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Mance
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It’s been months, but I’m still not used to the feeling I get when I step into the dungeons and my own voice echoes up from the shadowy depths to greet me, screaming.

It’s like being hit with a cold blast when you walk outside, only instead of frigid air it’s a rush of bleak horror. My limbs lock up. My scarred hands begin to tremble. Something a little like guilt and a lot like fear curdles inside me, right in the empty space where the screaming girl used to live before a dead man’s magic allowed me to thrust her out.

Suffice it to say, I don’t visit often.

Even today, I have to force myself to cross the threshold. When the pitch of her shriek makes the hair stand up on my arms, I almost turn on my heel and leave, back into the warmth and quiet of the hallway. It would be so easy to simply pull the door shut again.

But then the sound of crinkling paper snaps me back into myself and I look at the letter I’ve just crushed in my fist. I remember why I’m here, remember that I need to find out what the crumpled words mean.

And whether they truly have the power to bind me.

So, shoving my hands into my pockets, I put my head down and descend, deep into the carved-out cliffside, those awful screams getting louder and louder the closer I get to the base of the wooden steps, underscored by a chorus of low growls, vicious snarls, and the scrape of claws on rock.

But when my boots hit the ground, the crack of my heel is as loud as a whip, and all the noise suddenly breaks off.

I hold still, like a mouse spotted by a hawk, my stomach in knots. My own creatures, the less dangerous ones, squirm and tremble within me, trying to burrow deeper into my guts to escape detection.

Some foolish corner of my mind hopes that she’ll just leave me alone.

Then metal bars clang as a body crashes against them and the voice that sounds like mine rises again, with vigor. Instead of wordless rage, now the screeching girl flings insults, even obscenities, all cruelly tailored to cut me deep. Because she knows me. She came from me, and she has devastatingly intimate knowledge of the wounds I hide from everyone else. From the depths of those shadows that I refuse to look at directly, she stabs at them, ripping at their edges with her words in the hopes that she will get to watch me bleed, as her predators pace around her, howling their support.

I break into a run, covering my ears.

Because she’s not the one I’m here for today, and I don’t need to listen to her. I don’t have to take this.

My boots pound the rough stone floors until their echoing beat and my own harsh breaths are all I can hear, and then right before the row of cells veers sharply to the left, I double over, panting.

I need to get it together. I cannot do what I need to do today if I’m this out of control.

Wincing, I force my fingers to unclench. I wrench my shoulders back and thrust my chin up. I wrest my features into an expression of calm. And then I hold it, mercilessly, until my breathing slows down to match and the animals inside me whimper into submission.

Then, finally, I turn the corner with a slow, easy step, feeling the prickle of the mountain’s chill on my skin. Until I stand before the only other prisoner here, one who makes my stomach twist for completely different reasons.

My father.

He is seated, fingers steepled over his mouth, like he’s been waiting for me. And for a moment, we just regard each other. He’s lost weight and there are bags under his eyes, but he still holds himself with a military posture, as if he’s sitting on his throne instead of wasting away in a prison.

I’ve done my best to make his cell comfortable, although I know he doesn’t respect the effort. I had a nice bed hauled down, plus a table and a padded chair. Even a rug.

Nonetheless, when I study him, I see only contempt in his features.

I’m not sure what he sees when he looks at me, but I hope it’s the calm I’ve tried to construct rather than the fear behind my eyes.

“Mancella,” he says finally, lowering his arms. “To what do I owe the pleasure? It’s not every day that a prisoner gets a visit from a Prime.” He spits the last word, wrapping his disdain around it, and the last several months are a cavern between us.

He was the Prime once. If it were up to him, he still would be. But I stripped him of his power, first magically and then politically, and I took the throne for myself. Ever since then, he’s been stewing in this cell.

I could have chosen to kill him instead. In fact, for a terrifying moment, I almost did.

No, she almost did, which is why she’s locked up.

Suppressing a wince, I run my finger along the edge of the envelope, and my father’s eyes flick down to it, his brow creased.

