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      For Elijah

      You cheer me on endlessly, and you are fierce, just like the best parts of both twins. You’re also kind, empathetic and brilliant. May you grow in judgment and wisdom for many, many years to come. (But maybe not a thousand. . .)
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      My mom should have killed me the day I was born. In her nearly nine-hundred-year reign as the Empress of the First Family, sparing my life seventeen years ago was her single act of mercy.

      Evians around the world refer to me as “Enora’s Folly.”

      It’s no wonder I’m fatally flawed, a blemish among the shining population of evians Mom rules. I spent my childhood running away from my twin sister’s taunts. Maybe that’s why no one on the island can catch me. On days when life feels too heavy and my heart struggles to beat without melancholy, the Kona wind blowing against my face reminds me the world is vast and full of possibility. And on days when I need that wind, but my mom’s too busy to run with me, there’s always Lark.

      “Wait up,” she calls from dozens of yards behind me.

      I stop at the top of the northeastern cliffs, the highest point on Ni’ihau, and scan the horizon while I wait for her. Dolphins leap energetically in the distance. I’ve been on this island the majority of my life, yet every single time I stop to take in the lush island of Kauai in the distance, and every time I stand at the highest point of Ni’ihau, the majesty of my surroundings astonishes me. When Lark finally reaches my side, her lungs heave in great, gulping breaths and she bends over double. “We should’ve taken the horses.”

      “Are you okay?” I lift one eyebrow.

      She waves her hand at me absently and wheezes. “Fine, you idiot. Not all of us are machines. You’ve got to ease up for the little people.”

      “You’re the one who suggested we take this trail.”

      “I guess that makes me the idiot.” She straightens next to me, her heart rate decelerating back to normal.

      “As your best friend, I officially disagree with you.” I grin. “You’re smart and talented, Lark. People like you. Now repeat that until you believe it.”

      “Speaking of how much you love me...” Lark won’t meet my eye.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “I need help.”

      Most evians don’t do favors, not without negotiation and quid pro quo, or at least a few moments of analysis to weigh the impact and risk to them. But I’m the broken heir, the defective twin, the one who doesn’t view friendship as a commodity like I should.

      Which is why I immediately say, “Anything. You already know that.”

      Lark’s voice drops to a whisper. “The intelligence subsection is getting more competitive every year.”

      She’s a year older than me and recently completed her training, which means placement for her first work assignment happens in the next few days.

      “Right,” I say. “Balth said it’s gotten popular.” Not that I care, since I’ll never be placed anywhere. I’m stuck here forever.

      “A few years ago, Mom could’ve gotten me a spot for sure.”

      “But now?”

      “Well.” She clears her throat. “She can’t do much now. But if I could defeat a seventh gen in a challenge. . .”

      Lark wants to fight me. And more than that, she needs to beat me. Publicly.

      “You want to stab me with a sword in front of everyone we know?” That’s a pretty big ask. I mean, I heal lightning quick, but it still hurts. Plus, Lark is tenth gen. Losing to her would be a new low, even for me.

      “I really don’t want to get stuck working for Uncle Max.”

      “Oh come on. He loves fostering the young minds. He’s always talking about it.”

      “He is.” Lark groans. “The idea of restructuring corporations all day long. . .” She closes her eyes. “I’ll die of boredom.”

      Lark has always been melodramatic. “Just submit your DNA and you’ll be auto-admitted into intelligence. It’s not that competitive. I mean, you suck at appearance modification, and your mom is pretty well known, so you’ll probably be stuck human side initially, but you can buckle down and practice your modifications and you’ll cross over eventually.”

      “But if I defeat you, I’d be automatically ranked number one in Alamecha’s class.”

      And I’d look pathetic, losing to someone with three generations more genetic deletions. I open my mouth to tell her no, but her quick inhalation stops me. She can test right into a top tier Security placement with a simple blood draw. Usually only candidates below fifteenth gen resort to theatrics like a public challenge. Why would she ask me to destroy my reputation for something she doesn’t even need?

      “You’re absolutely positive you want a Security placement?” I ask.

      Her gray eyes widen and her breath hitches again. This request matters to her. She might have even orchestrated this run to ask me without interruption. Heaven knows she never wants to go jogging, so this suggestion came out of the blue. My oldest friend has never asked me for a single thing, not in seventeen years. She probably knows better than anyone else how hard things are for me, and now she’s asking me to do something she doesn’t really need, knowing Judica will never let me forget my defeat.

      Why?

      I want to shove the thoughts away and ignore the nigglings at the back of my mind. But I can’t. I’m not wired that way, and I keep circling back to the same conclusion. “I can only think of one reason you’d ask me to throw a challenge.”

      Lark’s heart rate spikes and the scent of her perspiration rises, almost as strongly as when she was running full tilt.

      Unfortunately, that’s the confirmation I need. “You can’t do the blood test.”

      Her nostrils flare. “Of course I can.”

      She’s lying to me, but I hope I’m wrong about why. Because I think she just asked me to commit treason, and she didn’t even plan to tell me I was doing it.

      Why does she need me to throw a fight? I rarely train in earnest, whereas she spends hours every morning with her mom. Actually, she’s rumored to be one of the best fighters on the compound. “Why not simply challenge me?”

      Lark’s gray eyes widen.

      “Come on Lark, you can tell me. What’s going on?” Please, please come clean.

      “Never mind. It’s fine.” Lark turns away from me and picks at non-existent lint on her pants.

      When I grab her hand, she jumps like I electrocuted her. “Tell me.”

      She yanks her hand away with wounded eyes. “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “You’re half human.” My words hang in the air like a cloud of gnats, impeding my vision of the future, clouding my memory of the past, a plague on my heart. I wish I could wave my hand and dissipate the reality of my accusation, but I can’t. Only Lark can fix this, by denying my wild claim.

      I need her to deny it.

      I’m afraid she can’t.

      When she doesn’t say a word, I struggle to breathe. Lark’s father must have been human. She’s only half evian. Every moment of our seventeen years as best friends shifts, recharacterized by my new knowledge. Her heaving when we run, her training alone, her reticence to travel with me. The ground beneath my feet feels unsteady, like there’s been an earthquake.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I whisper. “Why didn’t you confess years ago?” The realization that she didn’t even tell me now slaps me hard. I had to figure this out, about my own best friend.

      A tear streaks down her face and she wipes it away ruthlessly. “What will you do now you know?”

      “Look at me.”

      She doesn’t.

      “I can’t believe you’re asking me that right now. I’d never turn you in. You think I could ever watch your execution? Lark, look at me.”

      Her lower lip wobbles. “I should never have asked in the first place. Mom was right. Why did I try to outsmart you? I’m deficient.”

      I can’t even imagine living with that kind of fear. Why didn’t her mother leave with her or adopt her out? The idea of life without Lark shatters my heart into pieces. All this time and she couldn’t even risk telling her best friend. That’s reason enough for me to throw one fight. No one should live like she’s had to live, and if I can create a safer space for her in our world, I’ll do it.

      This time it’s my voice that wobbles. “Your mistake wasn’t in asking, it was in withholding the relevant information. Of course I’ll do whatever you need. You’ll get into Security and select intelligence and then you’ll leave.” I realize one reason I didn’t want to help her before is that her Uncle Max lives here, and I didn’t want her to leave.

      But she has to go.

      If she stays on the island, it’s only a matter of time before someone else figures it out. “Then no one will ever know.”

      She shakes her head. “If you figured out why I asked, someone else might guess too.”

      “So we stage your challenge. Someone optimistically throws one down on me at least twice a year, you know, seeing as I’m the useless twin. I always turn them down flat, but maybe you’d make me mad enough to accept. Best friends know exactly which buttons to push, right?”

      The corner of Lark’s mouth turns up slightly. “Even so, Balthasar might figure it out,” she says. “During the match I mean. It’s dangerous, too dangerous to risk, which is why Mom said not to even ask you.” She drops her face into her hands. “Mom’s going to kill me when I tell her about all this.”

      “Tell your mom that you have an ally now.” I smile and take her hand in mine. “I may not be the Heir, but I’m an heir, and beating me will be enough. Besides, once you’re in the field working from the human side, you’ll be away from all the evian politics. And working on the human side, you’ll be safe.”

      “That’s the plan,” she says. “But when Mom finds out you know...”

      “So don’t tell her.”

      Lark shakes her head. “I can’t lie to my mom. I can’t. I lie to everyone else.”

      Her life has been harder than I ever realized. “How slow are you, exactly?”

      Lark balls her fingers into a fist and swings at me. I duck easily. Her reflexes probably put a human to shame, but they’re notably slower than mine. Ugh. How will we pull this off?

      “I think the only way people won’t notice your speed is if I’m truly horrible,” I say. “Which shouldn’t be too hard. I haven’t reached the point of integrating active combat into my training yet, so I’m sure I’ll be convincingly terrible.”

      “You’re saying your mom’s insistence on training you in old school melodics might save me?” Lark’s smile reaches her eyes this time, and when her stormy gray eyes sparkle, I decide we can pull this off.

      We don’t have a choice.
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      “You took it easy on me.” Lark accuses me as we reach the palace compound.

      Cookie Crisp, my King Charles Spaniel, frolics around my legs when I turn onto the main hallway. I ordered her to wait here while we went for a jog. If I let her come, she practically keels over about a mile into the warm up. I crouch down and pet Cookie’s ears to buy some time for Lark’s heart rate to come down.

      “Chancery,” she hisses. “If this is going to work, you can’t do that. You can’t act a hair different than before.”

      I nod infinitesimally. “Fine. Now shut up.”

      She grins. “Good. That’s back to normal.”

      “I’ve got to meet Mom for breakfast soon. So if you want to do this, we better go right now.”

      At her nod, I head for the Security office. When it comes into view and I notice the tall, broad-shouldered guy sitting in the front, I pull up short. “Actually, maybe after breakfast is better. I should go shower right now. I stink.”

      “You barely broke a sweat, you freak of nature.” Lark’s eyes follow mine and her mouth breaks into a grin that nearly cracks her jaw. “You’re such a chicken.”

      She’s the only person on Ni’ihau who knows how hot I think Edam is, and now I regret telling her.

      My cheeks flush, but before I can invent a more believable excuse than needing to shower, Lark pushes past me toward the office. I hear voices coming toward us from the opposite direction, voices I recognize. Kegan and Voron are in Lark’s class. This is the perfect opportunity, which means I can’t duck out no matter how badly I want to. I nearly swear under my breath, but Mom’s injunction rises to my mind, like always. Profanity is the crutch of the ignorant. Gah.

      “Chancy.” Voron stops in front of me and offers a half bow.

      “How many times do I have to tell you guys to quit with the bowing?” I hate it.

      “At least one more time, your highness,” Kegan says, offering a half bow of her own.

      “I guess Lark doesn’t bow anymore?” Voron asks.

      “Anymore?” I ask. “She never bowed. Unless you count the times she did it mockingly.”

      “You’ll miss having one person around who never bows,” Lark says.

      “I’m pretending you aren’t leaving,” I say.

      “Since we’re being placed next week, you can’t pretend much longer,” Lark says. “What are you two requesting?”

      Voron groans. “Political liaison. Dad insists it’s a perfect fit for me.”

      More like perfect for his schmoozy father. Voron’s going to hate it.

      “How about you?” Kegan asks Lark. “I heard you wanted Security.”

      Lark shrugs. “Yeah, but I don’t want guard duty or attack force, which is the problem, so my family’s pushing me to apprentice for Uncle Maxmillian.”

      “I’d love an exciting assignment like intelligence too,” Kegan says. “But as a fifteenth gen, I’ve got less than no chance.”

      Lark sighs, but before she can say anything, I cut her off. “You could challenge someone,” I say.

      “But who?” Kegan asks. “I’d have to defeat someone top level for it to help, and I’m mediocre at personal combat.”

      “If you beat me, you’d be placed first,” I say.

      Kegan shakes her head. “And get carved up like a turkey for my efforts? No thanks.”

      “She’s not that tough,” Lark says. “Hardly ever trains.”

      A surreptitious glance shows me Edam’s listening from around the corner. Perfect.

      “I’m not tough, huh?” I ask. “You couldn’t take me.”

      “How would anyone know? No one’s ever seen either of you fight.” Voron crosses his arms. “I’d pay to see that match. I bet a lot of us would.”

      I arch one eyebrow. “You’d pay to watch me stab my friend? You’re sadistic.”

      He grins. “Guilty.”

      “Well I don’t know about Kegan, but I could take you for sure,” Lark says.

      “Oh please.” I cross my arms. “You couldn’t take me with one hand tied behind my back.”

      Lark raises one eyebrow. “I train every morning, and you watch television every chance you get. Which one of these things makes it likely you’ll defeat me?”

      That’s actually not a lie. Heat rises in my cheeks again, maybe because I know Edam’s listening. “Even so, I’m third in line for the throne. I’d destroy you.”

      Lark throws a hand up on her hip. “Destroy me, huh? Or maybe you wouldn’t. And if I beat you, maybe you’ll spend less time watching television and more time training. Your mom might thank me.”

      “You sound just like her,” I say.

      “Judica would gloat if she pummeled you,” Lark says, “but, I’d only do it to teach you a lesson.”

      “Pummeling me?” I raise one eyebrow in irritation. “Ha.”

      “Fine. I’ll do it.” Lark’s eyes flash and she lifts her chin.

      “You’ll do what?” I ask.

      “Chancery Divinity Alamecha, I challenge you,” Lark says.

      Voron’s jaw drops, and he swears. Obviously his dad hasn’t pounded the same proscription on profanity into his head that my mom has.

      “You wouldn’t dare fight me,” I say. “Because when you lose, you’ll look unbelievably silly.”

      Lark lifts her chin and strides toward the Security office. “I’m serious, and I’ll prove it right now.”

      She pushes through the door and pins Edam with a pointed look. “I’d like to record a challenge. Lark ne’Lyssa Alamecha challenges Chancery Divinity Alamecha.”

      I can’t quite help from inching close enough to see Edam’s perfect face with total clarity. He may be my evil twin’s boyfriend, but there’s no law against appreciating flawless, unparalleled beauty. His close-cropped blond hair gleams, even in the dull office lighting. His chiseled jawline, his aquiline nose, his full lips, all of them working together to create the most heart-stopping face I’ve ever seen. If I stand too close, he’ll hear my heart pounding and he’ll know. So I stay in the hallway.

      And Judica doesn’t chop my head off for ogling her boyfriend. At least, not today.

      Lark watches as he writes our names down and then ducks out of the office. When she leaves, Edam’s cerulean eyes lift rapidly. He catches me staring at him longingly. Shoot.

      I snap my mouth closed and spin on my heel to lope toward the breakfast room where Mom’s probably waiting. Lark owes me for that nonsense. My life is hard enough without losing mismatched challenges and being outed for secret crushes.

      “Chancery,” a deep voice behind me says. My heart skips a beat, and I hope he didn’t notice. The hall is utterly empty though, so I don’t like my chances. How did Voron and Kegan disappear so quickly?

      I pivot to face him and nearly trip over Cookie. “Edam.” Why did he chase me down? Was I that obvious?

      “I set your challenge with Lark for eleven a.m. today, but you left so fast I couldn’t confirm whether that time will work, Your Highness. Are you accepting her challenge?”

      I frown. “Don’t call me that.”

      “I apologize, Your Highness. I tried calling you properly first, but you didn’t reply.”

      He thinks I’m objecting to his use of Chancery. I want to sink into the floor. “No, I mean, don’t call me ‘your highness.’ I hate it.”

      “You’re second in line to the throne.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m plain old Chancery. I’m not the Heir, so you don’t need to call me anything but my given name.”

      “Fine. Chancery, then.” He draws out the syllables in my name in a low tone that makes my shoulders feel tight.

      I want to hear him say it again. Which is monumentally stupid. “Right, but the point is, eleven is fine. I’ll be there. But for now, I’m late for breakfast with my mother.”

      Edam salutes me and straightens his impossibly broad frame. “I won’t keep you then, just Chancery.”

      My stomach flips again. I wish he would keep me. I inhale a deep, ragged breath. I’m a mess today. It must be nerves. I’ve never fought anyone, much less in public. Mom’s going to freak out. “Any last-minute tips for someone who’s never fought in an official capacity in her life?”

      Edam’s eyebrows rise. “You’re not off book yet?”

      I shake my head. “Most people aren’t, not until well into their twenties.”

      “You aren’t most people, your high—er, Chancery. I assumed— but I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Lark’s going to murder me, isn’t she?”

      Edam’s eyebrows draw together. “I don’t believe she’s training in melodics.”

      “Nope. Her mother argues with mine frequently about the benefits of sladius and limitations of melodics. That’s why Mom agreed to let Judica start there. Lyssa says sladius is easier to master, which is better⁠—”

      “Judica started there so she could protect herself from birth, as Heir.”

      I nod. “You think melodics is antiquated?”

      Edam crosses his arms. “I don’t, no.”

      My eyebrows draw together. “You trained in melodics?”

      “No, but my mother did. She was formidable. It’s a subtle, refined, nearly lost art form.”

      I scowl at him. Art form? “My mom trained in melodics.” I really hate that I’m going to have to throw this fight. It’s just going to bolster all the detractors’ arguments against Mom’s preferred, but currently unpopular, fighting method.

      “I have the utmost respect for your mother, both as my Empress, and as a warrior.” Edam’s eyes haven’t left mine.

      I should walk away, but I can’t. Once, when I wasn’t even three years old, I popped a habanero pepper into my mouth. I didn’t know whether to spit it out and cry, or close my eyes and savor the pain. Being around Edam is like that, except there’s no chance I’d ever spit him out.

      “Chancy,” Mom calls from down the hall, “you’re late.”

      Edam bows his head and departs so quickly I don’t even have time to admire his retreating form before he’s rounding the corner. Mom never misses a beat, so I can’t moon over Judica’s boyfriend or she’ll notice immediately. I ruffle the fur on Cookie’s head and jog over to the small dining room where we always have breakfast.

      Mom takes her usual seat, and I drop into mine next to her. “How’d the party planning go?”

      Mom rolls her eyes. “I told Angel no lemon cake, but did she listen?”

      I lift my eyebrows. “Really?”

      Mom sighs. “Technically, she says she did. She made an orange cake with chocolate frosting, which is basically lemon’s first cousin.”

      “Oh,” I say, “but that’s my favorite.”

      “And if it were your birthday, that would make sense.”

      I watch as my mom picks up her napkin. Tomorrow she’ll be nine-hundred years old, which is old, even for us, but you’d never know to look at her. Her chestnut hair shines, her light golden skin luminesces, and her nearly violet eyes sparkle like she’s only been alive three or four centuries.

