getting off her feet.


  “Should we not leave your mother with the baroness and continue our pyramid hunt?” Redtrue asked.


  Katya had thought of that, but leaving her unconscious mother with people she didn’t know rankled. They’d had no choice with Brutal, but Katya at least wanted her mother awake for the decision.


  “She’s too powerful a weapon,” Castelle said.


  “We can’t let her transform again if we can help it,” Katya said. Still, Castelle was right. And Ma had been right about her presence attracting the wild Fiends’ attention. Katya had been able to keep the Fiend from harming her friends, but once the pyramid was destroyed, it had gone straight to the only other Fiend in the room. “You said the wild Fiend didn’t want to be cleansed, Redtrue. What did you mean? How can a pure Fiend be cleansed?”


  “With its Fiendness stripped away,” Castelle asked, “wouldn’t it be nothing?”


  Redtrue frowned hard. “The energy I felt from that pyramid was akin to the Fiends. Since the one who grabbed your leg fled once the pyramid was destroyed, I think it was calling them. The question is, why was the pyramid affecting me so?”


  “Because of your purity,” Castelle said.


  Katya rolled her eyes and caught Redtrue doing the same. “Now that you’re well,” Katya said, “can you sense any other pyramids nearby?”


  Redtrue took another pyramid from her bag and focused. After a moment, she nodded.


  As much as Katya craved rest, she knew they couldn’t linger. The fight would still be raging in the city, and she didn’t know when Roland might return. Of course, with Redtrue free from her affliction, Katya thought their odds against Roland were pretty good. Redtrue seemed to have a knack for overcoming Fiend energy. As Katya tried to wake her mother, she hoped that Roland would come back soon. Maybe they could end the fight sooner than anyone thought.


  It usually took an hour to recover from turning into a Fiend, but Katya shook her mother gently, trying to hasten the process. She began to think that leaving Ma with Jacintha was the only cause left to them when her mother blinked and tried to open her eyes.


  “Oh,” Ma said as she struggled upright, “my head.”


  In the past, Katya had awakened from her Aspect feeling tired but never with the fatigue on her mother’s face. Powerful weapon or not, could they risk her transforming again? Would they even be able to wake her?


  “I trust we got what we were looking for?” Ma asked.


  Katya told her of the battle.


  “I don’t remember any of that, but I’m glad I was useful.” She climbed shakily to her feet. “What’s next?”


  Katya hesitated, afraid that if she suggested her mother stay behind, she’d be in line for a scolding. And if her mother wanted to risk her life, who was Katya to say no? It was just a question of putting one more person she loved in danger.


  Ma glanced up, and something in Katya’s face must have betrayed her thoughts. “You want me to stay behind.” There was no hurt in her words, just a statement of fact.


  “If you turn into a Fiend again…”


  “I feel the difference now compared to before,” Ma said. “But I still might be able to distract any wild Fiends while remaining human.”


  “I can do that, too.”


  “Let me distract. You do the stabbing.”


  It was a good argument, but Katya couldn’t quite give her blessing.


  “You are the leader here,” Ma said. “If you order me to stay behind, if you think I’ve done as much as I can, I’ll stay.”


  Her own mother taking her orders; it boggled the mind. But in the end, it wasn’t a question of safety and danger. Nowhere in the palace was safe. “No, you come with us.”


  Ma squeezed Katya’s arm. “I had every faith that you were as brilliant as I thought.”


  Katya barked a laugh, and when they piled into the hallway again, her heart was a little lighter.


  They found another of Roland’s hypnosis pyramids on the floor above them. Redtrue cleansed it through the wall. Katya’s earlier excitement came rushing back, even with all they’d suffered. The faster they could cleanse these pyramids, the faster they could regroup with Starbride and then the army outside the walls of Marienne.


  As soon as they’d disabled the pyramid, they moved on, taking the secret passageways when they could and sneaking past any guards. In the halls, Katya kept everyone close to the walls, ready to dive for cover. When they reached one of the grand staircases that spiraled up into the third floor, Katya took the lead as they climbed single file along the outer wall. Long tapestries hung almost to the floor as they ascended the staircase, each suspended by ropes tied to hooks hidden behind the black iron rail. Castelle kept her blade out; Redtrue held her pyramid. Ma clutched her long knife, but her other hand hovered in front of her chest, ready to remove her pyramid necklace.


  Katya caught a hint of movement above them, just around the curve. “Down!” she whispered.


  The air whooshed above her head, and an arrow thunked into a tapestry where her head had been.


  “Back, back!” Katya said. They scuttled down the stairs and moved to the inner rail where the archer would have to move closer to see them.


  The arrow didn’t bear Averie’s signature green fletching, but it had to be her. Katya lamented again that the adsnazi didn’t use destructive magic and that she hadn’t brought Pennynail.


  Averie didn’t call down the stairs. Mind-warped into a killer for Roland, she had no use for taunts. And she held the high ground. Katya could picture her waiting, bowstring half drawn, ready to pull at the first sight of them. They could find another way up, Katya supposed, circle back down, then cross over several hallways, and up another staircase.


  And then Averie would know they had gone and would wait for them at another point. She could call for more guards. Time was on her side.


  “Follow close behind me,” Katya said in Redtrue’s ear. “When I give the word, throw a pyramid.”


  Redtrue balked. “I do not use—”


  “Any damned pyramid! It doesn’t matter what it does.”


  Redtrue frowned but stayed on Katya’s heels as they tiptoed up the stairs, just at the edge of the well-worn carpet.


  When Katya saw a shadow ahead, she crouched. “Now.”


  Redtrue’s pyramid sailed upward, and Katya raced behind it, hoping Averie’s instincts weren’t completely lost. Averie leapt out of the pyramid’s path. The crystal smashed harmlessly on the wall.


  Averie managed to fire an arrow, though only at a quarter draw. It clipped the leather at Katya’s shoulder, but she pushed through, swinging as she came
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