I speak loudly to force his gaze back up to mine. “Well,” I say, with a boldness I don’t feel, “you’re not so great with the note-taking, which has left several gaps in my understanding of our relationships with other realms. Which means that I am forced to come down here and ask you whether you could clarify a particular point for me. Specifically, what does the Forest Realm—”

He barks out a humorless laugh, and the sound echoes around us in a mocking chorus, cutting me off. “You want me to help you? After everything you’ve done?”

A cold weight settles in my chest, and my casual facade slips.

Everything I’ve done, he says.

Like he’s never done anything to me. Never locked me in a room with a wild beast and refused to let me out until it was dead. Never forced me to use those same beasts to kill. As though he isn’t the person who drove me to “everything I’ve done” in the first place.

Irritation spikes in my rib cage and my creatures stir. I don’t know what I was expecting from him. I should never have come down here at all.

I turn to leave, even as panic claws at my throat and the letter burns in my pocket, but he stops me with a word. “Wait.”

Don’t show weakness, I tell myself. Don’t let him know how much you need this.

I narrow my eyes and cast a disdainful look back over my shoulder. He analyzes it carefully, as I feared, and I grit my teeth to keep it from cracking.

“A bargain,” he suggests finally. “There’s a certain book I’d like to peruse. I’ll answer your questions if you have it sent down to me.”

Slowly, I turn back around, searching his face the way he searched mine. “What do you mean, a book?” I ask. “Which book?”

“The Census. Let’s say . . . Volume 36.”

Alarm shoots down my spine. Not because I know what he wants the book for, but because I don’t. I don’t have so much as a guess.

What could he possibly do with a catalog of our realm’s citizenry? Not a recent one, either. Volume 36 would be a few generations out of date now. I doubt anyone in it would even still be alive.

“Why?”

“I don’t have much in the way of diversion down here.”

“The Census is not exactly peak entertainment. It’s just statistics. And why that volume?”

“You could pick a different volume if you prefer. Any one you’d like.”

This only makes my confusion worse. “Why the Census, though?”

“What’s in that letter that makes you so desperate to get answers that you’d come down here for the first time in months?” he retorts breezily. I bite my cheek to keep from replying and he smiles unkindly. “Just demonstrating that total transparency is not an aspect of our bargain.”

Mentally, I curse, because he’s demonstrating more than that. He’s showing me that he sees my anxiety, after all. He knows I’m not in as good of a bargaining position as I’m trying to pretend.

“I am picking a different volume,” I tell him. “And I’m going to have it searched first for any coded messages.”

He waves a hand, unconcerned. “Fine.”

“Fine,” I repeat slowly. I don’t like that I can’t understand his motives. But he’s not wrong that I’m desperate, and if he sees that already then the negotiations would only deteriorate from here. I pinch the corner of the envelope until my fingers go numb, and then I make a decision. “Assuming the search goes well . . . I’ll have it delivered by the end of the day. But you’ll have to answer my questions first. Now. Honestly and to my satisfaction.”

My father leans back in his chair, pleased. “It’s a deal,” he says. “Ask away.”

Again I hesitate, concerned about how smug he seems, how quickly he agreed. But then Silver’s face flashes in my mind and I flinch. It’s enough, more than enough, to make me push down the concern and cross back to stand directly in front of my father’s cell. “The Forest Realm . . . ,” I start again.

Our history with them is a painful one. When I was a child, my grandfather thought they were getting too strong, too close to our borders, and he started a war. In the end, that war cost him his life, and my father became Prime. But instead of taking the change of leadership as an opportunity to broker peace, he doubled down on the war efforts, enlisting almost every able-bodied citizen we had, demanding most of their lives in the fight and leaving their children to be raised by the Academy as another generation of soldiers. The Forest Realm surrendered, but neither of our realms has fully recovered from the aftermath, even though over a decade has passed.

I’m not here to question those actions today, though, so I push on. “When you negotiated the terms of surrender with them, what did they include?”

He frowns, surprised. “Not much. A ceasefire, a yearly financial tribute.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes. Why?”

I keep my expression schooled, ignoring the question. “And what have your relations with the Forest Realm been like since then?”

He shrugs. “Minimal. They send their tributes as required, and in turn I leave them alone.”