      Today the world’s human rulers who report to her are coming to pay their respects: The United States’ President, Senate and House leaders, the British Prime Minister and the President of Mexico to name a few. Not many humans know about us, but obviously the ones we use to administer the government as our figureheads do. Tomorrow, the heads of the other evian families will show up for her real party. She’s a little stressed over all the details. Sometimes when she’s anxious, she focuses a little too much on things that don’t matter.

      “Eat your eggs, Chancery,” she says, because she always says that.

      I never do.

      I need to distract her so she won’t notice I’m only pushing them around on my plate. “Speaking of cakes, Angel and I spent a while yesterday on it, but no matter how many times we tried, we couldn’t get the nine hundredth candle lit before the first hundred candles melted down to the frosting line.” I pull out my phone and show her a photo of the melted goo on the left side of an enormous tiered cake that resulted from our fourth attempt. “Guess we’ll have to use those big numbered candles this year instead. You know, a clunky number nine and two zeroes.”

      Mom’s eyes crinkle. “You know very well we won’t have any candles on my cake. It’s beyond tacky, and a human tradition in the first place.”

      “You always put candles on my cake.” I frown.

      “That’s because you’re a child. Seventeen little flames look cute.”

      “Eighteen this year.”

      Her eyebrows crinkle in consternation. “Yes, you’re getting quite old.”

      I point at her with my fork. “You’re the expert on old, so I guess you’d know.”

      I love mornings in Ni’ihau with Mom. We live on the only desert island in Hawaii, and while I’ve occasionally wished we lived on nearby Kauai instead, at least I have a nice view of the lush, tropical island from our breakfast room. My mom doesn’t seem to care about the view, since she always sits at the head of the table with her back to the windows. The sunlight streams down through her hair, just as bright in March as it would be any other month. The seasons don’t really impact Hawaii like they do the rest of the world. The light illuminates her face in a sort of halo. I look past her toward the abundant vegetation of Kauai and sigh. In a moment the world will intrude, but for now she’s all mine.

      “Alora can’t make it to my party,” Mom says.

      “She told me.” Evian gatherings make my much older sister claustrophobic, but nine centuries is a big deal. I’m annoyed she’s not coming to support our mom. She’s not the only older sister who isn’t coming, but she’s the closest one to me, and the one I’ll miss the most.

      “She’ll come visit sometime next week. We can celebrate together without all the political nonsense.” Mom scrunches her nose. “Wait, when did she tell you?”

      I try to act like it’s no big deal. “She called me yesterday.”

      Mom’s eyebrows rise slightly. “Alora did? When?”

      Mom and I are usually together. “I stepped out to talk to her during the Military Council, remember?” And I don’t really want to talk about Alora right now, or what I ducked out to ask her. I want to wait until after Mom’s birthday so she’ll be in a good mood when I make my request. I change the subject to the one thing I couldn’t care less about. “Did I miss anything in the Council meeting?”

      Mom shakes her head. “Not really. Judica petitioned for incursions against China again.”

      “What’s her obsession with that?”

      “She wants to make her mark. It’s the only part of the world that isn’t under direct evian control. That makes it an attractive target for all six families, but Judica’s plagued by the burning desire of youth to prove her aptitude.”

      Poor China. I wouldn’t wish Judica on anyone. “It’s so hard, it’ll be difficult to effectively administer. It’s why we’ve failed in the past.”

      “True,” Mom admits. “But our American branch owes the Chinese quite a lot of money currently. Judica may have mentioned that if we invade, we wouldn’t have to pay it back.”

      “What’s her plan this time?” Last month she wanted to bomb them, and the month before that, she suggested an alliance with Vela, whom no one would suspect.

      “She’s proposing trade sanctions to soften the area. Divide it among all six, but heavily in our favor, of course.” Mom chews and swallows more of her omelet. “She’s learning.”

      “Why bring that up during Military Council?” I ask. “Seems like an economic initiative to me.”

      “If the US defaults on its debt, China will react, and that means military force. It would mostly be human lives at stake, but that still has an economic impact on our bottom line, and our strength in relation to the other families.” Mom takes another bite and then glances at me sideways. She has realized that I distracted her. “What did Alora call about?”

      At least she hasn’t noticed that I’m not eating my eggs. A tiny win, but I’ll take it. “Nothing much. She misses me. She called to invite me for a visit in New York. I still haven’t seen anything on Broadway, and you promised.”

      It’s funny that my sister feels closed in and unsafe here, on our tiny, mostly uninhabited island, but completely at home in New York, which is teeming with humans. She loves Broadway and theater productions, packing into a room full of people like sardines in a can. But the vast majority of humans don’t know what we are, or even that we exist, which means she walks among them as a veritable goddess, and they have no idea. Very different than interacting with hundreds of other evians, all of whom want something from you, and all of whom are analyzing your every word, breath, and heartbeat.

      Mom leans back in her chair with less relief than I expected. “Between my party tomorrow and yours in a few weeks, I’ve fallen behind. I doubt we can take a trip until late summer or early fall. Sorry little dove.”

      I’ve just stuffed a big bite of fruit in my mouth. I wait to swallow it before responding. “I think she meant just me.”

      Mom sets her fork down. “You’ve never gone anywhere without me.”

      “True,” I say.

      She frowns. “You’re too young.”

      I don’t meet her eye. I’m not that young.

      “Do you want to leave?” she asks. “Is there a reason she invited you?”

      Uh, yeah, but if you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you. “She’s got a new show, I think. Chill, Mom. I told her I probably couldn’t go.” When I take another big bite, this time of toast, Mom takes the hint and changes the subject.

      Even so, I can’t quite give up the dream: a long, simple visit to New York. No fear I’ll be attacked, because humans don’t know who I am. They just muddle along around us with their mediocre existences, producing more things for Alamecha to trade or sell to other countries. They go to war when Mom points, and they work at her bidding, without even realizing they’re doing it.

      And if I could simply blend in among them, it would be amazing.

      “Have you chosen your gown for my party?” Mom asks, tearing me away from my daydream of normal life.

      I shake my head. “I was waiting for you, so we can match.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you still wanted to.”

      “Of course,” I say. “It’s our thing.”

      She smiles. “Eventually you won’t want to match me anymore.”

      But for today, I still do. “What’re you going to wear?”

      “Maybe I’ll try on some gowns after breakfast and you can help me choose.”

      It’s as good a time as any to confess. “I’d love to help you, but I’ll need to do it this afternoon.”

      Mom wipes her mouth with a pristine linen napkin. “You are full of surprises today. What do you have planned after breakfast?”

      “So, Lark and I got into a discussion in the hall earlier, and I might have goaded her a little bit. I’m not sure what came over me.”

      “What’s going on, Chancy?”

      I clear my throat. “She challenged me. Probably because I don’t know how to fight very well, and if she can beat me, she’ll be ranked first in her class and get whatever placement she wants.” I hate how my voice shakes near the end of my explanation.

      “I’ll talk to Lyssa. I find the ingratitude appalling.”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t have to agree, but with a few other kids around, I figured refusing would look...weak.”

      “You’ll destroy her.”

      Oh, no. Mom and everyone else needs to believe I’m a bumbler and that’s the reason that I lose. “Mom, I’ve never fought anyone. Not ever.”

      “Which is why she should never have challenged you. It was selfish and extremely inappropriate.”

      “She’s my best friend.”

      “She’s not acting like it.” Mom frowns. “Why aren’t you upset?”

      I gulp. Mom needs to believe this too, more than anyone else, actually. “We knew it would happen at some point, that I’d have to fight in some kind of formal situation.”

      “You’re my daughter, only seven generations removed from Eve herself. Your genetics are as pure as anyone alive. Whether you’ve trained in melodics or sladius is irrelevant, whether you’ve gone off book yet, whether you’re nervous or not, you will defeat her.”

      I glance around the room. “Is Judica in here and I didn’t see her? You’re talking to me, Mom, and I love Lark. So if I can help her place first, and I’m unlikely to win in any case, where’s the harm?”

      Mom purses her lips but doesn’t argue. Because more than anyone else on the island, she knows who I am. The kind-hearted Alamecha daughter. The weak twin. The one who probably couldn’t win if her life depended on it. And she needs to believe I’m a loser, or she’ll see right through my act and the stakes are far too high for that. Lark and her mother would almost surely die for this secret, and maybe me too.

      After a few terribly long seconds, Mom places her hand over mine and squeezes. She knows me for what I am, and she loves me anyway. Glaring flaws and all.

      Mom doesn’t chastise me or give me unhelpful last minute tips. She knows I haven’t ever fought anyone in a real match, and I might lose. We have zero time to prepare, so there’s no point stressing over it. She refocuses on eating, and unlike me, she loves eggs. Her gold-rimmed plate is piled high: two boiled eggs, two fried eggs, and the last bite or two of an omelet. Evian bodies need protein, lots of protein. Long life, incredible strength, and quick intellect are a few of the gifts of our pure DNA, but compared to humans with corrupt DNA, we have to eat a lot. Trade-offs.

      I grab a few pieces of ham to make up for skipping Mom’s favorite food. Mom notices but doesn’t complain. In light of my confession, dickering over my egg consumption probably seems pointless.

      “Which dresses are you considering?” I ask. “You need to make a statement this year, clearly.”

      “Should I be wearing a funeral shroud do you think?”

      I roll my eyes. “You’ve got decades and decades left. You’re healthy, wise, and strong.”

      “Decades and decades, huh?”

      No one has ever lived past a thousand years. It’s a sore point for evians, or at least, once they reach their last century it is. Everyone knows that once you start showing any real signs of age, you’ve got a few years left at best, or maybe only months. Good thing Mom hasn’t gone gray, sprouted crows’ feet, or started sprouting liver spots. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, and I’m mostly teasing.” She smiles. “I was thinking about the new Chanel⁠—”

      The solid wood entry doors fly open and slam against the wall on either side, effectively halting our conversation. There’s only one person who wouldn’t knock, so I already know who barged in, but I glance up anyway.

      Judica.

      My sister is the worst.

      No, I mean, really. A lot of people have probably thought that over the past six thousand or so years, but I’m pretty sure I’m right. She started pulling my hair and biting me in utero, and my mom has the ultrasound photos to prove it. That was, quite literally, just the beginning. You’d think by seventeen, I’d have toughened up a bit, but she still hurts my feelings pretty often.

      I’m lucky when that’s all she hurts.

      I grit my teeth as she strolls in, flanked by her tall black Doberman Pinscher, Death, and the head of her personal guard and boyfriend, Edam ne’Malessa ex’Alamecha. Only two places are set at the breakfast table, but that doesn’t stop my twin from dragging an empty chair over near us and sitting down right across from me. She’s wearing her typical knee-high black boots laced up over tight black pants. Her white button-down shirt is pristine, which makes me feel bad about my sloppy t-shirt and denim shorts.

      Not that it’s a competition, because, of course, I always lose.

      Her hair is pulled back into a high ponytail that falls in a cascade down her back. She wears hers straight most of the time. It compliments her broodiness and severe looks. Our faces may be identical, but I’ve tried to set myself apart a little. I never bother straightening my waves and curls, which helps, and as soon as I learned how, I darkened my skin tone and changed the color of my eyes slightly to keep people from mixing us up. I still change my eye color every few weeks, actually.

      Even so, I hate sharing a face with someone so hateful.

      “Good morning Mother,” she says.

      Death stretches before curling up at her feet. Edam steps back to stand unobtrusively by the doorway. His eyes meet mine for a split second. A little zing runs up my spine, but I refuse to shiver or turn away. The corner of his mouth turns up ever so slightly before he breaks the connection and looks out the window as if evaluating the waves outside for any potential threats. His golden hair is perfectly mussed, and a muscle in his jaw twitches slightly.

      I try not to stare at him. I don’t succeed, but I try.

      “Good morning Judica,” Mom says.

      I force myself to say, “So glad you could join us.”

      She half snorts by way of response, which I take as a sign she’s having a very good day.

      “There are over a hundred petitions to hear,” Judica says. “They all came a day early for the party.”

      My mother’s Empress of the First Family of Eve. It has some great perks, but it carries a load of downsides, too. Ruling on disputes when the Alamecha family arbitrators have failed is one of the worst, but today it means an awful lot of the people here will be loitering around in the throne room.

      Normally I wouldn’t care, but if they’re in the throne room either being heard or watching the proceedings, they’re not around the ring watching me throw a fight to Lark.

      “Really?” I force a fake groan. “Great present, right Mom? Happy Birthday, now please settle my petty arguments.”

      “It’s certainly not the best part of my birthday each year,” Mom says.

      “Maybe you can split them up,” I say.

      Judica lifts one eyebrow. “You think you can settle their petitions?”

      I shrug. “I might not get them all right, but for instance, I do feel bad for the women having half-human kids. I’ve been meaning to talk to you, Mom. Maybe we can stop banishing them. Corrupt DNA or not, they’re half-evian. Surely Alamecha can use them somehow, even if it’s just in a spy network, where clearly they’d be an asset on the human side. Since we force them out, frequently their mothers go with them, and we lose full evian women forever. It’s silly.”

      Judica snorts. “The law is clear, and there’s a reason for all of it. Half-evian children are gods among the humans, but keep them here, train them with the sons and daughters of Alamecha? They’d be nothing, less than nothing. I wouldn’t condemn any child to that kind of guaranteed failure.”

      “We could set up a separate curriculum,” I say, “only children with⁠—”

      Mom clears her throat. “You’re right Judica, that particular law is for the good of the children and for the safety of our family. And on top of that, without repercussions, the risk of interbreeding becomes too commonplace. We must keep our bloodlines pure.”

      Interbreeding? It’s not like they’re dogs and we’re people. We’re all people. I just don’t have the guts to argue any more. Not with Judica here to swipe at me.

      Oh how I despise it when Judica gloats.

      “But perhaps as my Heir, Judica,” Mom says, “you could start the petitions alone today. Begin with the lower echelons and work forward. By the time you’ve reached the petitions from seventh, eighth, and ninth generation family members, I’ll be present to help. Perhaps I’ll be there even sooner. I have some business to attend to beforehand.” Mom glances sharply my way.

      Ugh, she’s going to watch my match. At least she’s maneuvered Judica out of watching it.

      My twin pales slightly, but her heart rate remains steady. Her control’s amazing. I need to practice hiding my emotions. I stink at it.

      Judica inclines her head slightly. “As you wish, Mother.”

      “Chancery and I are going to choose our gowns for my party this afternoon after I complete the petitions. I assume you’re wearing your signature black?”

      Judica’s face is blank. “I’ll wear whatever you’d like. It’s your birthday.” Her heart rate doesn’t increase, and she isn’t sweating or I’d smell it. She means it. She doesn’t care what she wears. I’d be upset if my mom matched Judica and not me, but she’s indifferent. Sometimes I think she’s broken inside.

      I reach for the last pancake, but Judica snatches it from the platter first. She loads up her plate with fresh fruit, bacon and toast, and then pours syrup over the top of all of it.

      I clear my throat, but she doesn’t glance my way.

      “Do you need me to do anything else?” Judica asks.

      Mom smiles. “After petitions and gown selection, you’ll both train. Other than party preparation, petitions and accepting homage from the human dignitaries, today is a normal day.”

      I notice two triangles of French toast on a plate at the edge of the table and reach over to spear them, but before I can, Judica slams her pointy silver fork into the back of my hand and keeps shoving until the tines have rammed through skin, sinew, and bone, and sunk deep into the wood of the table. The pain radiates up my arm as my blood spurts downward and spreads outward across the white linen tablecloth. Judica lets go of the fork and tosses the French toast I wanted on the ground.

      To her dog.

      Death snaps up both pieces without batting an eye. I grit my teeth so I don’t whimper when I use my left hand to yank the fork out of my right. I flex my hand to make sure the muscles knit together properly and the bones don’t need to be rebroken. Luckily, they seem fine. I watch as skin grows across the puncture holes. Once I’ve healed, I use my napkin to wipe the blood from my palm and the back of my hand. There’s not much I can do about the ruined tablecloth, or holes in the enormous oak breakfast table that are probably permanently soaked with my blood.

      The worst part is, now all that’s left on the serving dishes are eggs, which Judica knows I hate. I’ve finally restored my composure enough to glance at my mom. I wait for a moment to see if she’ll do anything. A glance, a harsh word, or even a hand on my arm to tell me she’s sorry Judica’s so awful.

      Predictably, Mom acts like nothing happened.

      Something dies inside me, not because this is different than any other day, but precisely because it isn’t. No day will ever be different. Judica was born thirty-six seconds after me. To preserve the bloodline and maintain our genetic supremacy, the youngest daughter is always Heir. My whole life was ruined by thirty-six seconds.

      Mom will turn a blind eye to the actions of her Heir forever.

      Beneath me, Cookie whines. I want to whimper too, but it isn’t worth it. It just isn’t. I look at Judica’s plate, piled high with everything but eggs and I consider trying to pilfer something from her plate, but that’s not me. I never sink to her level, and I never bait her. I’d probably just get my hand stabbed again for my efforts. Or maybe she’d bop me on the nose with a newspaper.

      “You seem quite taken with your silverware, Chancery. Eggs?” Judica holds up the bowl of boiled eggs and feigns passing them to me. Her eyes gleam and I want to slap her face.

      Instead, I stand and rub my freshly healed hand against my cut-off shorts. “I’m not hungry. I’ll see you in a bit, Mom.”

      Mom stands up, too. “No need. I’ll walk with you.” My mom and I walk out, and I can’t help but glance back over my shoulder. Judica isn’t even looking my direction, and I hate myself for checking. But Edam catches my eye and half grins, half grimaces.

      I whip back around and practically jog from the room. What does his expression mean? Is he laughing at me? Or maybe he feels sorry for me. The wheels in my brain whir around so fast, I’m worried Mom will hear them. Or notice the cartoon smoke pouring out of my ears.

      “It was a very imprudent thing you did,” Mom says.

      Huh? Staring at Edam?

      “I’ve been mulling it over, and you may be right. It’s extremely unlikely you’ll defeat Lark. Melodics doesn’t work like that. Until you’re ready to go off book, you’re more of a dancer than a fighter.”

      Duh. She’s worried about me looking like a moron in front of, well, everyone we know. And the pain of all the stabbing and slashing while I’m losing, well, that’s going to suck, too. “She didn’t say this explicitly, but I think she needs this, Mom. She wants to do intelligence, but she’s crap at changing her appearance. She needs another leg up, or she’ll end up pulling guard duty for the next decade.”

      “Would it be so bad to have her around the palace a while longer?”

      Mom wants Lark to stay. Of course she does, and so do I, but not if it makes her miserable. Besides, now that I know her secret, I understand why she needs to go, and why her mother is pushing her toward her reclusive Uncle Max and his never-ending number crunching. Her odds of being caught rise dramatically if she stays at Alamecha central command, but hiding in a dark room, staring at a computer screen is her best option to go unnoticed.

      Lark’s biggest problem is that the difference between evian and half-evian will become more and more obvious as she advances in her training.

      “Of course I’ll miss her, but I want her to do what makes her happy,” I say. “Everyone should want that for the people they love.”

      Mom frowns. “Well, not only will her departure make you miserable, but losing this challenge to her won’t make things easier for you when she does leave.”

      I’ve toyed with this idea for weeks, and the only person who knows is Alora, but something about my mom’s criticism of my decision pushes me over the edge. “Which probably won’t matter.”

      “Excuse me?” We’ve reached the door to Mom’s room, guards at attention on either side of it. I won’t miss the complete and total lack of privacy here, that’s for sure.

      I shove past them and after Mom follows, I close the door behind us. The familiar color scheme soothes me. Gold brocade curtains with pale pink swirls. An ivory and pale pink embroidered bedspread. Shaved and contoured carpet so thick it’s practically springy. Portraits on either side of her colossal four-poster bed. I’m smiling in mine, but Judica isn’t.

      This room is so familiar, I could sketch the entire thing without needing to close my eyes and recall any memories. I breathe in and out once, then twice. It smells like my mom. Like safety. Like home. This is my center.

      But not anymore. Lark’s moving on, and it’s time for me to do the same.

      “Mom. I have something to tell you. Something you may not like.”

      Mom’s eyebrows rise. “Something other than news of the challenge you rashly accepted?”

      The one Mom expects me to lose? I swallow and forge ahead. “I want to move to New York and live with Alora.”
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      Mom doesn’t blink when she orders kings and presidents around. She never falters when she chastises friends and political allies, or enemies and rivals. She’s utterly stoic as she sentences criminals to death.

      But right now her lips part and she splutters in a satisfying way. “For a few weeks?”

      I shake my head. “For the foreseeable future.”

      Mom’s eyelids flutter like I’ve wounded her. “Why?”

      I don’t want to break Mom’s heart. I don’t even want to crack it. Maybe I should just keep soldiering along. But then I think about Judica stabbing me with a fork today while Mom looked on impassively. Not a raised eyebrow, not a cluck or a murmur.

      “It’s not that I want to leave you,” I say, “but I have a lot to learn, and I can’t stay here forever.”

      “You’re learning everything you need to know from me.”

      What she doesn’t say is that I don’t really need to learn anything, not really. Because I have no purpose here. Not like Judica, or Lark, or every other evian I’ve met. I have no future. I just follow Mom around, keeping her company, like a really sophisticated and interactive pet. I can’t do it forever. I need to find a place where I can grow, stretch, learn. And that place can’t be anywhere near my twin. It can’t.

      Mom’s grandfather clock chimes and I realize I only have half an hour before I need to check in for my challenge with Lark. “Can we talk about this later? I need to prepare to be decimated right now.”

      “You’re far faster than she is,” Mom says. “All you need to do is focus on your strengths. And stab her with the pointy end.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I say.

      “Oh I think I can offer more than encouragement. I’ve got a few tips to share to help you prepare.”

      I lift my eyebrows. Mom’s advising me outside melodics? “Uh, sure, great.”

      Mom ducks into her closet and comes out wearing training gear: white pants and a white shirt. She tosses me the same. “Put these on.”

      I do, quickly.

      “We’re fighting in your bedroom?” I glance at her pristine furniture, carpet, and bedding.

      “Of course not.” She tosses her head toward the courtyard and snags two swords from a rack above her door, handing one to me as she walks toward the back door.

      My eyes widen. Alright.

      She steps out onto the cobblestones barefoot, and I follow her lead.

      “Your forms are perfect, your melodies precise and true. Think of what you’ve learned like making cake batter. You’ve got the basic ingredients, and you’ve mixed them up. You just haven’t baked it all together or frosted it yet. But you’re close, and that part is easy once you understand the method.”

      “Meanwhile Lark can open her own bakery.”

      Mom shrugs. “As a warrior, Lyssa’s technique is flawless. I’m sure she’s passed that  skill and focus along to her daughter. Ironically, no one’s seen Lark fight before to know, just like you.” She closes her eyes briefly, as if she’s praying silently. “I’d slap that little brat right now if she showed up in the doorway.”

      “Good thing she won’t,” I say.

      “I suppose that’s true. I love her mother, and I always thought she kept Lark out of the public eye to take the pressure off of you.”

      “Why didn’t you train me publicly?” I wish the words back almost immediately. I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

      A gentle smile steals across Mom’s face. “First it was that I was greedy and didn’t want to share you, but then as you grew older, I didn’t want to draw Judica’s attention to your development. Your upbringing diverged so much that I didn’t want her watching you, preparing herself to defeat you specifically.”

      Emotion surges in my chest. Mom did want to keep me safe. She did try to protect me from Judica.

      Mom drops into andante, one of the warrior poses, and begins to circle me slowly. “You know the proper positions. Normally I’d wait a while before adding blades, but who knows what may connect or when? My mother insisted no melodics master truly succeeded in going off book without being forced. She challenged me herself on my eighteenth birthday, and our fight was a terrible mess.” Mom shakes her head. “I suppose we all meet our trial by fire at some point. And maybe I’d never think you were ready, you’re so precious to me. I hate to see you struggle, and I know that has held you back from rising to your potential.”

      “I’m not ferocious like Judica, but I’m still your daughter.” I drop into andante and hold it, opposite her, lifting my sword arm in mimicry of hers.

      “First thing you do is assess your environment. You’ll be in a ring, so raised from the floor, with only small ropes to hold you in place. A natural skylight overhead and people watching.”

      I nod, because duh. I’ve seen challenges before. Maybe she’s talking to herself, preparing herself by starting at the beginning.

      “Keep moving, because that’s how you find openings and keep changing the target you present to your opponent.”

      “Okay.” I shift the heavy hilt in my sweaty palm.

      “You’ve got a heavy sword there, so grip it with both hands. I wish we’d had time to test you with a variety of blades, including short swords, broadswords, daggers, scythes, and the like. Everyone has a natural propensity for a particular offensive method, but for now, you get one of mine.”

      Maybe I can blame my failure on using the wrong blade. “What about deflecting?”

      “Your grandmother preferred to use two swords, one to block and the other to attack. I prefer vambraces. I’ll give you a pair.”

      I glance at my mom’s shiny metal cuffs. She’s worn them my entire life, and I almost forgot she had them on. “Thanks.”

      “Now, keep your sword here, at the ready.” She angles sideways so I can see hers, at a forty-five degree angle from perpendicular. “You can move it up or down, right or left from here. Choose your lead, probably right for you, and keep that foot forward, just like you hold your hand in the second and third arias.”

      “We’re short on time, Mom.”

      “I know that, and I have a point. I’m trying to connect a few dots for you first. For instance, you know your eight basic angles of attack, you just may not know you know them because you haven’t ever used them. Your goal is to drop into the music of the room, without hearing any.”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea what that means.”

      She smiles. “I know, but one day it’ll click.”

      “Very helpful.”

      Without warning, Mom leaps toward me, sword extended. I shift sideways, acting on pure instinct, but my sword is heavy and it slows me down. The edge of Mom’s sword slices my right forearm near my wrist.

      “Oww,” I complain.

      Mom swings around, her sword halting an inch before my throat. She laughs. “And you’re dead.”

      “Okay,” I say, my arm healed. “Let’s try again.”

      She does, lunging at me from a basic andante and waiting for me to block. I do better the second time, and much better the third and fourth.

      Then she stops and drops the tip of her sword. “But you don’t win by blocking.”

      “Okay.” I have no intention of even trying to win, but she can’t know that.

      As if she can read my mind, Mom’s sword arm goes slack. “Do you even want to beat Lark?” Her eyes fill with compassion. “Be honest.”

      I shrug. “I’ve never been a warrior. It’s not part of who I am like it is with you or with Judica.”

      “You’re stronger than you know, Chancy. Truly.”

      I wish strength didn’t mean hurting people, but for us it does. “Well, lay it on me then. How do I win?”

      “It’s not the same for everyone, but your hurdle will be overcoming your disdain for causing pain. You can really only win a fight on the offensive. Defense just prolongs your defeat. It may help you to know that a quick win is much less painful than a protracted one. So a few calculated injuries may be the most merciful course.”

      “I need to strike you quickly and with purpose. That’s what you’re saying.”

      Mom’s lips compress grimly.

      Before I have time to think it through, I swing at her, and she’s close enough that my borrowed blade will connect. She doesn’t block or make any move to stop me.

      Horrified, I pull back. “Mom!”

      “And that’s the crux of your problem.”

      I frown. “What is?”

      “You can’t bring yourself to hurt people, Chancy. Until you can, it doesn’t matter whether melodics clicks for you or not. You can’t survive among our people without hurting anyone, and you certainly can’t leave me and go to New York City until I believe you’re capable of defending yourself.”

      Great. Now Mom will use my loss to Lark as ammunition to keep me here, under Judica’s thumb. Or fork, as the case may be.

      I glance at my watch. “Five minutes. I better go wash off this blood and get ready to be destroyed.”

      At least Mom won’t think it’s weird when Lark beats me, which is my real goal. I wish it didn’t bother me that everyone will think I’m as pathetic as Mom does.

      I jog through the doorway to my adjoining room and change clothes, tossing the shirt and pants I borrowed from Mom into the corner. I pull on a fitted white shirt and tight white pants for the challenge, and then tug my hair into a high ponytail. I consider removing my purple stone necklace. It’s large and ornate, and I’m worried it may get in the way during the challenge. On the other hand, Mom made me promise never to remove it. So in the end, I leave it alone.

      My heart races as I lace up my shoes, and I focus on calming it. I can’t have every evian in attendance knowing I’m agitated. Why did I agree to this again? Oh, right. Lark needs me.

      I can do this for her. I can. Maybe if I repeat that over and over in my head, it’ll be true. Poor Lark deserves a better friend than me.

      Ironically, if I were better, I couldn’t do her this favor. It’s only because I’m pathetic that people will believe my defeat. Take that, fate. I listen for my Mom next door, but don’t hear anything. She’s either still in our private courtyard, or she’s already left her room. She doesn’t typically attend private challenges, but I have a feeling she’s coming to this one.

      My room is simpler than Mom’s, but features the same colors. Hardly surprising, since she designed it for me, remodeling my father’s old room to be a nursery and then updating it again when I turned ten. At least Mom’s consistent in what she likes. I pad across my thick, contoured carpet to the exterior door and yank it open. My heart’s beating at a normal rate, and I’m holding the sword Mom loaned me. I’m as prepared as I can be, and there’s no point in being late for something I’ve agreed to do.

      I walk briskly down the long breezeway to the combat hall. I really, really hope it’s Mom’s War Lord Balthasar officiating, not his second-in-command. Edam’s already seen me look pathetic. Twice. I’d rather not add a third instance in the same day. So of course, when I walk through the enormous doorway into the room, Edam’s standing up on the raised dais. His eyes meet mine and my heart picks up speed. Dang it.

      And then I glance around and notice the entire hall is packed. Why have this many people turned out for a simple challenge? Probably because we’ve both been trained by our mothers in secret for seventeen years.

      Sometimes evian life can really suck.

      Lark’s already standing on the platform behind Edam. Her face would look blank to anyone else, but I notice the tension between her eyebrows and the tight set of her mouth. I glance around at the people I’ve known my entire life as I walk up the stairs, waiting to watch and pass judgment.

      Once I’m close enough that she can hear me, I whisper. “I didn’t realize how boring things had gotten around here.”

      I may not be the scary twin, the powerful twin, the warrior twin. But at least I’m funny.

      “With my birthday celebration tomorrow and dozens of humans in attendance today,” my mother says quite loudly behind me, “I’m surprised more of them aren’t attending to what I assume are pressing duties.” Her words scatter at least a third of the audience, which I appreciate.

      Mom changed out of her simple white pants and shirt, and is now wearing a rich, chocolate taffeta evening gown, with a stiff, high collar. She rustles as she approaches the ring. “Good luck, little dove,” she whispers.

      I’d rather everyone on the island stay, if only Mom wouldn’t watch herself. I should just be grateful Judica’s not here. I wonder why Edam didn’t mention it to her. She’d hold off on hearing petitions to watch me be humiliated every day of the week and twice on Monday.

      “Where’s Balthasar?” I whisper to Lark.

      Before she can answer, Edam does. “He’s reviewing last minute party plans for your mother’s gala tomorrow. I figured that was more important than a friendly challenge. Lark indicated it’s to first major injury. Do you concur?”

      Spine, head, heart, severed limb. I nod mutely. Those all sound plenty bad to me.

      Edam raises his voice so everyone can hear. “Lark ne’Lyssa Alamecha has challenged Chancery Alamecha, second heir to the throne of Family Alamecha, seventh removed from Eve, to first major. The results will be determined by Empress Enora Alamecha. We are honored by her presence.” He bows.

      “We are honored by her presence,” the audience repeats.

      My mother nods my direction. “They’ve selected blades?”

      First major injury by hand-to-hand combat could take hours. Gross.

      “Yes,” I say at the same time as Lark. I lift my longsword-on-loan and Lark lifts her weapon, a curved sword that looks much lighter than mine. I wish I had a weapon of my own.

      “I’ll count them off.” Edam walks to the edge of the platform and claps four times, followed by chanting, “Three, two, one.” He flips over the edge of the platform and lands on the balls of his feet outside the arena.

      I should have been paying less attention to Edam and more to Lark, clearly. Her sword arcs down toward my right side, about to strike my right shoulder.

      When I step aside from her cut easily, I realize we may be in trouble. I thought she’d destroy me since I haven’t done any actual fights, but she’s slow. Really slow. And if I don’t figure out how to make this quick, everyone else is bound to notice.

      “Afraid to hurt your friend?” I ask, trying to play off her speed limitations as reticence. That’s believable, right?

      Lark narrows her eyes at me, and slams her sword toward me directly, much faster this time. I block it, but the force slams me back several steps and I bump into the ropes. I press back, and she parries several blows by me before twisting her curved sword around, hooking it under mine, and shoving it wide.

      When she yanks backward with hers, it clips my ribs and the sharp edge of her blade splits the side of my body open. I nearly drop my sword. Blood pours out of the slice and I focus on healing it. Unfortunately, that distracts me from Lark’s next attack, and I don’t block it. Her blade slams into my right arm, and this time I do drop Mom’s sword when I spin away from her.

      No sword, two wounds, no time. I agreed to throw this match, but at this rate, I’ll be a laughingstock. And no one even knows she’s half human. Good grief. I drop into andante and slowly edge away from Lark, even though I know she’s driving me to the opposite side of the dais from my blade.

      That’s fine. I don’t need my blade when I can take hers. She jabs, but this time, instead of blocking, I let her stab me in the stomach. I grab her blade and yank, toppling her into me. I know pain. Judica hurts me all the time, but even so, I didn’t expect the lancing agony when Lark’s scimitar pierces both my liver and my kidney.

      Spots dance in front of my eyes.

      I am evian. I can do this. I stomp on her foot and pull harder on her blade, wrestling for control. I toss it in the air and catch it in my blood-slicked hands, ready to do some damage. And then it hits me that Lark may not be able to heal a major wound. I can’t chance it. I have no idea what she can heal, or how long it takes.

      We should have taken at least a day to prepare.

      So when Lark springs away from me and inches backward toward my sword, I act like I don’t even realize she’s doing it. I advance on her directly, backing her right into her last chance. I feint left and then cut her right arm. Not deep, but I better do some damage or we’ll never sell this. Then I cut at her from the right, hard, and she drops into a crouch to snag my sword. When she stands back up, I don’t pull back. She pivots and brings her new blade straight up into my belly.

      It slides through my stomach and shoves onward, severing my spine. I collapse on the floor of the ring like a marionette with cut strings, blood bubbling up into my mouth. When I cough, I spray blood all over Lark’s pants. I’ve healed the slice on my side and my arm, and my hands are nearly healed, but it feels like a fire poker is incinerating my insides. At least I can’t feel anything from the waist down. I’ve always heard that’s the best thing about spinal cord injuries.

      Edam leaps onto the platform, his feet on either side of my face. He shifts me slightly, gauging the damage. “Her spine’s been severed.”

      The audience doesn’t shout or hoot or murmur. They’re utterly silent. I take my nearly healed hands and grasp the blade and tug. It doesn’t budge. I’m supposed to remove the blade myself, but I’m not sure I can. I close my eyes to try and steel my resolve.

      Everyone’s watching. I grit my teeth and turn so that I have a better grip on the blade, and I yank again. It shifts two inches and blood gushes from my stomach onto the mat. It also bubbles up into my throat. I cough again to clear my airway and spit it out next to me.

      Lark pales and her eyes widen in concern. I hope she gets it together soon, or attract undue attention. I shove up on one elbow and use the angle to force the blade out the rest of the way. Then I focus immediately on healing my spinal column. It only takes ten seconds or so, but they drag on and on.

      Once I’ve fixed that, I close my eyes and sink back to the mat to focus on the rest. Stomach, abdominal muscles. “I’m fine,” I say. “Lark beat me, well and truly.”

      Mom stands up and brushes off her immaculate skirt. “I have work to do.” She spins on her heel and marches out of the room. The rest of the audience begins to whisper after she leaves, but I don’t listen to a single word. As I heal up all the minor wounds and seals things off, I can’t quite suppress a small smile of relief. Mom may be annoyed or embarrassed, and I will surely catch crap from Judica, but Lark is a lock for an intelligence placement where she’ll be safe. We did it.

      When I open my eyes, Edam’s watching me, and I don’t like his pensive expression.

      “What?” I ask softly.

      “Most people don’t look happy when they lose.”

      “I’m not happy.” I force myself to sit up as the skin of my abdomen closes up. “I’m relieved I’m not hurting anymore. That’s all.”

      “Your sister becomes downright hostile.” He offers me a hand, which I accept.

      “I heard she never loses.”

      “Everyone loses sometimes,” he says.

      “Speaking of Judica, why aren’t you guarding her? Aren’t you head of her personal guard?”

      Edam shrugs. “I run the guard roster, and I take my turns, but I’m not watching her all the time. Besides, my duties as Balthasar’s second take precedence, and he asked me to moderate this.” He reaches for my blade.

      I snap it up off the floor before he can.

      “I can clean it for you,” he offers.

      “No,” I say childishly. “I always clean it myself.” As if it’s not completely obvious to everyone in the room it was my first time ever using a sword. It’s like my IQ drops fifty points around Edam.

      “As you like,” he says. “But for the record, I didn’t think you did badly at all.” His voice drops to the barest whisper. “In fact, I really thought you had her.”

      If Mom hadn’t drilled it into my head that swearing is a sign of low intelligence, I’d say a horrible word under my breath. Because I just healed my severed spine, and I thought we were in the clear. My only play is to act like I have no idea what he means.

      “I thought so, too. Overconfidence, maybe. I’ve clearly got some hard training ahead of me. Mom looked... displeased.”

      Edam studies my face for a moment, his eyes travelling from my mouth up to my eyes. “I’d be happy to help, if you ever want to try any other training methods.”