“But then why would they—” I break off suddenly, realizing what I was about to reveal.

He raises an eyebrow, gaze drifting to the letter again before I shove it into my pocket, clearing my throat. “You’re certain there are no other terms? No other promises made on either side that I should know about? Not then or at any other point in your reign?”

Something amused flashes in his eyes. “No, none. Is there a reason you’re asking?”

Once again, I ignore his question, blowing out a long breath, less cautious about showing my emotions now that I have the information I need. “All right,” I say. “Thank you. You’ve been very helpful. As promised, I will send the book down shortly.”

Without another word, I turn on my heel, marching back toward the staircase, too relieved to even say goodbye. I feel his eyes following me until I turn the corner, but it’s easy to shrug them off as my mind races through the implications of what he’s told me, the avenues his words have opened up.

Unfortunately, that means I’m too lost in thought to properly brace myself against my other prisoner. She’s been quiet, and I let my guard slip. For a second, I forgot she was there.

When I pass by her cage, she leaps at me. Her shoulder slams into the bars so hard that it makes the magical shield glow, illuminating her furious face for one terrifying moment before I rip my gaze away and stumble back, my heart rate ratcheting up and my animals rioting.

I will never get used to the way my features look when they’re distorted by hatred. The way my eyes can burn.

“You’re a monster!” the girl—the severed piece of my soul—shrieks into my face. “You walk around up there in the sunshine pretending that you’re perfect. That you’re kind. But you can’t avoid me forever. I will find a way to break out of this cell, and when I do, I will show everyone what you truly are. I will—”

“Can’t you just be quiet, Livid?” I snap back at her, whirling. Still embarrassed that I was caught off guard.

It’s not rage that colors my tone. I don’t feel that emotion anymore.

But, unexpectedly, cutting the depths of my anger out of my core has made me more prone to the milder emotion of irritation. More likely to lose my patience.

Unsurprisingly, the girl does not oblige my request. She lashes out harder, her screams turning almost incoherent, as her predators pace the cell behind her, gnashing their teeth. I berate myself for engaging at all. Skin still crawling with the panicked wriggles of my own creatures, I turn and sprint the rest of the way up the stairs, only stopping when I’ve slammed the door firmly shut behind me and latched it, cutting off all sound. Wishing I could cut the emotion off just as easily.

I’m breathing hard again, my pulse pounding in my ears. But at least the hallway is quiet.

Until—

“Hey,” a voice says from nearby. “Are you okay?”

I gasp, my head snapping up and my fingers scrambling behind me to make sure the lock is secured. That the awful secret I’m keeping from the world is solidly contained on the other side.

Silver, his choppy hair falling into his face as always, studies me with amber eyes full of concern. I exhale in relief, even as a jolt of guilt coils in the pit of my stomach, chased by an aftertaste of fear that he might have heard some of Livid’s screaming, might have glimpsed the part of me that I so desperately want to hide from him. From everyone. But when his expression doesn’t change, the fight drains from my body and I slump forward, almost dizzy from its loss.

Without missing a beat, he moves to catch me, gathering me securely against his chest. I lean into him, inhaling his familiar pine-smoke scent and burying my face in the crook of his neck, my chin resting on his collarbone. He skates his fingers up my spine, and my muscles turn to jelly beneath his touch.

Closing my eyes, I press even closer, attempting to chase the shadows of the dungeons away. Attempting to lose myself in his embrace completely.

“I’m fine,” I assure him, perhaps too brightly. “Everything’s fine. I just . . . had to talk to my father about something, and it’s left me a little . . . shaken.”

His arms flex, then tighten around me. “What could you possibly need to talk to him about?”

Silver’s history with my father is almost as difficult as my own. His parents were both conscripted in the war and died in mere weeks, leaving Silver to be raised by the Academy, which is an unforgiving place to grow up. He escaped, though, and has been living in the streets since. Oh, and a few months ago he was part of a plot to murder my father in cold blood, although he did back out of it in the end. All this to say, Silver is not exactly the former Prime’s biggest fan.

I realize with a start that it’s been too long since he asked a question, and I don’t know what to say. I was trying to avoid telling him about Livid, but I absolutely don’t want him to know what I was talking to my father about, either. Not until I can figure out what I’m going to do about the monumental decision looming before me.