      Studying with my twin’s super hot, uber intense boyfriend? Umm, I really want to say yes, and I also want to run away screaming. Lark notices I’m drowning and jumps in to drag me to shore. “We both better get cleaned up. Thanks for moderating.”

      Edam straightens and assumes the expression I’m used to seeing. Total absence of any emotion. “Of course. It’s my job.” When he straightens, I notice my blood on his pants and sleeve.

      “Uh, you might need to change clothes,” I say. “Sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “Part of the job. I’m glad you healed up so well.” He salutes and heads for the office, presumably to record Lark’s win.

      When I make for the exit, no one tries stopping me. Once I’ve showered and cleaned up, I tap on Mom’s door. No response, but I push through. She’s not there, so I leave. No guards outside her door means she’s already en route to the petition hall. I groan and hang a right.

      There’s no part of me that wishes I was Mom’s Heir. If I’ve learned anything in the past seventeen years, it’s that being an empress sucks. But the worst task of all, in my opinion, is making decisions about how to punish whiny people who can’t get along. And evians have got to be the world’s most entitled group of complainers. Luckily, I reach the petition hall at the perfect time.

      “That’s everyone on the docket,” Mom says. “Unless there are any petitioners who didn’t file formally?”

      In seventeen years, I’ve never seen anyone register an informal complaint. These petitions are prepared, researched, and evidence is assembled in advance.

      “Your Majesty.” Balthasar steps toward Mom. “There has been an anonymous complaint filed.” He hands her an envelope.

      “What is this?” Mom looks around the room expectantly, waiting for a petitioner to step forward.

      “Did you read this?” she asks him. “Anonymous complaints aren’t allowed.”

      He shakes his head.

      “Who brought it to you?” Mom’s eyes flash and her fingers tap on the armrest of her throne. “I have half a mind to toss it in the trash. If someone can’t be bothered to speak their complaint, why should I take the time to hear it?”

      No one responds.

      Mom sighs and slides a finger under the seal of the envelope. Fear spikes through me. What are the odds that something like this happens on the very day I let Lark defeat me?

      “Wait,” I shout. “Think about the precedent this will set. Toss it, and let them bring a formal complaint in the future or nothing at all.”

      Judica raises one eyebrow, scenting blood obviously. “I’d like to know what it says.”

      Mother’s already reading, and her face drains of color. The only time I recall seeing her react this obviously was to communications from my older sister, Melina. Surely it’s not a birthday card from Melina disguised as a petition? Or worse, a threat from her?

      “Lyssa ex’Alamecha,” Mom says, her voice sepulchral.

      I close my eyes, as if this might all disappear. I snap them open, in case anyone is watching me. But all eyes are on Lark’s mother.

      Lyssa stands up from the second row of the audience and turns back toward me briefly, her eyes questioning. Even if no one saw me close my eyes, people noticed that look. I glance surreptitiously around, looking for Lark, but I don’t see her. What are the odds that Lyssa’s summoning is unconnected to today’s challenge? My stomach turns and I want to expel whatever is left of my breakfast onto the swirly white and gray marble floor. That kind of reaction would draw far too much attention my direction.

      Lyssa kneels at the foot of Mom’s throne. Judica shifts uneasily in her smaller throne next to Mom. I should be sitting on Mom’s other side, but I’m frozen in place at the back of the room.

      “It has been alleged, and a DNA test has been provided as evidence, that your daughter, Lark ne’Lyssa Alamecha, is half human.”

      My hands shake and I force myself to still them. Was it Edam? Did he figure us out? Did he notice where the blood spatter from the one injury I caused to Lark landed? Did he commission the test? How could it have been completed this quickly?

      Is this my fault?

      “That’s ridiculous.” I stride quickly toward the thrones. I step up into my place at Mom’s side, forcing myself to look impartially at Lyssa. As if I don’t care. As if I’m not crumbling to pieces inside.

      Mom ignores me. “Lyssa ne’Davina Alamecha, answer my question. Is your daughter half-human?”

      Lyssa bows her head. “She is, Your Majesty.”

      “And you hid this from me for more than eighteen years.”

      I silently will her to say she didn’t know. If she’d only claim she suspected, but didn’t believe. Perhaps she could claim she recently discovered the truth.

      Give Mom something to work with, Lyssa. Anything.

      She obviously doesn’t hear my urging, and she isn’t thinking along the same lines. Her whispered defense won’t help, either. “Lark had no idea.”

      “She knew nothing?” Judica grins. “Which means nothing, since you’re saying she had no idea. Which means she knows now. Unless you’re claiming she anonymously turned herself in. Whether she knew for an hour or a decade without immediately surrendering, the punishment is the same.”

      I roll my eyes. “You can’t really mean⁠—”

      Judica shouts. “Lyssa’s been training her daughter in private for years. Obviously that was to cover this abominable lie.”

      “I train alone,” I say.

      “Because you’re pathetic.” Judica sneers. “I honestly don’t know which is worse.”

      “She asked me why she trained alone,” Lyssa’s voice wavers. “I told her it was to preserve the mystique of her skill, Your Highness.”

      Judica stands up and steps down so she’s eye level with Lyssa. “You told her she had to train alone because otherwise the entire evian world would see her for what she is.” Judica’s face twists. “Trash.” I never realized how much she hates humans.

      “I did not,” Lyssa says. “She never knew.”

      “Liar,” Judica says. “You’re compounding your crimes by trying to protect her.”

      “Step back, Heir,” Mom says. “This is my interrogation.”

      Judica’s fists clench, but she steps back and sits down.

      “Why did you keep her?” I ask softly.

      “Because I loved her. From the moment she was born and I realized she wasn’t Paolo’s child, I knew she was half-human. But my love for her kept me from giving her up.” She meets my mother’s eye, and I don’t know what she sees, but Lyssa flinches and looks back down at the ground.

      “You should have left with her,” Mom says. “You know the law.”

      “I do,” Lyssa whispers. “I broke it, and I will accept your judgment.”

      “Others knew,” Judica says. “They must have. Didn’t Lark have some kind of challenge today? I just heard⁠—”

      “Lyssa ex’Alamecha.” Mom cuts Judica off. “I convict you of treason, compounded by eighteen years’ time and unmitigated by confession. I take no pleasure in this, but I sentence you to immediate death by beheading.”

      Mom draws her sword from the sheath at her side with a snick and before I’ve even stood up to protest, she beheads her best friend of more than eight hundred years with a single stroke.
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      Enora the Merciless.

      That was Mom’s moniker for almost nine centuries, but I could never make sense of it. Mom nursed me herself. She held my tiny hands in her own while I learned to walk. She fed me spoon after spoon of pureed peas and carrots. She swung me up in the air and rained kisses down on my cheeks, the bridge of my nose, my forehead, and my mouth. She changed my diapers without complaint, and when it was time, she taught me to go pee in the potty. Mom tucked me into her bed every night, until I was old enough I wanted to sleep in my own. And then she complained that I was growing up. She rocked me and read to me and watched human movies with me.

      Mom’s the opposite of merciless.

      She has always been the epitome of mercy, forgiving my weaknesses and flaws before I even realized they existed. She kept peace among our lands and protected our people. She taught me everything I know, and she gave me everything I needed. Always. She was a gracious friend, a doting mother, and an excellent ruler. I never understood how people could call her merciless.

      Until today.

      She killed her friend without a thought. No hesitation, no regret.

      My heart breaks, the light goes out of the room, my knees shake, and I can’t even process the scene before my eyes, but Mom doesn’t pause. She marches down the aisle between petitioners and strides to the door. I follow her numbly, passing Lyssa’s fallen form without looking. Judica walks along next to me, head high, eyes flinty, as though Mom acted exactly as she ought. My best friend’s mom keeps one tiny secret and off with her head?

      It’s like we’re in a demented scene from Alice in Wonderland and my mom’s been possessed by the Queen of Hearts. Only it’s real life and no part of this was drawn with ink or created with CGI.

      When we reach the exit, Mom tosses a command over her shoulder to Balthasar. “Call Larena for clean up, and find Lark. She stands trial here in fifteen minutes. I’m taking a small break to confer with my daughters.”

      Confer with me? I have nothing to say to her. I can’t believe she killed her best friend. I can’t believe she’s really about to try Lark for the crime of being born.

      Mom doesn’t stop until she reaches her room and we’re all inside. She shuts the door carefully, not showing the least bit of anger, frustration, or grief.

      “How could you do that?” I ask, the second the door’s closed.

      I wish I hadn’t. Mom’s shoulders sag, and her face looks older than I’ve ever seen it. Lines crease her forehead, and crows’ feet crinkle around her eyes. She sinks onto the bench at the foot of her bed and Judica puts an arm around her in a shocking move. Judica never comforts anyone.

      “I did what I had to do.” Mom turns watery eyes toward me. “And you will follow my lead in a few moments with your friend.”

      Wait. Is she implying that I’ll behead Lark?

      I stumble backward, bumping into the door. “I will never kill my friend.”

      “This is your fault,” Judica says. “Lyssa as good as said she kept Lark because Mom kept you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Mom drops her face into her hands and I hear a sound I’ve never heard from my mom in my entire life: sobbing.

      I want to shove Judica aside. She couldn’t comfort a brick wall, much less a human. I settle for walking around Mom’s other side and taking her hand in mine. “I’m sorry if this really was my fault.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I chose to keep you, and I knew the risks, if not the price.” Mom squeezes my hand. “I’d pay it again if I knew. I don’t regret keeping you, and I never will.”

      “Is that really what caused this?” My voice sounds surprisingly small. I’m supposed to be comforting Mom, not soliciting reassurance myself.

      Mom shakes her head. “There was no law that required me to kill you, Chancery, as you know. It became common practice after the Hundred Years’ War, but there’s no rule. Every time twin heirs are left alive, they battle for the throne.” Mom pauses. “But the two things have nothing to do with each other, and Lark was born before you. Lyssa made her decision before I made mine. Lying about Lark, keeping her among us, she violated that law. Among other things, that decision left her susceptible to influence from the other five families. On top of that, it was dangerous for Lark, and for the rest of us. It’s one of our oldest standing rules, and it’s inviolable.”

      “Even so, you might have simply exiled her, but...” Judica trails off.

      Mom couldn’t look weak, not after keeping me. Not after everyone talking for the past seventeen years and eleven and a half months about Enora’s folly.

      “So it is my fault.”

      Enora closes her eyes. “I’m not worried about looking weak. Let the other families attack. I’ll raze them to the ground.” She clenches her fists. “But Judica.” Enora stands up, pivots on the ball of one foot and slaps my twin full across her face.

      My jaw drops.

      “If you ever, ever again try to steer an interrogation toward the implication of your sister in a crime, I’ll execute you. And you’ll deserve it for disloyalty to me and our family. Do you understand?” Mother’s eyes flash, and her body shakes with suppressed rage.

      Judica’s voice raises goosebumps on my arm. “Yes, Mother. I understand perfectly.”

      What had Judica been asking when Mom beheaded her friend? She’d been pressing Lyssa for who else knew. Which means...

      Mom knows Lark knew, because Mom knows I knew Lark’s secret.

      Judica realized it too? And was angling toward making sure I was punished. How did I wind up in this family? I’m so dense compared to everyone else.

      Because I’m only now realizing that Mom executed her oldest friend without a reprieve, without letting her say goodbye to her daughter or her son who are both in residence... because of me. Not in a roundabout way, because of an old decision, or because Mom keeping me emboldened Lyssa to hide Lark. No, Mom executed her friend to keep Judica from implicating me in the whole mess.

      Mom killed Lyssa to cover for a mistake I made today. Mom protected me: the weak one, the stupid one, the deficient one. Same as always.

      She really should let me go to New York. Her life would be much better without me around to ruin everything.

      Mom brushes off her skirt and steps toward the door. “We need to return. They’ll have located Lark.”

      No, no, no. Not Lark. I whimper. “We can’t, we cannot execute her, Mom. It’s not her fault. She had nothing to do with the decision to stay.”

      Judica’s cheek isn’t even red, but she’s on the war path anyway. “She is the decision. She must die.”

      I look at Mom, desperation freezing my muscles, tightening my jaw, forcing my hands to shake uncontrollably. “No, no. There’s something we can do, right Mom?” A sob escapes before I can clamp down on it. “You can’t kill her too. You can’t.”

      “If Lark knew,” Mom says, “then the law is the law.”

      “But she’s so young,” I protest. “You can’t hold someone to a law when they’re a child. She’s barely an adult, and we have no idea when she found out. Don’t you think killing her mother is enough punishment for just, I don’t know, being who she is?”

      The lines on Mom’s face pull at my heart. She’s resolute. “She’s eighteen, almost nineteen.”

      Great tears stream down my face and I brace for Mom to yell at me, or maybe even slap me. I know I need to pull things together. I can’t walk into a trial sobbing like a baby. But Enora the Merciful is here in this room, and she draws me carefully into her arms. “I’m so sorry, little dove. So very sorry. If I’d had any idea, we could have worked out a way to avoid all of this, but it’s far too public now, which means our hands are tied. If she knew, our hands are tied.”

      If I’d trusted my mom with Lark’s secret, she could have done something, avoided this. But I didn’t. I thought I could help Lark myself, and I wanted to be the one who kept her safe. I thought I was helping, but something about that fight must have triggered someone to pull a DNA test.

      I’m so stupid.

      “Wait,” Judica says. “You weren’t hearing petitions with me. Someone tested her DNA after she won a match...” Judica’s eyes widen and her mouth gapes. “Was Lark fighting you?”

      Mom’s nostrils flare. “That has no bearing whatsoever on the hearing we are about to hold.”

      The corner of Judica’s mouth turns up. “Doesn’t it? I’m not asking anything in an interrogation room, but I hope we can be honest with one another in private.” She crosses her arms. “Which is it, sister? Are you so pathetic you were defeated by a human? Or did you know her treasonous secret and commit treason yourself to help her? I’m not even sure which is worse.”

      I’ve never seen Judica smile quite so big.

      “Your sister,” Mom says, “had no idea what her friend was. I watched the entire thing. But as you know, Chancery detests violence, and I haven’t yet taught her to handle a blade. Those things hampered her in a challenge against her dearest friend in the world. We’re aware of the deficiencies and are working on a solution. It’s not of your concern.”

      Judica scowls at me before she jerks the door open and storms out, stomping toward the petition hall. Before I can follow her through the doorway, Mom places a hand on my arm. “We will talk about this later, but tell me you understand the importance of your ignorance.”

      I nod numbly.

      “I’ll burn the world down to protect you,” she whispers.

      Or cut off her best friend’s head without regret, apparently.

      Her hand tightens on my arm painfully. “But I’d prefer it never comes to that.”

      Me too. And I really hope Lark survives this. I’m afraid if I beg for her life, Mom will decide to teach me a lesson or something.

      Judica’s already seated when we reach the petition hall. The gathered crowd has swollen to an absurd degree. Every seat is taken, and dozens of evians are standing in the back of the room. My heart sinks. This hearing won’t go unnoticed. Even if her body has already been removed and all evidence of her decapitation expunged, word of Lyssa’s sentence has clearly spread widely.

      Mom ascends the steps to her solid wood throne, carved to look like a tree, its branches spreading out to the right and left over the smaller thrones for Judica and myself. I take my place to her left side without saying a word. Unfortunately, even from where I’m sitting, and even though she’s kneeling on the hard marble floors a dozen feet lower than me, Lark’s stricken face is directly in my line of sight.

      Her gray eyes are full of unshed tears, and she looks decades older than she did an hour ago. Her mother was right. She never should have asked for a favor from me. I doomed them both.

      I inhale deeply to keep from sobbing in front of hundreds of my mom’s most important subjects. I need to hold it together right now, because Mom’s affection for me gives Lark her only chance of surviving this. I wrack my brain, scrambling for any idea that might save her.

      I can’t think of a single thing.

      “Lark ne’Lyssa Alamecha, daughter of Lyssa ne’Davina Alamecha,” Mom says flatly, her words reverberating off the fifty-foot ceiling, “you are half-human.”

      Lark doesn’t speak, but a tear rolls down her cheek. She’s standing trial for who she is. Her mother died for Lark being different than the rest of us, but Lark is the exact same person she was yesterday. Everyone liked her just fine then.

      This is wrong. The certainty of that washes over me. How can it be treason to be who you are? I want to stand up and scream it to the rooftops, but that’s exactly what Mom cautioned me not to do. I’ve made enough mistakes today to last a lifetime, so I keep my mouth shut, but I’m howling inside.

      “You don’t contest my statement.”

      Lark shakes her head and bows deeper, until her nose nearly presses against her chest.

      “Lark, look at me,” Mom says.

      Lark slowly raises her face. She knows she’s about to die, I can see it in her eyes. But what hits me in this moment is that she welcomes it. Her mother is gone, her secret is out, and Lark wants it all to end.

      “Did you know you were half-human before you received word of your mother’s treason?”

      “Of course she didn’t,” I say. “She had no idea.”

      Lark’s eyes turn toward mine, toward my voice, but she doesn’t even register that she knows me. Her entire face is blank. “I’ve always known.”

      I grit my teeth. “But she couldn’t have done anything about it, not before, and not once she turned eighteen. She wasn’t given a choice. How is her very existence a crime?”

      Mom turns toward Judica. “Heir?”

      “She should have turned her mother in. If she had confessed, she’d have been spared. Cast out, but not killed. But she didn’t do that. She tricked my soft-hearted sister into accepting the mockery of a challenge I hear she lost.” Judica sneers. “Lark’s as traitorous as her mother.”

      Rage and despair flood my body in equal portions. How can I do nothing? How can I say nothing while Lark pays for my mistake? But what can I do? I couldn’t even defeat a half-human. Never in my life have I hated the core of who I am as much as I hate it right now. If I weren’t so weak, if I were a warrior, maybe I could do something to save my only real friend. But nothing I do will help, because I’m useless. Worthless. Weak.

      “Lark ne’Lyssa Alamecha, I sentence you to death by execution. My daughter Chancery Alamecha will carry out the sentence.”

      I try to refuse, but no words emerge because my throat closes off.

      “I’ll allow twenty-four hours for each of you to prepare. Chancery is the only person allowed to see or speak to Lark in her cell during that time. I grant you each the mercy of saying goodbye.” Mom swallows. “And the execution will be conducted privately, not here in the petition hall.”

      Murmurs from the gathered crowd fill the space, rising like smoke toward the rafters. I don’t know many things, but I do know one for sure.

      There’s no way I am going to execute my best friend.

      Two guards yank Lark to her feet and march her down the middle of the room and out the door. Mom stands up and begins her descent, beckoning for me to follow. Judica hops up, but Mom turns back and shakes her head. “You need to train. Chancery’s going to help me select a gown for tomorrow’s gala.”

      “I need to train?” she whispers. “I think you have me confused with someone else.”

      Mom’s eyes flash, and Judica bobs her head stiffly in acknowledgement. When I walk past her, my steps wooden and shaky at the same time, Judica slams her shoulder into mine and nearly sends me sprawling down the steps. Of course she has no empathy for me. She has no friends of her own, so she couldn’t even imagine how I feel right now.

      Once we walk through Mom’s doorway, I close the door, and it’s like that motion snaps something inside of me. I collapse into a pile, tears streaming down my cheeks to soak the carpet. Cookie frolics around me, darting toward me repeatedly to lick my face and bump my hands. She can’t comfort me, because nothing will make this better. I know I’m way too big to fall apart like this, but Mom doesn’t chide me. She sinks down next to me and pulls me against her chest. I clutch at her, not sure what can possibly be done, or what could ever make things right again.

      I wish I’d come straight to her room and told her the truth. Why didn’t I trust her to fix everything? Mom always fixes everything.

      When the tears let up enough for me to form any kind of words, I hiccup, “I can’t. I can’t do it, Mom.”

      Her hands stroke my hair. “I know you can’t.”

      Wait, what? I straighten. “Huh?”

      “You won’t kill your friend, but everyone needs to believe you have.”
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      Her words are a single ray of sunlight after a terrible storm. Broken branches, downed trees, rubble and shattered glass, but I cling to the one isolated beam of hope.

      “What?” My voice cracks on that one word.

      “It’s the only way I could think to spare her life. She’ll go into intelligence like she wanted. I couldn’t spare her mother. She had to die publicly, or no one would ever believe we executed them both.” Mom presses a kiss to my forehead. “I couldn’t tell you, little dove. You’d have given it away. I thought about not telling you at all, not yet. People need to believe she’s gone, and you have no experience with dissembling. But I couldn’t let you believe she was dead, not when it was killing you in front of my eyes.” Mom’s voice drops to a whisper. “Not when you’d hate me for it.”

      I shake my head and wrap my arms around her waist. “I could never hate you.”

      “I am so sorry about how this has all transpired, but if you do exactly as I say, we can sneak her off to join my network.”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I beg. “I’ll do anything, say anything.”

      “Lark will struggle,” Mom says.

      “I’ll do anything she needs. I’ll give her anything she wants.”

      Mom shakes her head. “You can’t do anything. As much as she needs help, as much as she’s hurting, this is her trial by fire. And you need to know, Chancy, that it may consume her. Some people emerge from their life trials cleansed of impurities, and some people burn to ash. When we help her escape, we’ve done everything we can for her. She’ll make it, or she’ll give up, and whatever the outcome, it’s not your fault.”

      I think of how I’d react if my mom died and I shudder. “I’d burn.”

      Mom strokes my hair. “You never know your own mettle until you’re tested, but I hope that’s decades into the future at least.”

      I can’t even contemplate my mom dying. She may be merciless, she may be fierce, she may even be cruel sometimes, but never to me. And she’s the best ruler Alamecha’s ever had. I’m so glad she’s still strong and healthy.

      “Now, we’d better actually try on a few gowns so I won’t have to attend my party naked.”

      “That would make quite a splash,” I say. “People might stop talking about Lyssa and Lark.” I choke up just saying their names aloud.

      “That’s a noble goal, but even that won’t wipe this slate clean.” Mom holds me for a few moments before standing up and crossing the room toward her vast walk-in closet. She turns the corner and disappears from my view, even the sound of her heartbeat fading to non-existence.

      I know we can’t cancel her party. I know that the rest of the world doesn’t care what punishments Mom doles out to her friends. I know that Mom can’t spare the time to sit in her room and sob, or call off her nine-hundredth birthday party.

      But I still think she should.

      Life can’t just march on after something like this. You can’t shake it off and pretend you didn’t just execute your oldest friend.

      When Mom emerges a moment later in a tight-fitting ivory gown with pink and gold trim that matches the décor of her room, I know I’m expected to give her feedback, but I keep seeing the replay in my mind: Mom’s sword connecting with Lyssa’s neck.

      I close my eyes.

      Mom raises her eyebrows. “Is it that bad?”

      I swallow. “No, it’s fine.”

      “So I should wear this tomorrow?”

      I inhale deeply through my nose. Who cares what she wears? Lyssa will be wearing a funeral shroud. “Um, if you want.”

      “You’re supposed to be helping me choose.”

      If Mom hadn’t killed her, Lyssa could offer her input too. A flare of anger consumes me, and I bite my lip. Mom was protecting me. Because I’m such a weak mess that I need protection. She did what she had to, in spite of the pain it surely caused her. “You look stunning in that,” I say, “but you wore it two years ago.”

      She frowns. “I wore the black Versace two years ago. I may be old, but I’m hardly senile.”

      “You wore the black Versace to your party two years back. But you wore that Vera Wang to Nastasia’s birthday two years and two months ago.”

      My mom tsks. “You’re right. Why’s it still in my closet?” She pivots and walks back inside. I hear her slide the gown down her body and toss it out onto the bedroom floor. I hop off the bench to snatch it up and walk across her room to the door that connects to my bedroom, Cookie Crisp on my heels. I throw it onto my bed, a miniature of my mom’s bed right down to the coloring of the silk duvet, and walk back, confusing Cookie. I’ve only been able to fit into Mom’s hand-me-downs for a year, but I love every one I’ve snagged.

      This time I flop backward on her enormous gold gilt bed to wait. I sink into the thickly embroidered duvet and try not to think about Lark, or Judica or Lyssa. I wish I could run an eraser over my brain so my heart would stop aching.

      “Maybe I could help Lark,” I say. “If you let me go to New York to live with Alora, I’d even be close to her. But I’ll need my own network at some point. Why not let Lark be my first operative? It might give her purpose, and I can be close to support her when she struggles.”

      “You can’t do anything out of the ordinary right now. Nothing that will draw attention.” Mom’s voice is muffled from inside the closet. “Besides. Running away from Judica won’t make anything better. Seven hundred years ago, Lenamecha gave birth to twin daughters, Senah and Denah. She thought it would be fine. It wasn’t.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know, Mom. Her death sparked the Hundred Years’ War, and that’s why the next two empresses with twin daughters both killed one immediately.”

      “The older girl always dies, but when I saw you, I couldn’t do it.” She pauses silently just inside the closet, and then steps out slowly, her dress rustling with every step as she makes her entrance. I guess after nine centuries of formal events, you develop quite a flair for the dramatic. Even without staging, the green silk ball gown with pink embroidery would be stunning. “What do you think?”

      I look her over as I ponder her question. Her curly, light brown hair is swept up into an elegant twist with no traces of gray. Her nearly indigo eyes sparkle with life. Crow’s feet, small wrinkles by each eye, are the only real sign that she has aged at all.

      “You look great, Mom,” I say. “You could easily still pass for six or seven hundred.”

      The lines around her eyes relax. It’s nice to talk about normal things. Until I remember what happened today and I think about Lark, shivering in a cell, waiting for me to kill her. And the fact that she’ll never see her mom again. And then I think about Lyssa, her hand on my shoulder, her light, airy laugh. A sound no one will ever hear again.

      Mom clears her throat. “This one’s bad too?”

      “I don’t know about that dress,” I finally say. “And if I’m being honest, this isn’t very fun, what with Lark waiting for me to behead her down below.” I drop my voice to a whisper. “And knowing Lyssa’s gone.”

      Mom sighs and sinks onto the bench. “I know.” She closes her eyes. “As soon as everyone has turned in for the night, we’ll go down and dismiss the guards. I’ll arrange for transport off the island shortly, and we’ll incinerate a goat in her place. This isn’t my first false execution, little dove. Lark will survive this, and right now, there’s nothing in her cell she could use to do herself harm. She’s physically as safe as she can be.”

      “Wait, you’ve done this before?” I thought I knew Mom so well. I’m beginning to wonder whether I know her at all. She’s really trying hard to protect me, and Lark. I need to do my part. I force myself to study her dress.

      “It’s awful for me too, you know, choosing something to wear to a celebration moments after losing my dearest friend.” Mom folds her hands in her lap. “But I have to pick something, and my gown sends a message. Everyone will have either witnessed or heard about what happened today. I can’t wear something that hides it, nor do I want killing my friend to be the focus of the evening.”

      The green gown swirls around her, hugging every curve, and fans out below her waist to a skirt that cascades in full swaths down to the carpet around her feet. While her figure looks amazing and the dress is to die for, the color isn’t the most flattering for her eye color and complexion, and emerald green feels... disconnected.

      “Are you planning to change your eyes or darken your skin tone for the party?”

      She grimaces. “I’m not. Not all of us can do that as easily as you, and it’s become even harder for me in the past few years.”

      I ignore her comment about things becoming harder. Mom’s not old. “Then what about the burgundy ball gown with the silver brocade? The Marchesa.” I slide down to the floor where Cookie’s curled into a fluffy ball and rub her back. “Because that color is almost...”

      “Like dried blood.”

      I nod. “You’d be addressing it without saying a word. Telling them you know what they’re thinking and you’re not afraid of it.”

      Mom frowns.

      “You didn’t like it though, right?” I rub Cookie’s tummy and my mom’s dog, Duchess, whines, so I rub her ears with my other hand.

      “It caught on my ring at the final fitting, and I worried a pull would destroy the delicate overlay. Last week Edward fixed the loose prong on my ring, and I realized that might have been the problem, not the dress. Just in case though...” Mom tugs and tugs on the ring she wears on her right middle finger. It finally slides off and she sets it on her nightstand.

      I gape. In almost eighteen years, I’ve never seen the ring off of her finger. I recall Edward complaining as he repaired the prong while it stayed in place. Mom suffered through moderately severe burns in the process, but they didn’t even discuss the possibility of her removing it.

      Mom tsks at me. “Don’t be so melodramatic. I’ve taken it off before, I just don’t do it often, and only in front of direct family.”

      “When? When have you ever taken it off?”

      She shrugs. “Plenty of times, but usually when no one else is around to see.”

      I stare at the ring. “Is it...?” I look up at my mom and then back down at the ring. The rainbow sparkle in the stone fades, and the stone darkens to a solid black.

      “It’s fine.” She looks at me fondly. “Everyone knows staridium sparkles when it’s in contact with someone with pure DNA, but very few people know it turns pitch black when it isn’t.”

      My mouth hangs open and I close it with a snap. “Is it magic?” I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth.

      Mom raises one eyebrow. “You know better than to ask me that. Humans are quick to label things magic, but really, they just don’t grasp how it operates. Staridium is the only stone of its kind, but it’s not magical.”

      When Mom walks back into her closet, my eyes go to the portraits hanging on either side of her closet door. One of Judica, one of me. The photo of my twin was taken last year during one of her training sessions. She’s holding a broadsword, her muscles straining, and she’s bringing it up and over her shoulder. The photographer captured her perfectly, her face so determined that it’s practically feral. Her hair is pulled back tightly, but a few stray strands stick to the sweat on her brow. Instead of looking unkempt, it looks fierce, like she’s been honed to as sharp an edge as her blade.

      My portrait hangs on the other side of the door. I’m sitting cross-legged in my favorite pair of jeans, barefoot in the shade of the huge banyan tree in Mom’s private courtyard. I’m hunched over a good book, so enthralled I didn’t realize the photographer was even there. My hair’s down, loose curls obscuring part of my face and eyes, almost covering the high cheekbones, square jaw, and aquiline nose Judica and I share. Mom chose photographs of each of us doing something we love, but it doesn’t paint a very flattering picture that I love to sit around indulging fantasies while Judica could hack the entire cast of Game of Thrones into bitesize bits.

      If you asked a hundred of my mom’s subjects which twin was born to rule based on these photographs, every single one of them would pick Judica.

      Including me.

      I hear rustling inside the closet as Mom changes gowns. I stand up to get a better look at the black stone in my mom’s ring. As I bend over it, I realize this is my chance. I’ll never be queen and I’ll never wear my mom’s ring by right, but a desperate desire grips me to watch it change from deepest black to a sparkling rainbow of colors on my finger. I want visual evidence that my blood is as pure as Judica’s, even if we don’t share any talents or even similar temperaments. I reach for it greedily.

      “Chancery?”

      My hand freezes and blood rushes to my face. Even worse, I know Mom senses my elevated heartbeat. “Yeah?”

      “What are you doing?”

      How’d she change clothes so fast? Her heart pounds steadily one step behind me. I yank my hand back and look up at her guiltily.

      Maybe some well-deserved flattery will distract her. Because if the last dress was beautiful, this one is breathtaking. “Oh, Mom, you have to wear that. Georgina and Keren outdid themselves.”

      She lightly touches the overlay on the gown. “You may be right.”

      My heart sinks when she reaches around me to pick up her ring. She holds it in her hand for a moment and then extends it toward me, the metal band clasped between her thumb and forefinger. The simple platinum band shines dully, encasing a black rock that looks flat and unappealing.

      This time it’s my turn to ask, “What are you doing?”

      “Go ahead and try it on,” she says. “It’s been an awful day, and I’d like to see it on you. I’ve only seen it on one other person’s finger in my lifetime, and that was many, many years ago.” She looks sad.

      “Your mom,” I guess.

      She nods. Since the youngest daughter inherits the throne, a new empress rarely has a chance to know her mother for very long. Mom was only 27 years old when her own mother died. It must have been hard for her to rule alone at such an early age.

      “Go ahead, little dove.” She waves it in my face.

      “Are you second guessing your decision to make Judica Heir?” I joke.

      “I’m not changing my mind.” Mom smiles to soften her words. “But I’ve come to realize how much Judica needs you. And one day, when I die, you’ll be her Heir. Don’t let titles determine your value.”

      “Mom.” I roll my eyes. “Judica will probably pick a Consort five minutes after she’s crowned and then have a child each year until she births a daughter.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Crass.”

      “I won’t be her heir for very long, okay? That’s my point.” I sit down, the ring forgotten. “Judica hates me, so whether she needs help from me or not, she’d never accept it.”

      “That’s a conversation for another day when we have more time.” My mom takes my hand gently and places the ring in it. “Try it on. No one else will ever know.”

      The ring is colder and heavier than I expected. Much heavier. I slide it on my right middle finger and look down at the stone. I always assumed it was carved carefully, like a diamond or other precious gem, to refract the light.

      It’s not.

      It’s jagged and uneven, and the rock is set so that the base of the stone rests on the back of my finger. It’s the size of a large grape and even though the cold base is touching my skin, the staridium remains black. Black as pitch. Black as sin. Black as death.

      My stomach sours.

      Why isn’t it lighting up? Where are the colors sparkling across it to prove that I’ve got pure DNA? I look up at my mom, whose face is riveted to the rock in a way that is not reassuring. Even after a full five seconds, the stone is still utterly dark. Even if I’m not the Heir, it should respond to me, right? I mean, Mom’s only six generations removed from Eve, which makes me seventh generation. Plenty of other empresses are seventh generation, and their stones sparkle on their hands right now.

      A horrible thought grips me. What if our line somehow suffered a major deletion, generations early? We all know it’s inevitable. One day even our DNA, perfect, royal, evian DNA, will falter.

      Suddenly I’m angry. I may not be as vicious as Judica, and I may not be my mother’s Heir, but I’m not damaged. I’m as good as Judica. I glance up at the portraits. Looking at them, it finally hits me. I’m not as good as she is. Maybe I really am deficient. We may be twins, we may even look identical, but perhaps there’s something wrong with me.

      I want to read instead of fight, and I love baby animals. I’ve always binged on human television, books and movies. I’m not good enough, not strong enough, and I’m not fierce enough. I’m glaring at Judica’s portrait, about to yank the cursed ring off my finger, and I’m fighting the urge to hurl it to the ground, when I feel something. Something strange.

      There’s a pressure inside my head, like my ears need to pop, like there will be a spark the next time I touch something. I smell ozone. And then a second later, like a lightning strike, like an explosion, like fireworks on the Fourth of July, the rock flashes. The room is bright with a blinding light, like the force of the sun for a single instant before my vision goes dark and a flash of heat explodes outward from where I’m standing.

      I blink several times while my retinas heal and realize that all the lights in Mom’s room have gone out. If sunlight wasn’t shining through the stained glass in her big bay windows, the only light in the room would come from the ongoing pulses of bright, angry light emanating from the stone on my finger. Well, that and the flames currently licking up the side of Judica’s portrait.

      There’s a pounding at the door. Mom’s guards.

      Mom says, “Everything’s fine in here, Frederick. Check in with Balthasar and secure the perimeter before you return.”

      What’s she saying? Nothing is fine. The wall is on fire, for heaven’s sake.

      Mom steps toward me, one finger pressed to her lips and the other grabbing my wrist. She stares for a moment, marveling along with me at the bright, bold, clear flashes pulsing angrily from the ring. The staridium looks like someone stuffed a rainbow down inside it that’s desperately trying to claw its way out. I tear my eyes away from the ring and look at the burning portrait of Judica.

      The ceiling sprinklers should have kicked on to put out the fire, but they haven’t.

      “What happened?” I ask. “And what do we do about that?” I point at the wall. The flames from Judica’s portrait are licking the paint on the wall above them when a low humming noise begins somewhere far behind us. “What’s that sound?”

      “The generators are finally kicking on,” Mom says.

      “The generators?” I look around the room. The lights still haven’t come back on. “Why do we need generators? And if that sound is the generators, why aren’t the lights working?”

      Before Mom can answer, the sprinklers in the room pop down from the ceiling and put out the fire, soaking us in the process.

      Mom ducks into her closet to keep from ruining the gown she selected. She comes out in slacks and a silk blouse just as the sprinklers shut off. She’s lucky the sprinklers inside her closet didn’t go off, too. When I meet her eyes, they’re full to the brim with sorrow. A shiver shoots down my spine. I have no idea what just happened, but I really wish I’d never touched her blasted ring.

      Her voice is soft, but it cuts through me like a sword. “You definitely aren’t going to New York, Chancy. This changes everything.”
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      Duchess whimpers, and I relate to the sentiment. Cookie never, ever jumps up on me. Never. But she leaps up on me now, paw pads catching on the embroidery on Mom’s bed.

      Mom shoos her away and collapses next to me.

      When she speaks this time, her voice is almost normal again. “Maybe you’d better pass my ring back. More people are coming.”

      I hear the faint footsteps after she points them out and slide the ring off my finger. The stone barely darkens before it’s back in place on her hand, accompanied by its usual swirl of pastel color. Not two seconds later, there’s another rapid knock on the door.

      “May we enter, Your Majesty?” Frederick sounds frantic.

      “Yes, come in.” Mom shoots me a stern look and puts a finger to her lips before she turns to address the guards. What’s she telling me not to say? I have no idea what just happened. It’s not like I could tell them anything at all.

      Frederick’s eyes scan the room, starting with Mom, moving to me, and then widening as he takes in the charred wall and drenched carpet. His uniform is bone dry. Apparently there wasn’t a fire in the hall. “There’s been an attack, Your Majesty.”