One that would affect him as much as it affects me.

The letter weighs heavy in my pocket, and another wave of guilt washes over me as I stare up into his loving, unsuspicious eyes.

“Just . . . politics,” I say vaguely.

He tilts his head. “You know you can tell me,” he prompts. “If it’s serious enough to talk to him, then it must be a pretty big deal. If I can help, I want to.”

“I know, I just . . .” I plaster on a pained smile. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time right now. I need to hold a counsel. On something extremely time sensitive. But we’ll catch up soon?”

He nods slowly, though I can tell he’s still studying me, trying to figure out what I won’t say.

So I raise onto tiptoes and press my lips to his, hoping to reassure him that we, at least, are fine, no matter what else is going on.

I only mean for it to be a quick peck, but he surprises me by deepening it, one hand cradling the back of my head, and the other pressing into the small of my back until we’re melded together, his kiss slow and languid enough to make my knees buckle. To make me want to stay.

“Soon?” he confirms, voice husky. “You promise?”

“Soon,” I repeat, startled to find my own voice breathy and faint. I clear my throat, embarrassed. “I promise.”

He smirks at my bashfulness, a dimple appearing. “Okay then.”

When he releases me and steps back, I only barely stop myself from swaying toward him and starting the kiss all over again. But then the corner of the envelope shifts, digging into my leg, and I straighten suddenly, the reality of my situation crashing back into the forefront of my mind.

Heart in my throat, I rush the rest of the goodbye and hurry on to my counsel room, certain Silver is going to have questions for me later.

Hopefully by then I’ll have answers.

I take the steps of the West Tower two at a time before flinging open a pair of double doors at the top to reveal a simple, domed space, nothing inside but a large table in the middle and a circle of identical chairs. The room is empty, and I exhale in relief, hastily locking the door behind me and shutting the curtains until the room is lit only with the low orange glow of a wrought iron candelabra that dangles above.

I’m not expecting anyone else.

My father had advisors, of course, but when I became Prime I dismissed them all. I can’t trust them. Because either they approved of my father’s actions, in which case I don’t want their advice, or they were simply too weak to oppose him, in which case they’re no good to me. I know I’ll have to gather a counsel of my own eventually, but finding the right people is difficult. It will take a little while.

In the meantime, I’ll just sort through everything myself.

My mind skips back to Livid, and how she said I was pretending. She’s not entirely wrong. I keep more secrets than I’d like.

Including the fact that she’s not the only part of me I can split from the rest of my body.

She was the first. The loudest.

I named her Livid because that’s what she is. The worst of me. Angry. Hateful. I had to lock her up. It was the only way to keep her from hurting anyone else. The only way to keep myself from falling into the same traps that Alect, the cousin whose death gave me this power, set for himself. He let his worst parts walk around unchecked, and they did awful things. Things that he as a whole person would never have considered. Ultimately, they got him killed.

I won’t make the same mistakes.

But there are other parts of me that have made themselves known in the last few months of adjusting to this new power. Parts I do want to hear from, who have valuable thoughts and insights to add to my current dilemma.

And sometimes it’s easier to tackle a problem when I can separate myself and debate it out loud.

So I stand at the head of the table, look a little to my left, and split.

It’s . . . unpleasant. Like every single bit of me is ripping in half. Like something essential is torn from my soul, leaving a rupture.

But then there is a girl standing beside me, smiling softly with a mouth that looks like mine.

I call this one Heart, because that’s what she leads with. She’s my kindness, my belief in others. The part of me that always looks for the good. She has my face and body, but her outfit is different—a flowy dress instead of my pants and tunic. When first summoned, she wears her hair in a ponytail that matches mine, but she immediately shakes it out into loose waves. Then she draws me into a hug, and I take a moment to sink into it, cherishing her comfort.

When I pull back, she takes a seat, and I brace myself for the next one. Again, the sensation of ripping, the feeling of loss. And then there is Poise.

Poise is the embodiment of my diplomatic training. She’s my most composed self, my best foot forward. Her floor-length dress is tasteful and formfitting, and she quickly turns the ponytail into a complicated-looking twist. She carries herself with dignity and strength. It makes me feel stronger just to look at her.

Summoning twice leaves me depleted, and my skin tingles as though I’ve just ripped off a scab that spanned my entire body.

Even so, I split again, enduring the ripping, tearing feeling one final time, until my last form, Asset, is standing by the table as well.

She’s my practical side. My planner. The one who can always figure out what needs to be done and execute it before the rest of us have even started trying. She’s wearing pants as well, but they’re covered in pockets that are all crammed with useful things. With efficient, purposeful movements, she winds her ponytail into a tight, utilitarian bun, mouth thin and eyes focused on me.

That’s all of us. We made the intentional decision to cap it at four. That way, unlike Alect, I won’t split myself into such small slivers that they’re barely even human anymore. I’ll be smarter than that.

“So,” I say, trying to focus. It can be hard to think clearly when they’re all out. I feel a bit like a painting stripped of its color, only outlines and smudges left. But enough to function. “Now that we know we’re not bound by any deals my father made . . . How do we respond to this?”

I take the letter out of my pocket and toss it on the table, where it lands with a quiet rustle that belies the weight of its contents.

We all look at it, grave.

There’s no need for me to tell them what’s in it. We share memories right up until we split. Which means they know the letter is from the Forest Realm, and they know exactly what it says.

Namely, that the Prime of the Forest Realm is dead.

That his successor, whom I have never met, will be coming to meet me at the end of the week.

And one more thing.

That he is asking for the highest demonstration of commitment to our alliance that it is possible for me, as Prime, to give.

Specifically . . . my hand in marriage.
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Silver
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Mance is hiding something from me,” I tell Vie, ducking under an outcropping of rock.

“Hmm,” she responds indifferently. “Sounds to me like your entire relationship is doomed and you should probably just cut and run while you can.”

I frown at her, annoyed. “I’m not worried about it. I just wonder what it is. Also, just so you know, most friends would offer sympathy in a situation like this.”

“You shouldn’t have sought me out right before a fight,” she retorts, sidestepping a stalagmite. “It’s not my most sympathetic time.”

“When is your most sympathetic time?”

“Once a month or so I get a five-minute window.”

“Ah.” The stone tunnels we’re walking through take a sharp dip downward, and so does the temperature. We’re almost to the heart of the mountain, where illegal betting thrives. “Well, I didn’t come here for you, actually.”

She scoffs, like she doesn’t believe me. “So what are you here for, then? Gonna place a bet?”

“Nah. I’m looking for a kid.”

Her expression darkens into a scowl, and when she speaks, her tone is no longer humorous. “Oh, right,” she sneers. “I forgot you’re the Academy’s lapdog now.”

I wince at the phrasing.

But she’s not exactly wrong.

After Mance took power and rewrote the laws of the land, Rooftop, Vie, and I had the chance to go back to our original professions.

And Rooftop actually did it. He could slip back into being a baker as easily as slipping on an apron. But that’s because he never really left that life. He was a chef on hiatus, but he was always a chef.

Vie, on the other hand, didn’t feel right working for the only other butchers in town, since they were her parents’ rivals. At least, that’s what she says. But I think the truth is that she’s no longer comfortable in that world. Vie was a butcher, but now she’s something else. And I don’t think she knows how to go back. Or wants to. So she still shows up for battles in the fighting rings, even though Rooftop and I beg her to stop.

And then there’s me. I made candles and then I was a thief, and now neither one seems to fit at all.

To be fair, I did give being a candlemaker a go. At first. But I would fall into bed at the end of a long day with hardened wax under my fingernails and a dozen different scents clinging to my skin, feeling restless and unimportant.

So when Petrice, Mance’s former Captain, finished her transformation of the Academy and approached me about helping her track down the runaways who were still missing, I leaped at the opportunity. It seemed like the perfect combination of my Outskirts skill set and my brand-new commitment to Do Good.

Only now we’re running out of kids to find, and I still have no idea what’s next. What else I could possibly be good for.