      Mathias crosses the room to check the windows. He ducks inside the bathroom, examines the sitting area and then inspects the closet. When he returns, he says, “Clear,” and takes up a position on the other side of the door from Frederick.

      “What type of attack does Security believe took place?” Mom asks, utterly calm.

      Heavy footsteps pound down the hall toward us. “Mother?” Judica and Death round the corner of the doorway simultaneously, and Judica’s face relaxes visibly when she sees that Mom’s unharmed. Her eyes fly wide as she takes in her blackened portrait. She pins me with a glare, her lip curling.

      Mom steps in front of me. “We’re both fine, and everything is okay.”

      Mom’s Security Chief, Balthasar, enters the room as she finishes her statement, Edam on his heels. Mom inclines her head toward Balthasar. “Is the attack ongoing?”

      Both men bow, and Balthasar says, “Too early to know, Your Majesty. We were hit with a strong electromagnetic pulse of unknown origin. The EMP wiped out most of the electrical circuits in the palace and at least a few hundred feet on either side.” He notices our wet hair and looks around the room. Edam and Balthasar both do a double take at the sight of the torched portrait.

      Judica swears. “What happened in here? Did a lightbulb explode?”

      “Language,” Mom says. “Expletives are the crutch of the uneducated.”

      Judica rolls her eyes. “Why is my photo the only thing burned?”

      “Well, that and half the wall,” I say.

      “You did this.” Judica takes a step toward me.

      Mom doesn’t ignore her this time. She holds up her hand. “Stop and listen for once in your life.”

      Judica flinches like Mom slapped her.

      I suppress a smile.

      Mom turns toward Balthasar. “What do we know?”

      “We don’t know how anyone came into range, and we’ve been unable to detect any other intruders or threats. We have reason to believe it originated locally, perhaps the work of a counter-agent among us.”

      My mom sighs. “Oh good. You can all take a breath.”

      “Take a breath?” Balthasar’s stormy eyes widen. “All our heads of state are here, or arriving shortly, as well as hundreds of evians from all five families. Someone wiped out our communications, as well as most of our day-to-day electronics. We don’t have a clue who did it, and you think we should take a breath? These might be some of our last, which means I’ve failed you, miserably. We have no leads on who set off the EMP, and no idea how it could have been done, and worst of all, we can’t fathom why. Which means another attack is likely imminent. EMPs are preparatory strikes.”

      “Balthasar, relax.” My mom quirks one eyebrow, seemingly amused by his agitation. It almost looks like she’s enjoying herself. At least her heart rate has slowed.

      “Your Majesty, I appreciate your show of faith in me, but I cannot relax. I have work to do, and I will do it. Now, please explain how the wall caught fire so I can ensure there’s no additional threat, and then I’d like your assurance you’ll remain confined to your room until I’ve worked out a few more⁠—”

      Mom shakes her head, “Your work is done. Larena can handle electronic cleanup for the main building, and you can focus on getting our security systems back up. We have a plan in place for recovering from the effects of a targeted EMP. This will be a good opportunity to test out its effectiveness. Consider this a drill.”

      Balthasar’s face turns bright red. “Unless you’re removing me from my position, I beg your pardon, but I’m not done, Your Majesty. Not until we know details about⁠—”

      “There is no outside threat,” Mom says emphatically. When Balthasar’s eyes widen again, my mom sighs. “I set it off, okay?”

      “How could you—” Edam begins, his vibrant blue eyes intent.

      “I am Enora Isadora Alamecha, Empress of the First Family.” Mom squares her shoulders and her eyes flash. “Do you doubt what I say?”

      Edam scowls instead of cowering. Impressive, because I’m scared and I’m her daughter. Before my mom can say anything else, Judica jumps in. “Of course he doesn’t Mother, but Edam’s the head of my guard and Balthasar’s second-in-command. He’s entitled to question something that wiped out the whole island, even if you knew about it. I want to know what’s going on, too.”

      “I didn’t say I knew about it, I said I personally set it off. And he’s not entitled to anything.” My mom narrows her eyes. “And neither are you.”

      Edam bows. “I apologize. It was not my intention to question any action you have taken, Your Majesty.”

      Balthasar says, “Well, I’m not afraid of you, and I bloody well want some answers. How do you have an EMP I don’t know about, and why would you set it off the day before⁠—”

      “The day before my ninth centennial birthday celebration?” My mom sighs heavily. “It was bad timing, but then we didn’t quite expect it to work, at least not to this degree, did we Chancy?”

      I have no idea why Mom’s acting like we planned this—I’m not even sure the EMP came from me. I’m scrambling furiously for any possible reason that makes sense, but nothing materializes, so I shrug noncommittally, hoping that will satisfy Mom.

      “I’m not entitled to know a thing, but Chancery helped plan it?” Judica practically gnashes her teeth and I can’t quite hold back my grin, even if I’m nearly as lost as she is.

      “It was her idea to begin with. I could hardly exclude her from the execution.” Mom beams at me like she’s proud, which only deepens Judica’s scowl.

      “Well it’s terrible timing.” Balthasar runs a weathered hand through his salt and pepper hair. “With everyone arriving here tonight or tomorrow, I don’t know how we’ll spare the personnel to prepare for dinner and the celebration, and simultaneously make necessary repairs.”

      Mom’s eyes soften. “We have extra circuits and everything else we need inside the Faraday boxes. We always knew this would be a good pre-emptive strike tactic from a rival family. I really am sorry about the timing, Balth. I didn’t intend to drop such a mess on you, but now that it’s done, I need you to initiate the proper protocols. Find out the precise range on the EMP, with the knowledge that the pulse originated here in my room. The EMP generated a surprising amount of localized heat, which caused the fire.”

      Judica, Balthasar, Edam, Fredrick, and Mathias all glance around, clearly looking for a device.

      “The device has been... disposed of,” Mom says. “And if I had notified you in advance of our efforts, we wouldn’t have had an accurate picture of the damage, or known the extent of the additional preparation necessary to withstand something similar in the future.”

      Balthasar grunts, but after a moment of staring at her, he bows and heads for the door.

      She interrupts before he leaves. “One last thing, Balth.”

      He turns back. “Yes?”

      “I need you to wait fifteen minutes before you open the Faraday boxes and begin repairs. Can you do that?’

      “No! Until our monitoring equipment goes back up, we’re vulnerable, defenseless even.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important, and I swear no one else has any idea this is going on.”

      They stare at each other for a moment. Mom and Balthasar have known each other for almost nine hundred years. Mom’s first Consort, Althuselah, was Balthasar’s older brother. He’s been her Chief of Security for as long as she’s been Empress. Finally, he nods slowly.

      Before the door closes, he mutters, “It better be important.”

      Judica stares daggers at me. “You know nothing about weapons, and even less about electronics, so what was this idea you had? What did you do? Use nail polish and a curling iron to make a bomb?”

      I shrug again, feeling even dumber than usual.

      “You don’t know everything about your sister.” My mom crosses her arms. “If you spent a little more time with her⁠—”

      “How many hours do I need to play dolls with Chancery, Mother, before you two invite me to join your super special club? Showing up uninvited to one of your breakfast club meetings every few weeks obviously isn’t enough.”

      Judica spins on her heel to leave, but Mom grabs her arm. “You’re always welcome to eat with us.”

      “Am I? That must be why there are always two place settings, unless I’ve been specifically invited. You know what? Save it.” She wrenches free of Mom’s hand.

      Mom’s face falls. “Wait. Judica, you can’t leave yet.” Mom’s head snaps toward Edam. “Bring Inara to my rooms. I need to speak to all three of my daughters.” She glances at the guards. “Alone.” They nod and silently leave the room after Edam.

      “What’s going on, Mother?” Judica asks. “Edam’s not an errand boy. You can’t just send him to fetch people.”

      Mom pinches the bridge of her nose. “Judica, let’s scale the hostility back to a Defcon seven or eight, okay? I’ll explain what’s going on after Inara arrives.”

      I sit down on the bed and pick at the soggy, embroidered duvet cover while we wait for Inara. I’m already drenched, so sitting on a wet bed doesn’t make it any worse. Judica glances around for a place to sit, but remains standing. She shifts from one foot to the other and then begins pacing. I breathe a sigh of relief when there’s a knock from the other side of Mom’s carved wooden door.

      “Enter,” Mom says.

      Inara’s heart rate is elevated and she’s perspiring. “What happened, Mother?”

      Mom inclines her head to Edam. “Thank you, Edam. I know you’re too important to run errands, but with the communications down, I had limited options. I appreciate your willingness to help. You may return to Balthasar at the command center now. I’m sure he’s missing you.”

      He glances at Judica and she nods her head. He’s second-in-command to Balthasar, but he’s also captain of Judica’s personal guard, so he takes his orders from both. It’s got to be an uncomfortable tangle to work out. After he’s gone, Mom sighs and perches on the edge of her bed next to me. My poor mom. Ever the ruler, always on guard, even with only her own daughters present.

      Mom steeples her fingers. “I’m going to ask the two of you to do something strange, and I need you to promise not to talk about it to anyone.”

      Inara’s brow furrows.

      Mom slides her ring off her finger and the lights in it wink out again. She pinches the metal between her thumb and forefinger and holds it out to Judica. “Please put this on.”

      Inara clears her throat. “Are you stepping down?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No. I just need both of you to try on my ring.”

      “What does any of this have to do with the EMP?” Judica asks.

      Mom purses her lips. “I’ll provide more information when it’s time. For now, put this on.”

      Judica shakes her head. “Inara first.”

      Mom sighs heavily. “Fine.” She holds the ring out to Inara, who takes it calmly.

      Inara slides it on and smiles, like somehow her world is finally complete. I know how she feels, happy to pretend, even for a moment, that she might be our mom’s choice, her successor, instead of irrelevant. The ring fills with gentle light, colors swirling through the stone slowly. Inara stares at it with complete attention, and we wait. Ten seconds. Twenty. After a full minute with no other reaction, Inara looks at me. “What’s this for? Somehow this ring caused the EMP?”

      She’s too smart. What did Mom expect? She purses her lips. “No.”

      Uh, okay.

      Mom holds out her hand and Inara takes the ring off with a sigh. Mom turns her attention to Judica, staring her down. Judica snatches the ring from Mom’s hand and gazes at the black stone, dumbstruck.

      “Slide it on your finger,” Inara says. “Go ahead. It won’t bite.”

      Judica startles, but she doesn’t snap at Inara or scowl at me. She simply slides it on. The stone remains black for a single instant, and then fills with the same pastel colors as on Mom’s finger and Inara’s.

      “So are you going to tell us what’s going on?” Inara asks.

      Mom stares intently at the ring. They know something is up, and Inara already figured out that it’s somehow the cause of the EMP.

      “Did Chancery already put the ring on?” Judica asks. “Because you aren’t asking her to do it, and I know there’s no way you two decided to assemble an EMP in your spare time.”

      Mom sighs, and I glance her way. She’s aged a hundred years in the past half hour. The dark circles under her eyes tighten my chest. She closes her eyes for a long moment and opens them again. “Chancery set off the EMP with my ring inadvertently. It was an accident, but the event has... significance. I wanted to see if either of you could do the same.”

      Judica’s eyes narrow. “Why were you even wearing the ring in the first place?”

      I open my mouth, realize I don’t really have an answer, and snap it shut.

      When my twin’s face turns toward our mom, I imagine for a moment I see sorrow, or pain, but just as quickly, any emotion is gone. Her heart doesn’t miss a beat or speed up, not even a hair. I don’t smell perspiration. I wonder what that kind of control costs her. Or maybe she really has very few strong feelings. Judica pulls the ring off and shoves it toward me. I stand and take it without thinking, but it’s heavy between my fingers. I want to drop it, or better yet, throw it.

      “Put it on,” she says.

      I shake my head.

      Judica narrows her eyes. “I want to see what happens when you put it on.”

      I shrug. “I didn’t do anything. I put it on, and it stayed black. I thought maybe there was something wrong with me⁠—”

      Judica snorts.

      I clear my throat. “But then, I guess I got a little mad about feeling that way. Suddenly, I felt this buzzing or humming feeling and then wham. Heat flew out of me and the picture caught on fire.”

      “Anger at me, then?” Judica asks.

      I shrug again. “Maybe. I don’t remember exactly.”

      Inara looks down at the black lump of stone in my hand expectantly. The same phrase keeps repeating in my head: This changes everything. What did Mom mean? The EMP changed everything? Or the fire? Either way, why would my reaction to the ring change anything at all? What did Mom mean, it has significance?

      I glance down at it, the ring I’ve seen every single day of my life, lights usually flickering in its depths on Mom’s hand. Now, it’s completely black, heavy, solid. A chill slinks down my spine and I suppress a shiver. I try to hand the stupid thing back to Mom.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this.” I shake it at her. The dead and lifeless stone fills me with an inexplicable terror, a sense of foreboding I can’t explain. The image of Lyssa, dead at Mom’s feet, floods my mind and I drop the ring. An ominous certainty that putting it on again will change our future forever grips me, and I hope it hits the ground and shatters. Which is highly improbable on the carpet.

      Mom snatches it out of the air before it even has a chance.

      She puts her hand on my arm and I glance up at her face, expecting her to be angry. Instead, her voice is small, quiet. “None of us know how much time we have left.” Before I can object, she continues, “But Judica’s right. I need to see you wear it again.” She places it into my unwilling palm.

      I shift from one foot to the other for a moment, but I finally slide the ring back on my finger, shoving down the inexplicable sense of doom. The stone still feels more like a burden than a treasure, like it’s loaded down with expectations. It remains dark again, and the sinking feeling stays with me. What is wrong with me? Why doesn’t it fill with simple, gentle light like it does for my entire family?

      Mom touches my arm again, and I expect something big to happen, something shocking, something electric.

      Nothing does.

      “Maybe you drained it, like it’s a battery,” Inara says.

      I close my eyes and think about the weight of the stone and suddenly I feel something faint in the back of my skull. Like a small cup is sitting there, slowly filling with liquid. That’s wrong, it’s not a cup, and it’s not liquid, but I can’t think of any better description for it. My shoulders tighten and my neck shivers.

      “What?” Judica asks. “What now?”

      Mom squeezes my arm. “Stay calm. If this has anything to do with emotion, we should tread carefully.”

      “What else do we know about this?” I ask. “I don’t want to freak anyone out, but a bucket in the back of my mind is filling and it’s near the top. I don’t know what happens when it overflows.” I try to pull the ring off, but Mom stops me.

      We all wait. The sensation that power is oozing into that space is odd, and I can’t explain it, not even to myself. But finally it stops. And the ring begins to flash with light as the power overflows the cup. Not the gentle rays of light that sparkle when it’s on Mom’s hand, or Inara’s or Judica’s. This is different. It flares and flashes like burning chunks overflowing the top of a contained fire. Mom, Inara, and Judica all stare at it, their mouths dangling open in almost the same fashion.

      “It’s gone,” I say. “I can’t feel it anymore, the filling sensation I mean. What do I do now?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No one knows. To my knowledge, no one else has ever done anything like what you did earlier.”

      “Maybe I haven’t either,” I say. “Maybe there was an attack earlier, a real EMP.”

      “The flash came from the ring on your finger at the exact moment of the EMP,” Mom says. “If nothing else, Occam’s Razor demands the assumption that you set it off.”

      I sigh. “You and your scientific postulates.”

      “It’s a principle, little dove, not a postulate.”

      Judica huffs.

      Mom ignores her. “Think about the light the ring is giving off. That’s coming from you. Even without any kind of electromagnetic pulse, that’s a very strong reaction, much stronger than mine has ever been.”

      “You’ve been wearing it for a long time. Maybe it’s excited for someone new.”

      Mom tsks. “First of all, it’s not alive. Don’t personify it. Secondly, I’ve seen lots of women wearing their rings over the past nine hundred years and I’ve never seen this reaction, including its reaction to both Judica and Inara a moment ago. They say the stronger the ruler and the purer the DNA, the brighter the light.”

      Judica growls, but Inara looks thoughtful.

      “That makes no sense,” I say. “The reaction should lessen over time if that’s true. Any way you look at it, the three of us are farther removed from Eve than you.”

      Inara clears her throat. “Unless God included junk DNA at the bottom of our strand. Perhaps the purest DNA requires a few deletions of extraneous materials. You’re seventh generation. Sevens come up a lot in the records and prophecies. It might be significant.”

      “Loads of empresses are seventh generation right now. Plus you and Judica are, too,” I protest.

      Judica balls up her fist, and her arm trembles. I know that look. She wants to punch Inara in the face.

      “Maybe you haven’t decided what you want to do,” Mom says. “Channel your thoughts into something. Give the energy, or whatever it is, a purpose.”

      “Okay. But what?”

      “Well, we know the sprinklers are working,” Inara says. “Why don’t you try and set your photo on fire. Then maybe Judica will forgive you for targeting hers.”

      I roll my eyes, but I don’t have a better idea. I focus on the picture of myself and will it to catch fire. Nothing happens.

      “It’s not working,” I say.

      “Failure is a choice,” Mom says.

      It’s her personal motto. Every time I said I couldn’t do something when I was little, I’d hear “Failure is a choice, Chancery.”

      I grit my teeth and look at the stupid portrait of myself reading. I stare at the useless, irrelevant kid who gets to sit around and read while the important people do stuff that matters, like weapons training, strategy, studying history of warfare, and diplomacy. I mean, I hate the idea of having to do all of that, but it sucks that I’ll never need to. I look at the girl in that portrait, her face unconcerned, her legs crossed at the ankle, flip flops skewed. Her life doesn’t matter, and the image is an accurate reflection of reality.

      My life doesn’t matter.

      I was born before Judica, but that’s not why Mom chose her. She chose my twin because I’m not good enough. I’m not the one Mom thinks is strong enough, not the one suited to rule. I’m too soft, too kind, and too weak. I focus on it all, on the ring I’ll never really have, the position I’ll never take, and the world I’ll never inherit. The power in that little cup flares to life, and the flashes from the ring intensify.

      I feed the flames with my anger and frustration, and then I push on it with my brain, clamping down on the bucket until the ring flashes again. Not like it did the first time, but darker, hotter, and sharper. The fireball that flies out of the ring heads straight for the wall and blasts a hole in it, burning a path through the right side of my mom’s closet.

      “Oh no! I’m so sorry!”

      I race into the closet before Mom can stop me, plowing right into the burning clothing. The flames lick against my skin, tasting my wet shirt and shorts. I stare at the mess I created with horror, willing the damage away. Then, just as quickly as the fireball burst out, I suck the flames back. The fire around me snuffs out and the ring bursts once and then scales back to smaller, less insistent flashes again.

      The plush, shaved ivory carpet under my feet is singed and smoke billows into the room in front of us. I glance around the closet and breathe in a huge, smoky breath, but at least the Marchesa for tomorrow was on the left side of the closet. I’m staring at it dumbly when Mom takes my arm and pulls me back, away from the closet. The sprinklers don’t go off and I wonder why.

      “No sprinklers?” I ask numbly.

      “I think you blew the generator,” Mom whispers. She slides the ring from my finger and gently pushes me toward her bed. Balthasar, Mathias, and Frederick burst in the room without even knocking.

      “What’s going on in here?” Balthasar’s eyes flash and he waves his sword in the air. “Give me the EMP, Enora, just hand it over.” He holds out his free hand. “You’ve blown the generator now. Unless there’s a backup generator no one told me about, we are screwed.”

      Mom sinks down on the edge of her bed with a sigh. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

      Balthasar’s face darkens. “You hadn’t thought of it!?”

      “I’m sorry. I promise there won’t be any more EMPs today. They’re kind of a single use thing and the last one has been used up.”

      Balthasar notices the closet and expletives pour from his mouth. I listen closely and make note of a few new ones.

      “That’s quite enough, Balth.” Mom grabs his arm and he pulls up short.

      He leans toward Mom and whispers, “Are you alright? What’s going on?”

      “I’ll fill you in on more details later. You’ll recall I asked for fifteen extra minutes. I’m done now. You can begin replacing circuits in the generator first and work your way out from there. I’m truly sorry for the confusion and frustration.”

      Balthasar opens his mouth as if to say something else, then rethinks it. He turns on his heel and marches out the door, dragging the others behind him. Edam turns and glances over his shoulder. Directly at me. His intense, deep blue eyes meet mine questioningly. The pulse from Mom’s ring didn’t burn through me that hotly.

      I break eye contact with Edam, and he jogs down the hall to catch up with the others.

      Once we’re alone again, I explode. Figuratively this time. “Don’t ask me to do that again, ever.”

      “No kidding, freak,” Judica says.

      “Judica, Inara, you may both return to your duties, but remember. Not a word about this to anyone. Ever. Chancery and I need to talk.”

      Judica stomps out the door, Death on her heels. Once he’s gone, Cookie crawls back out from under Mom’s bed and curls up near my dangling feet. Inara walks calmly to the door, and as she ducks out, she turns back and throws me a double thumbs up. “Very interesting development.”

      Normally that would make me smile, but with Lark decimating me today, and Lyssa’s execution, and now this, I can’t summon any humor. I’m hollowed out like a gourd.

      Mom wraps an arm around my shoulder and I collapse against her, sobbing. She hugs me close and lets me cry on her for the second time today. Eventually, my tears lessen. I gulp in deep breaths and sit up.

      “What do you need to talk to me about?” I ask.

      “For starters,” Mom says, “after my party is over and the guests have returned home, I’ll be drawing up new heirship documents.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “I won’t lie to you. I still think Judica’s better suited to ruling, Chancy. Nevertheless, you’re my new Heir.”
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      “Wait, I don’t understand,” I say. “So what if the stone reacts only for me? Why does that change anything?”

      “My ring is staridium.”

      I nod. “Yep, the stone cut from the mountain, I know. God barred Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden. Afterward, as a sign He still loved them, He broke a piece from the gate in the wall and gave it to them so they could find their way back.”

      Mom says, “Eve gave the stone to her youngest daughter, and then when Mahalesh’s daughters were on the brink of destruction, she gave each one a tiny piece of the stone and divided the earth between them to end the fighting.”

      “Except for Shenoah,” I say.

      “Correct. Mahalesh’s older sister by just one year was her dearest friend. Mahalesh gave the smallest piece of the stone to her. And she carved out a chunk of land for Shenoah, too.”

      “You know, if Mahalesh hadn’t given a stone to Shenoah, we’d be mahaleshians.” I tut. “Evians sounds much better, so I suppose it’s good that Shenoah was an amazing sister.”

      Mom raises one eyebrow. “Focus, Chancery. The point is that there’s a prophecy given by Eve herself that empresses do not often share. It predicts that one day, thousands of years after Eve’s death, one of her line will⁠—”

      “Isn’t everyone technically ‘one of her line’?”

      Mom’s not in a joking mood, judging from her scowl.

      “Sorry. One of the empresses will do what?”

      “This isn’t a joke.”

      I shake my head. “I know. I am sorry. It’s just hard to believe that any prophecy from thousands of years ago is really predicting anything that will happen, up to and including my strange reaction to a rock.”

      “Nevertheless, the prophecy states that an empress will reunite Eve’s descendants and regain admittance to the Garden. By so doing, this empress will obtain salvation for all mankind.”

      I try my best to look like I believe in any of this, but I have to ask, “Salvation? From what exactly? Avarice? Elitism? Too much perfection? Oh, I know. Overdose of preservatives.”

      Mom’s lips compress tightly. “Mother had lots of theories, but ultimately, we don’t know.”

      “Why’s this special prophecy such a big secret? Seems like keeping it quiet is a good way to possibly lose it.”

      “Shenoah and Mahalesh’s daughters agreed to keep all of Eve’s prophecies secret. Only the current empress of each family has access to them. I’m violating that rule to explain this to you.”

      I can barely force out my next question. “Why?”

      “For generations, as soon as she reads the prophecies, every new empress has believed she would reunite the families and claim the right to re-enter the Garden of Eden. I know I certainly did, and Mother’s journals confess she did too.”

      “And you think, somehow, I’m actually the one.”

      Mom’s expression is grim. “No one has ever succeeded in uniting two families for more than a few days.”

      “Clearly I was chosen for my strong leadership skills, my ferocity, and my deft political skill.”

      “You have depths you don’t yet fathom,” Mom says. “And hopefully you’ll have decades with me to prepare before you need to take over.”

      “I don’t even want to take over.”

      Mom slams her hand down on her dresser. “I don’t care what you want anymore. We have an obligation, and you may be the only person who can save all of us.”

      My eyes widen. Save the world? Me? By unlocking the entrance back to the Garden of Eden? Preposterous. “Do you even know where it is? The mythical Garden?”

      Mom shakes her head. “I thought it might be on one of the Hawaiian islands. After all, they’re perfect almost all year, but I’ve combed them, and Puerto Rico, and every other paradise I could seize.” She leans against the dresser. “No one alive knows where the Garden is located as far as I know. Eve, if she remembered, took that information to her grave. In fact, as the world has shrunk with new technology, I sometimes wonder whether it’s not more of a vault of sorts, holding only answers. It’s awfully hard to hide locations these days of anything with any decent size.”

      “Which means that even if I bring the stones together, it won’t help. We have no idea what to do with them.”

      Mom takes my hand. “Chancery, the prophecy identifies the queen who will reunite the kingdoms specifically.”

      As much as I want to dismiss her words, my heart falters. The EMP. The fire. The ring’s odd reaction. What if it means something? What if I’m suddenly expected to do things? Save people. An overwhelming sense of despair seizes me. That stupid rock chose the wrong sister. I can’t even save myself or my half-human best friend.

      “You may recognize bits of it. Eve’s original journals refer to it, and it’s referenced again in the few copies we have of Mahalesh’s journals. There are even obscure references elsewhere. Obviously someone couldn’t keep quiet about it and told their Consort, and so you see mention of it in public places too, like Isaiah chapter five. ‘And he will lift up an ensign to the nations from far, and will hiss unto them from the end of the earth; and behold, they shall come with speed swiftly... And in that day they shall roar against them like the roaring of the sea: and if one look unto the land, behold darkness and sorrow, and the light is darkened in the heavens thereof.’”

      “Umm. I’m pretty sure that doesn’t say anything about a woman reuniting the world, or a ring or an EMP.” If her prophecy is this obscure, I feel way better about my chances. I just need to convince her that it doesn’t say what she thinks it says. Bless prophets for being so obtuse all the time.

      My mom turns and gazes out her window at the waves crashing against the rocky shore, lost in thought. I wonder if my lack of understanding disappoints her. Am I already failing in my new role as Alamecha’s salvation?

      “Isaiah never makes any sense,” I mutter. “What does that even mean?”

      “You’re being too literal.” My mom turns back to face me. “Isaiah’s writings are about symbols. He was describing things he’d seen from so far in the future that although he understood them, no words he could have used would have made sense to the people at his time. How would you describe an iPhone to the early Jews? Or a helicopter? How about a nuclear bomb?”

      “Pictures might help.”

      “Be serious. An EMP wouldn’t even have done anything a few hundred years ago. It’s an electromagnetic pulse. It destroys electronics and wiring. I was born in a time so different from now that the people I knew then, my mother for example, would be utterly confused were they dropped here among my subjects today.”

      “How old are the writings you’ve got from Mahalesh? Wasn’t she born in 3226 BC?”

      “She was,” Mom says, “but they’re copies of copies at this point.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Are you at all worried that they’ve morphed?”

      Mom stares at her ring. “Do you know how the stone was broken? The stone cut from the mountain was whole when God scooped it out, one solid piece.”

      I hadn’t really thought about it. It makes sense, though. A shattered key seems pointless. “Did Eve break it?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No, Mahalesh’s sisters hated her, except for Shenoah, but Eve passed the mantle of leadership directly to her anyway. It was smooth. She received an intact key, a complete chunk of staridium that would grant her access to the Garden.”

      “Then how?”

      “As Mahalesh neared a thousand years of age, her five youngest daughters, born within decades of one another, fought bitterly for control over the earth and its people. Their discord broke her heart.” Mom turns toward the window and when she speaks again, her voice sounds sad, as though it isn’t ancient history to her. “Shenoah proposed a solution—split up the land. There was plenty to go around. But Mahalesh feared it would eventually be divided too far. She felt the division would need to be limited.”

      I knew this part. “Mahalesh couldn’t choose one of her daughters to rule. Shenoah suggested Mahalesh break the stone and give one piece to each daughter. Divide up the earth and let them each rule a portion to stop the fighting.”

      “You’re right,” Mom says, “but no one could break the stone, not by any method they tried.”

      “Then how?” I look at the ring.

      Mom whispers, “I’m not sure whether I believe it, but those were different times then. Amazing times, if the records can be believed. Mahalesh prayed and asked God to break the stone, to help her end the fighting among her daughters. She asked for peace among them before she died.”

      “And God did it?” I ask.

      “We assume so,” Mom says. “It doesn’t say. But in the next entry it speaks of how the stone was split among the daughters. Mahalesh gave the pieces out in order, with the largest piece to her youngest and wisest daughter, Alamecha. Thus your great, great, great grandmother became the Empress of the First Family.”

      “Do you think God broke the stone?”

      Mom shrugs. “I don’t know. Our family received Mahalesh’s actual journals, and I’ve read her first-hand account. The heads of the other four families have copies that were made at that time, and Shenoah’s line has her records.”

      “Do you believe we’re God’s chosen?” I ask.

      Mom shakes her head. “I wish I knew. I believe we’re God’s creation, and I believe God struck that stone. Even if He’s not very involved in our world now, He was then, and He may be again. Especially if what I believe is true. If you’re her.”

      “You think I can reunite all six stones?” I ask.

      Mom closes her eyes. “Mahalesh asked God to split the stone into five pieces, one for each of her daughters. God split it as she asked, but not into five pieces.”

      “I know, he split it into six.”

      “No.” Mom shakes her head. “The records report seven stones.”

      “Wait, what?” There are six families. One for each of the five daughters, and one to Shenoah the Peacemaker. My heart rate picks up.

      There’s another stone somewhere? Why? And where exactly?

      “We have the biggest stone, and we rule North America, the United Kingdom, Cuba, and Puerto Rico. The second, third, fourth, and fifth families are descended from Mahalesh’s older daughters in order: Malessa rules most of Europe, Lenora rules South America and Greenland, Adora controls most of the Soviet Bloc countries, Mongolia, Thailand, and Indonesia, and Shamecha rules the Middle East and India. Mahalesh gave each daughter a ring and a territory to rule. She gave the smallest stone to her sister, Shenoah, as well as the entire continent of Africa to rule. The Shenoah family, through Adika, still rules most of Africa today.”

      Mom’s stalling. I learned exactly what each family ruled and how they held each of their nations while I was still drinking from a bottle.

      “And the seventh?”

      “No one knows. My mother believed God kept it for Himself, to give to a worthy queen at the appointed time. My grandmother believed it never existed to begin with, that there was some kind of transcription error.”

      “What appointed time?” I ask. “When did your mom think God would award this extra credit stone?”

      “According to Mahalesh’s journal, God told Eve that the stones would one day be shattered. He told her that one of her descendants would be able to regain admittance into the Garden by uniting the families and their stones. Only this Empress could gain admittance.”

      “Can I see the actual prophecy?” I ask. “Or is that not allowed?”

      “Only I can enter the archive, but I’ll quote it for you.” She closes her eyes as if seeing the parchment in her mind’s eye. “‘In time of great peril, when the lives of women and men shall fail, the Eldest shall survive certain death to unite the families. She comes in a time of blood and horror, in a world overrun with plague and warfare. She shall command the stone of the mountain, be it small or large. Its power shall destroy the vast hosts arrayed against it. With the might and power of God, the Eldest shall destroy all in her path, and unite my children as one. Only through her blood can the stone be restored to the mountain. Together, with the strength of her strongest supporter, she shall open the Garden of Eden, that the miracle of God shall go unto all the Earth to save my children from utter destruction.’”

      The Eldest?

      “I always assumed the ‘Eldest’ referred to the empress who lived the longest. So far, that’s Eve, at nine-hundred and seventy-one years.”

      “Which means, you hoped it might be you.”

      Mom shrugs. “We’ve all hoped. Everyone wants to be special.”

      Not me.

      “But what if it doesn’t mean the eldest empress to live? What if it’s referring to something else? What if God knew we would start killing the older twin, and no “eldest” sister eligible to rule would exist? Until you.”

      “That’s a stretch,” I say.

      “Is it?” Mom throws her hands up. “It makes more sense than the eldest empress. And look at the other evidence. You commanded the stone today, and it destroyed the light. It’s talking about you, Chancery. Our people, and perhaps the whole world, will need you, and I don’t intend to fail them.”

      “The world isn’t overrun by blood, plague, or warfare,” I protest. “There’s no eminent destruction.”

      “Not yet,” Mom says, “but I very much fear it’s coming.”

      “What about all the destruction you and your rivals have caused over the years? Where was the salvation of the earth then?”

      “War, famine, plague. Those are commonplace. An apocalyptic event, something that could wipe out the evian race, that’s the real threat. Judica has been awful to you, but now I’m beginning to believe things happened as they did for a reason. You survived certain death to be here, spared by the most merciless of rulers. I deserved my reputation. I meant to kill you, you know, but I couldn’t. Something stopped me and I spared you, the eldest twin. And then you survived again, by sheer luck. Or possibly providence.”

      She’s referring to my ninth birthday.

      “Although I become more certain the prophecy refers to you with every breath, I think Judica serves a purpose too. I think she could become your strongest supporter. You may need her skillset to save everyone. I think, like Mahalesh’s daughters, my precious daughters need to make peace before they can unite the other families.”

      “That’s a nice hope,” I say. “But I’m afraid the only way Judica’s ever going to help me is into an early grave.”
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      “We may have to force Judica’s hand,” Mom says. “The more time you spend together, the sooner she’ll see what I’ve known for ages. Your many amazing qualities more than compensate for your weaknesses.”

      “Wait,” I say. “What does that mean?” I know I’m not strong, but it still stings to hear my mom throw out the words “deficiencies” and “weaknesses” like everyone knows just what they are.

      Mom sighs. “Right now we have guests arriving. We need to distract them long enough for their rooms to be prepared.”

      I follow Mom into her throne room, but I stop ten feet from where Lyssa fell this morning, cut down by my own mother. The white marble floor is pristine, not a single speck of red, or even a hint of orange. It could’ve happened last month, or last year. Except it didn’t. It happened today.

      And my best friend Lark is still locked away in a cell.

      “Chancery, come and greet our guests.” Mom’s command cuts through the fog in my brain.

      “Right.” Because none of them can know what evian life is really like. They’re merely the humans who serve us. The best, the brightest, and the only ones who even know we rule the world.

      I make small talk with the current US President, the Prime Minister of England, and a handful of powerful senators and justices, barely stumbling over my own words at all. But when Larena, Mom’s Chamberlain, pokes her head inside the throne room to let Mom know the guest rooms are ready, I breathe a heavy sigh of relief.

      “Can we free Lark now?” I whisper.

      Mom shakes her head slightly. “We have more pressing business, but I haven’t forgotten. I told Frederick to put things in motion.”

      I frown. “Put things in motion? How long will it take? Won’t people become suspicious?”

      “Timing matters, Chancery. And right now, we must begin other things. Something we’ll work on daily.”

      Mom drags me down to the family bunker where I practice setting off EMPs with her cursed ring. I guess a lead lined bunker encased in tons and tons of rock is the only place to limit the damage from my reaction to the dumb thing. It’s not exactly how I’d like to spend an afternoon, but it could be worse. I could be stuck hearing more petitions with Judica. I’m not very successful, only setting off three more over the course of more than an hour, but I do set the wall on fire. Twice.

      “As your great grandmother Corlamecha always used to say,” Mom says.

      I grumble. “Yeah, yeah, Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

      I guess she’d know.

      I reach the top of the ladder and climb out of the bunker and onto the ground. The giant banyan tree keeps the entire courtyard in front of Mom’s bedroom in the shade. I inhale deeply of the ocean breeze that whips across every inch of the small island of Ni’ihau. Being stuck hundreds of feet underground gives me new perspective on the value of fresh air. My mom presses a few buttons in a hidden keypad under a rock, and an enormous boulder rolls back into place without so much as a whir. I guess that means the iron in the walls of the bunker kept the newly-repaired electronics out here safe. Cookie and Duchess cavort around our feet, glad to see us again. Dogs aren’t allowed in the bunker.

      “Time for your training as Heir to start, little dove,” my mom says.

      I suppress a groan. “You haven’t thought this through, clearly. And do we need to start today, with all the repairs and leftover petitions and whatnot?” And Lyssa’s death, and my friend’s spirits sinking lower and lower in her cell?

      “Melodics was fine when you had nothing but time, but sladius is much more effective for making quick progress, and we need immediate progress. I’ll be making the announcement soon, which means it’s necessary to expand your instructor pool, yes.”

      “Wait,” I say, “you’re not training me anymore?”

      “Actually, I’m required at a meeting with Inara and Larena right now, so for today you’ll be training with an expert in sladius.”

      “Balthasar?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “He will be there, but he wants to see you in action before he begins training you himself.”

      “Then who?” I ask.

      “Judica.”

      My jaw drops. “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m not. You two are going to have to learn to work together, and there’s no point in delaying it. I already told Balthasar you’d be by around three o’clock. Change quickly.”

      I haven’t trained with Judica in almost eight years. Not since before our ninth birthday.