I shake my head, clearing the thoughts. Because none of that matters right now. I got a lead on someone in the rings telling everyone he used to be Academy, which means that at least for tonight I have a job to do. I’ll worry about tomorrow tomorrow.

Vie and I reach the end of the rough stone hallway and she leans forward to knock a particular rhythm on the heavy wooden door. It swings open, and the noise and light on the other side are momentarily overwhelming.

The place is packed. Money is flowing. Fighters are going hard. Blood hits the stone to raucous cheering, and there are so many torches lining the walls that it feels like stepping into the middle of a bonfire.

We elbow our way to the moderator so Vie can check in, then find a spot near the wall, so close to the torches that I start to sweat. Vie snarls at several people along the way, and I realize she’s doing her best to look tough so bettors will think her worth their money.

“There’s my opponent for tonight,” she says around an exaggerated glower. “You see him?”

I follow her eyes to a stocky guy at least five years older than her with the face of a pug. He spits on the ground when he notices us looking.

“He’s trying to intimidate me,” Vie snarls. “Help me intimidate him back?”

“Sure,” I say. “What do you need me to—”

She throws a punch, and without thinking, I catch her fist in one hand.

She frowns. “You’re supposed to let me hit you.”

“You want me to just let you punch me in the face so you can look tough in front of someone you’re probably about to wipe the floor with anyway?”

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

I throw her fist back at her. “Give me info on the guy I’m looking for and I’ll at least fake it for you convincingly.”

“Fine,” she says through narrowed lips. “Who is it?”

“Goes by Ruin.”

She hisses, but this time it feels genuine.

“Don’t you dare say that name to me,” Vie seethes.

I can’t help it. I laugh. “He beat you, huh?”

“He cheated.”

“By?”

“By . . . having too good of a right hook.”

I smirk. “What can you tell me about him?”

“Not much, really. He kinda came out of nowhere. No one had ever heard of him, but then he showed up and climbed the ranks in a matter of days. He’s a good fighter obviously, but there’s something . . . off about him.”

“Interesting,” I say, turning that over in my mind. “Is he here tonight?”

“You’re in luck,” she growls. “He just walked in.”

My eyes flick to the entrance to see a kid emerging from the tunnels, half obscured by shadow. He’s tall and skinny, but somehow manages not to look gangly. Maybe it’s because every muscle in his body is tensed, like at the slightest provocation he might snap. He has shaggy black hair that reaches his shoulders and a scowl twice as fierce as Vie’s. But it’s his eyes that really give me pause. They’re a light green that’s almost yellow, like the scales of a mamba snake. Like the magic that hangs on the horizon. And the way he swings them around the room, it feels like they’re blades, cutting down every single person with one dismissive slash.

“He seems nice,” I say.

And then Vie punches me in the face.
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I steal some of the ice from the fighters’ bucket and hold it against my cheek as Vie takes the ring. It provides some semblance of relief against both the pain and the oppressive heat of the torches.

As I predicted, Vie takes her opponent down easily. He’s big, but he’s slow, in more ways than one. After a few jabs into sensitive areas that he’s neither fast enough nor clever enough to cover, he crumples at her feet to the uproarious support of the crowd. As the jeering fades and her opponent hoists himself up with a glare, the cavern fills with the sound of clinking coins, and Vie slides out of the circle with a triumphant smirk.

And then it’s Ruin’s turn.

I sit up straighter with interest as he enters the painted circle, because the crowd gets rowdy when they see him.

He doesn’t pander to them, though. Instead, he prowls around the ring like he’s just waiting for someone else to enter, and he doesn’t really care who it is. Finally, a freckled redhead with a scar across his nose steps up, mouth grim, and Ruin’s attention locks onto him in a way that makes me lower the ice from my cheek so I won’t miss what happens.

The bell has barely rung before Ruin launches himself forward, grappling his opponent and delivering his first blow to the redhead’s gut. After landing the hit, I expect him to dance back, but he doesn’t. He keeps going, delivering a torrent of brutal-looking jabs, with no space for even a breath between. It’s like once he’s started, he can’t stop. And there’s an unsettling burning in his snake-scale eyes, like a dog that’s been abandoned by its owners and turned feral. His opponent folds and sags beneath his onslaught until he’s on the ground, unmoving. And Ruin just keeps going, hitting and kicking with that cold-burning rage in his eyes.

The bell rings again to signal that his match is finished, but Ruin pretends not to hear it. He’s ramming his foot into the redhead’s stomach, causing him to vomit blood, when the moderator finally pulls him off and away.

Based on the reaction of the crowd, I’m the only one sickened. They stamp their feet and jingle their coins in praise as the redhead empties the contents of his stomach on the ground in front of them.

I angle my eyes toward Vie, who leans next to me on the wall. “Was he like that when he fought you?” I ask tightly.

She nods. “He broke my leg.”

I hiss through my teeth and grab her arm, spinning her to face me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand in a low voice.

“Because I don’t need a babysitter,” she replies coolly, wrenching back her arm. “And Ruin’s leaving, by the way, so if you want to catch him you’d better hurry up.”

For a moment, I war with myself. I want to stay, want to convince her to leave this violence behind for good.

But it doesn’t seem like she’s in a listening mood right now anyway. So I might as well go after the one I have an actual shot at helping.

“We’ll talk about this more later,” I tell Vie.

“Sure we will,” she says.

Ignoring her dismissiveness, I shove my way through the mass of people, weaving through sweaty onlookers and keeping well clear of the chalk-drawn rings. Only by the time I make it into the cooler air of the tunnel, Ruin is out of sight. I hurry down the passageway, then look around the tavern when I emerge. He isn’t there, either. Fortunately, when I burst through the doors I catch a glimpse of him turning at the end of the street.

Relieved, I quicken my pace to catch up to him, but wherever he’s going, he’s not taking a direct route. I know these streets pretty well, but Ruin is weaving through alleys seemingly at random. At one point, I lose him completely and come face-to-face with a dead end. I turn to double back and retrace my steps when someone slams me against the wall, yellow-green eyes burning and an arm braced across my throat.

“Why are you following me?” Ruin asks. His voice is gravelly, like it’s overused, even though these are the first words he’s spoken all night.

“I just want to talk,” I say.

He narrows his eyes. “About what?”

“Mind lowering the arm so I can tell you?” I ask.

“You seem to be talking just fine with it where it is,” he says, not moving a muscle. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Silver,” I tell him.

To my surprise, he drops me immediately, backing up a couple paces and examining me more carefully.

“Silver,” he says. “I imagined you taller.”

I didn’t expect him to have heard of me, but I guess I should’ve. My proximity to Mance and my involvement with the events leading up to her Ascension aren’t exactly a secret, so there are more whispers about me than I’m used to these days. Most of them don’t get the story right, but they don’t get it completely wrong, either. It’s a mixed bag as far as what this guy might have heard.

“And I imagined you less . . .” I trail off and he raises an eyebrow. “. . . never mind.”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “Well, it’s about time you showed up.”

I look up at him. “You’ve . . . been expecting me?” This is not how this usually goes. Most of the time, I have to get past defenses, make a whole pitch. Talk about the new curriculum, the better food. The lack of glass shards jutting from the walls and stones chained to ankles. But apparently, Ruin doesn’t need convincing. “Well, great. Do you need to grab your stuff or anything? I could walk you to the Academy now . . .”

He jerks his head to the side, once. “No,” he says. “I’m not going to the Academy.”

I look him up and down, taking in the tension of his stance and the tightness around his mouth. I make a humming noise in the back of my throat as I understand.

He wasn’t waiting for me to come get him. He’s been expecting me because he’s been prepping for a fight. Based on what I saw in the ring, I’m not eager to find out how far he’ll go.

So I throw my hands up in defeat.

“Fine,” I say, somewhat bitterly. “No one’s dragging you back. It’s all voluntary now. I was just trying to give you some other options. But if you want to spend the rest of your life punching strangers until you grow too old to survive it, then that’s your prerogative.”

This is not how this usually goes, either. I’m typically a lot more understanding, a lot more charming. But my conversation with Vie is still on my mind, and I realize I’m talking to her more than to him.

I shove my hands in my pockets and make to leave, but Ruin stops me with one shoulder braced against mine. “Hold on,” he says.

I tense, not especially thrilled to be this close to the arms that took a kid down so viciously mere moments ago. “Something else I can help you with?” I ask.

“You’re right,” he says, surprising me. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in those pits. I want a lot more. Just not the Academy.”

I frown, backing up and taking him in again. “Then . . . what?” I ask. “And what’s it got to do with me?”

“I want you to get me a job.”

Once again, I’m thrown. But also a little intrigued. I tilt my head. “I . . . don’t exactly have a spare,” I tell him, still not sure where I come in.

“You got your start as a servant at the castle, right?” he pushes. “Get me that job.”

But I shake my head. “That’s not really how it went down. Also, I don’t work there anymore.”

He scowls, as though irritated that I’m not just agreeing without question. “I hear you’re close to the Prime, though,” he presses, not backing down. “You’re telling me you couldn’t pull some strings with her? Get me some low-ranking position in the kitchens or the stables or something? I’ll do laundry if that’s what it takes.”

I don’t like the way he said “close to the Prime,” like I’m only with her for her power. But just as I open my mouth to refuse again, something desperate flashes across his face before he tucks it away.

And I soften, understanding him differently.

He’s like Vie when she first started fighting, willing to do anything just to earn enough to survive. Even if it means hurting or getting hurt. But he’s not like Vie today yet, unwilling to leave the ring even when better opportunities are presented. Looking at him now, with his shoulders hunched and his expression shuttered, I wonder if the persona he had on in the ring was as much of a front as Vie’s. If the desperation I glimpsed in his eyes is because he feels trapped.

It’s a feeling I can understand.

I press my lips together, thinking. This guy and I are not exactly setting up to be best buddies. He hurt my friend and he’s muscling his way through this conversation like he’s never said please in his life. It has my hackles raised.

But I did want to help someone tonight. And if the people I actually want to help won’t let me, then . . .

I blow out a breath slowly.

“Tell you what,” I say. “I’ll see what I can do.”




3

Heart

[image: ]
I don’t usually go out alone. It’s risky, splitting from Mance and going off in different directions, because someone might see her in more than one place and wonder. But last night left all of us so wrecked that this morning we’re taking drastic measures.

Even though we argued until the candles burned down to stubs, we still haven’t agreed on a plan for the proposal. Sometimes dividing ourselves makes things more balanced, all our voices getting equal weight. But sometimes, like now, it only polarizes our opinions. The crux of this particular conflict was between me and Asset. Reason and emotion. Head and Heart.

Because Asset refused to agree that we would definitely turn down the proposal. She argued that a political marriage was something we’ve always known would come, and that this is in many ways a strategically good match. That we’re only just establishing our reign and we’re not willing to offer the military resources our father did, so we need other methods of shoring up alliances, marriage being one obvious possibility. She wanted to at least hold off on any decisions until we could hear out the Forest Prime completely, weigh it all properly.

But there is nothing to weigh.

Not when we finally have a real chance to be with Silver. Not when his dimples make us melt and his kisses make our toes curl and his unfailing support has been the only thing getting us through these last few months.

Not when it would break his heart.

And ours.

We went at it for hours, Asset calm and measured and me pleading and tearful with Poise trying to moderate, until, finally, Mance gave up and called us all back, only for the fight to continue raging in her mind.

She didn’t sleep. And in the morning, exhausted, she sent the three of us out to fulfill her duties so she could get some rest with an empty mind.

I was chosen to help with the Outskirts cleanup efforts, which has been systematized by Asset, and I’m glad. It’s a cause that’s important to me, and is probably one of the only things that might distract me right now.

I take a breath, trying to center myself, and look around.

Sunlight glints off the shattered glass embedded in the earth, and I can’t help but think that even pain like this has a bright edge of loveliness to it. Not because the shards sparkle when they catch the light, but because there are people who managed to survive here despite those shards. Who managed to love and laugh, right here, among this tragedy and brokenness.

Today in particular there is a quiet joy interlaced with the ache, because the existence of this wasteland of sharp fragments has inspired a whole community to come together and try to fix it. In a patch of land that was once a blight on the realm
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