      “Sounds like a great plan. The only way this could be worse is if you told Judica you’re making me the new Heir.” Oh crap. “Which you will have to tell her at some point.”

      Mom nods. “But not today. We’ll tell her together, after my birthday.”

      “Phew. Because I’d rather she not know the first time you send me into a ring with her and tell her to whack at me with a sword.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Mom says.

      Easy for her to say. She’s not the clownfish being dropped in a tank with the biggest shark in Ni’ihau.

      “Your face has gone completely white. Don’t worry. You heal fast.” Mom’s smile is mischievous. “Accept the world as it is…”

      I grumble. “Or do something to change it. I know, I know. But do I really have to change it? I was fine with things before today. We need a new family motto. How about ‘be true to yourself.’ That sounds like a good one, probably because it’s so vague that no one understands what it means.”

      Mom laughs. “Go.”

      I wait for a moment to see whether she’ll change her mind, but when she glances my way, one eyebrow arched, I know she’s annoyed. I head to my room to change clothes and have to immediately throw open all the blinds. Repair crews clearly prioritized the guest rooms and haven’t reached mine yet.

      Cookie’s lapping at her water bowl and I’m lacing up my Merrells when there’s a knock on my door. I tie the bow on my second sneaker and walk over to answer. My heart’s working fine until I open the door. Then it flutters in spite of my Herculean efforts to keep it steady.

      It’s Edam, and for once, he’s alone.

      I usually have to avert my eyes so he won’t notice me studying his face. Or worse, so Judica won’t notice. I live among the direct lineal descendants of Adam and Eve. All of us have nearly flawless DNA. We’re the most perfect people on Earth, and every single one of us has unblemished features, clear skin, bright eyes, shiny, curly hair, symmetrical and well-proportioned bodies. Even surrounded by sparkling gems, Edam stands out. Strong, square jaw. White blond hair that practically shines. Deep, sapphire eyes over high, prominent cheekbones and rich, dark golden skin that glows. And when he’s standing this close to me, I have to crane my neck to see his face at all. Not that staring at his perfectly sculpted chest is bad.

      “Your Highness.” His intense eyes are trained on the ground.

      “We’ve been over this. Please call me Chancery.” My voice emerges high and squeaky, so I clear my throat. “You spent enough years on routine guard duty, taking your turn watching me scamper all over the island. I think the ‘your highnesses’ are unnecessary.”

      “Things were different then,” he says.

      It has been seven years since he was assigned to watch me, but the only real change I’ve noticed, other than his rapid rise in rank, is his dating status.

      “You know what? Call me whatever you want. I’d hate to cause a fight between you and your sweetheart.” I slide past him into the hall, Cookie on my heels, and slam the door shut.

      “Balthasar sent me to bring you to the arena.” He pauses. “Chancery.”

      His eyes meet mine, and my hands shake. “I know where the arena is. I don’t need a babysitter.”

      He bows stiffly, a quick bob of his golden head. “He wasn’t sure whether you were coming.” Edam glances at his watch pointedly. “It’s already three-eleven.”

      “Mom and I were caught up—” I gulp. “Well, I’m running a little late. I’m sorry.”

      I’m not sure how Cookie will react if I’m injured during training today, which I assume is a given, so I open my door again and signal Cookie to stay in my room. She whimpers, but she listens. I wonder as my rubber soled shoes squeak their way across the marble tiles of the hallway, how Annihilator, Lyssa’s wolfhound, is doing. Not that I can do much about it.

      Is Gray down with Lark? Or did they stuff her greyhound and Lyssa’s wolfhound in the same kennel?

      I barely notice when Edam falls in beside me. He doesn’t speak, and I have no idea what to say to him, so I don’t breathe a word either.

      We zig and zag around work crews replacing lights and circuits in the massive lobby. The entire palace has only one floor, but with twenty-foot ceilings, it looks two stories high from the exterior. It sprawls over most of the center of the plateau on the island, which gives us visibility on all sides if any aircraft, boats, or even submarines approach. With today’s technological advances, we could probably move somewhere with less visibility, but after today’s EMP, Mom will probably be less inclined to rely on tech than ever. She knows the five rival families will never stop vying for control, and Alamecha is at the top, which makes it everyone else’s number one target.

      Edam and I don’t have to walk in awkward silence for long, because the training arena is right around the corner from my room. One wall of the arena is composed almost entirely of glass so we should have enough light to train, even if the circuitry replacements haven’t reached this area. Judging by the lack of overhead lighting, they haven’t. I brace myself as Edam pushes the solid wooden double doors open and we walk through into the cavernous room. It’s a good thing I do, because I immediately see what the door was blocking, the only thing worse than Judica.

      Judica brandishing a broad sword.

      “Sister.” She glares at me from the center of one of the training rings.

      “Well met.” It’s a traditional evian response, but I don’t even try to sound like I mean it.

      Balthasar tosses something at me and I catch it by reflex, then stagger back almost into the doorframe from the unexpected heft. I’m lucky he tossed the sword hilt down or I’d have sliced my hand in the process. “I don’t really fight with a sword,” I say. “The challenge today was my first time to use one, actually. I prefer to work on target practice with a handgun, a bow, or a slingshot⁠—”

      “We’ve used swords for six thousand years,” Balthasar says. “Are you saying you don’t value tradition?”

      “Of course I do, but I’m suggesting that training should be tailored to a person’s strengths.”

      He scowls. “And after your pathetic display earlier, no one would ever mistake swordplay as one of yours.”

      My face heats. “I never claimed it was.” I lift my arm and groan from the effort. “And even if I had, this thing weighs a ton. I’d choose a lighter weapon.”

      “It is massive.” Balthasar selects another sword from one of the racks that line the back wall, an even heavier one, and holds it aloft. “Do you know why these swords all weigh a ton?”

      I shrug. “Because they’re made of metal?”

      He snorts. “Indeed, but the weight helps us. With our perfect muscles, if we exercise them properly, the weight isn’t burdensome for long and it increases our momentum. You may be good with a handgun, but do you have any idea how many bullets I can take without slowing down?”

      I shake my head. “Five? Ten?”

      “I’ve taken more than twelve without noticeably changing my speed. You want to stop a member of one of the pure evian bloodlines? You better have a sword. Chop off their head, sever their spine, or remove a limb, or they’ll keep hacking at you.” He slams the sword, point down, into the black mat that covers the arena floor. “Let’s not waste any more time. Your mother told me you’re competent with basic forms, but you haven’t spent much time integrating weapons into combat. Is that true?” Balthasar’s hair is streaked liberally with white, but his face is still unlined and the muscles in his arms ripple with strength as he crosses them.

      “The Empress is never wrong. I’m passable at hand-to-hand and projectile weapons.” I square my shoulders and step up into the sparring ring. He doesn’t want to waste time talking, huh? Fine. “Our cue will be?”

      Judica chokes out a laugh.

      Balthasar looks confused. “Your cue?”

      “Melodics uses cues.” Edam’s eyebrows are raised. “But surely you know that sladius doesn’t.”

      I will not blush. “I didn’t know that, but I won’t apologize for being trained traditionally. The Heir of Alamecha has been trained in melodics for six thousand years. You mentioned tradition as the reason for the sword.”

      Judica practically growls. “You aren’t Heir.”

      I shrug. She’s right, at least, as far as she knows. And I don’t want her to be wrong. “I’m sorry. I said the ‘Heir,’ but I didn’t mean the Heir so much as the children of the queen, as in anyone who is an heir.”

      “Melodics suck,” Judica says. “Everyone tossed them as a training method over a century ago when the first Sword Master not trained in melodics won the Centennial Games. Even Inara wasn’t trained in melodics.”

      “Melina was,” I say.

      Judica scrunches her nose. “You’re making my case for me.”

      I can’t quite keep my nostrils from flaring, but I don’t allow my heart to race. And I don’t clench my fists or grit my teeth.

      “Mother only indulges her nostalgia with you because you don’t matter.”

      “Mom has a reason for everything she does.”

      “Enough talking,” Balthasar says. “No musical cues, Chancery. Your mother instructed me to catch you up. Here we cross swords, sweep back and begin. On my mark.”

      Mark or cue, it’s all semantics. Something starts them off. They’re just being obnoxious.

      Balthasar claps three times, and suddenly I’m bringing my sword up to block Judica, who’s swinging at me with an ecstatic grin and a maniacal glint in her eyes. I duck and dive her blade a time or two, but those moves back me into the edge of the dais quickly.

      And she’s still slashing at me like a gas-powered weed whacker. I turn and block, the impact of her strikes shaking my entire arm. Since I received my first lesson at age five, I’ve never fought without musical cues, other than my match against Lark this morning. Thinking about my loss, Lyssa’s subsequent death, and Lark’s current imprisonment crushes any energy I had for this stupid exercise.

      I hate every second of this.

      I’m already sweating pretty badly when Judica slices my forearm wide open. Blood mixes with sweat and runs down my arm to drip on the mat. Red blotches stand out against the khaki colored mat like hibiscus blossoms.

      “Yield?” Judica asks, grinning like a feral cat.

      I step back against the wall for a moment and look down at the gash on my arm. The white of my bone gleams, distracting me, so I close my eyes and ignore the pain. I focus instead on the blood, the vessels, and the muscle tissue. I open my eyes and watch the miracle happen. I’ve always loved watching evian bodies in action, but healing my own injuries sucks. The distraction of the pain nearly eclipses the wonder. Even so, my muscles knit together, my skin regrows in front of my eyes and seconds later, my arm is still covered in blood, but is otherwise completely whole again.

      I look up at my sister’s triumphant face and I say, “Yield to you?” I think about Lark and how Judica didn’t even care that her mother died. How she fully supports all the horrible rules we evians live by. How she hates Lark for being half-human. “Not today.”

      She growls and hacks at me again. I clench my hand around the hilt of my huge sword and block. Several minutes later, I’m still on defense. I’m backing in tight circles while Judica thwacks away after me, occasionally nicking my hand, my shoulder, or my arm.

      “Melodics,” Judica mutters. “Mother’s a moron, and you’re even worse.”

      For the first time since beginning our session, anger overwhelms my sorrow. Judica may fight better than me in this barbarous way, obviously, but that’s not Mom’s fault. I’m angry with Mom for killing Lyssa and leaving Lark defenseless, but Mom didn’t have a choice. Mom always does the best she can. How dare Judica criticize her?

      I feint left, which my twin sees coming, but when she brings her sword in a sweep toward me, I step in closer to her and slam the pommel of my sword into her face. I try not to shudder at the crunch from breaking her nose.

      “Yield, sister?” I mock.

      She spits blood in my face and knees me in the gut. I double over in pain, focusing on healing my bruised rib while she repairs her face. Seconds later, I’m standing again, sword ready.

      “Why are you even here?” Judica whispers so quietly only I can hear. “Shouldn’t you be with Mom, gloating over your little party trick?”

      I stumble back. “Actually, just this morning I begged Mom to let me leave and live with Alora. I still want that.”

      I don’t know quite what I expected. Gratitude? In my wildest imagination, maybe even a hug, or a gentle smile? Judica never does what I expect, so I’m not sure why I thought she’d start now. Something I said got through to her, but not in the way I hoped.

      “I should thank you, then.” Judica isn’t whispering now. She’s practically shouting. “Is that what you want? My undying gratitude?”

      I’m in trouble. Judica was taunting me earlier, but she wasn’t angry, not really. She was having a bad day, sure. She was cranky, but she wasn’t angry. I’d been fighting a semi-pleasant Judica, or maybe even a nervous and unsure Judica, all without realizing it. Now, even through the blood smeared across the lower half of her face from where I broke her nose, it’s clear she’s pissed.

      Suddenly I’m fending off an angry bee, and I keep getting stung. She slices my right arm and then before I can heal it, my left. And my cheek, my left thigh. Each injury drains me, but she doesn’t let up, not for a split second.

      I successfully block a jab aimed at my right lung, but she’s so strong that the impact causes me to stumble backward. That’s when she takes her shot. She sideswipes me and kicks my knee cap. Pain from the shattered knee suffuses me as I crumple in a heap. I knew she was angry, but her next move is still a shock.

      Her sword arcs downward at full speed, aimed at my exposed throat. Time slows, and I realize she’s going to kill me, here and now. Evians heal from most anything, but not severed heads.

      Another sword stops her blade inches before it separates my head from my neck.

      It’s not Balthasar’s sword.

      Judica screams in Edam’s face. “How dare you!”

      “This is a training session, Judica, not a duel. You’re not supposed to kill anyone.” Edam pushes back with his blade playfully and Judica steps back, but the glare she gives him is not forgiving.

      He leans over me and offers me his hand. I knock it away because after that, I need to stand on my own. I inhale deeply and take the opportunity to heal all the slices and nicks my body hasn’t finished repairing. I wipe my hands, slicked with sweat and blood, on the remnants of my tattered jeans. I focus on my knee next, bringing the shards of bone together slowly and repairing the ligaments so it will hold my weight. While I heal, Judica cleans her blade dispassionately, not looking at all bothered that she nearly cleaved my head from my body.

      Balthasar finally speaks, spluttering a little as he does. “I certainly hope you were planning to stop your blade, Judica. You certainly knew this was a training session.”

      Judica smiles. “I guess we’ll never know.”

      “What’s your game here?” Edam stares at Judica, and cocks his head to the side, probably listening like I am to her smooth, steady heartbeat. She’s completely calm, non-plussed. My blood runs cold. Mom wants me to take the throne from her? Or even worse, share it with her? She almost beheaded me, and she’s not even agitated.

      Judica glares at Edam, a look I’m familiar with, and says, “I wanted her to see how unprepared she is for an actual fight.” She laughs and the sound makes the hairs on my arm stand on end. “Not that she needs the lesson from what I hear. Beaten by a half-human.” She spits on the ground.

      “I think that’s enough sparring for today.” Edam grits his teeth and crosses his arms.

      He and Judica are locked in some kind of unspoken conversation. It upsets me in a way I’d rather not study.

      Balthasar interrupts them, which I appreciate. “That’s not your call yet, my boy. You may instruct the rest of the men, but I’m still the Security Chief last I checked, which means I’m the only one who manages the Heir’s training.”

      Edam blushes and inclines his head slightly. “My apologies, Sir.”

      Balthasar’s steely gray eyes take in my state of bloodiness and soften just a hair. “Insubordinate or not, Edam’s right, Judica. I think you’d better call it a day.”

      Except I can’t stop, not now, not after she’s made fun of everything Mom taught me, and then proven her words by practically ending me. Judica can’t get away with calling Mom old, outdated, and past her prime. And as much as I don’t want to be here—even Mom only wants me as Heir because some rock reacted to me—I need to improve, and if I walk away like I want to, I’ll never be anything but the victim everyone sees when they look at me.

      Surely if Mom chose to train me in melodics she had a reason for it. There must be some value to my training and abilities.

      “No.” My voice wavers and my stomach ties in knots, but I remain firm.

      “No?” Judica scoffs. “You’re not done? That wasn’t painful enough for you? I didn’t realize you were a sadomasochist.”

      I raise my sword arm and turn to Balthasar. “She hasn’t defeated me. We’ll go again. On your mark.”

      This time, when he claps, I’m ready for it. I bring my sword arm back with as much enthusiasm as Judica. I was too busy the first time to listen for it, to feel the rhythm of the fight.

      I feel it now.

      When Judica attacks me, I hear triads, sharp, clear, and defined. I defend with a sweeping scale, ready for her. She may not know melodics, and we may be dancing without music, but she moves to her own song. Her melodic line’s choppy and confused. I breathe through my nose and monitor her movements until I sense the best melody for my attack. As I watch her jumping around, a pattern emerges and my avenue becomes clear. I begin with a simple run. A parry, a swipe, a jab. And then I show Judica just what our mom taught me. An arpeggio. An aria. Suddenly, she’s the one blocking, running, and backing up. I rage. I rail. She cowers, and I revel in it.

      Melodics are dead? Eat my blade, Judica.

      She almost does. I slide under her block and smash her toe with the heel of my boot. She winces and I slam the flat of my blade into her shoulder. She drops her sword and I kick it away.

      “Do it,” she says.

      “Do what?” I ask. “You’re unarmed. I’ve done it already. You’re finished.”

      “You haven’t even drawn blood. We’re just getting started.” She shoves herself against my sword until the end pierces her skin and blood oozes out.

      What is wrong with her? “Maybe for you this is the start, but I’m not that bloodthirsty.” I hurl my sword toward the corner of the ring, where it lands against hers with a clatter.

      “You’re a coward.” Judica leans back and I notice the wound she inflicted on herself has already healed. I’ve never seen anyone heal so fast. “You’re never willing to hurt anyone, never willing to inflict even a little pain.”

      “Pain’s overrated.”

      Judica laughs. “Spoken like someone who doesn’t understand it.”

      “And you’re an expert?”

      Judica’s eyes flash. “More than you’ll ever understand. But here, let me offer you your first lesson.” My only warning is a flash of silver near her ankle before she rams the knife up to the hilt into my stomach.

      I fall backward and land on my butt. Of course Judica keeps a concealed blade. I’m awash in pain now, but I have enough sense about me to know I need to pull the knife out before I can heal the damage. When I try to yank it out, Judica leaps above me, covering my hand with her own, and twisting the hilt. My vision blacks out and my body begins to shake.

      “Enough.” This time it’s Balthasar who pulls Judica away.

      Edam yanks the knife out of the gaping hamburger meat that used to resemble my stomach and lifts me up. He wraps an arm around me to keep me upright. “Are you okay?” he asks softly. “Did she puncture anything major? Should I call Job?” Pain rolls outward from my stomach in waves, but his hands on my shoulders still draw half my attention.

      Judica snarls at me as Balthasar pulls her toward the back corner of the room. I ignore them and focus on my stomach, filling holes, repairing the torn and sliced bits. I push the pain back, one second at a time, and clench my fists until the worst recedes.

      “I’m fine.” Despite my words, I don’t pull away from Edam and he doesn’t release me. He’s staring down at my face when I finally look up. I’m healed, but the process has drained me right down to my bones.

      “I think I’m done for the day,” I mumble. I’m not sure I can stay on my feet without help.

      “I was wrong,” Judica says.

      I’m not expecting an apology. After years of trying, of hoping, of forgiving, I gave up completely on ever being the recipient of Judica’s remorse long ago. I should ignore her proclamation and walk out, but since I can’t walk, I turn toward her.

      Besides, Judica has never admitted she’s wrong before, so her declaration piques my curiosity. “About what?”

      “You’re not a coward,” she says.

      “No?” I’m actually surprised. She never retracts insults. Maybe my comeback actually impressed her.

      “No.” She smiles at me and something inside me I thought long dead surges.

      Hope.

      Is she sorry for what she did? Does she realize she went too far by stabbing me after our sparring ended? Maybe she regrets being so cold and cruel over the years. Maybe she wants me to forgive her. Maybe shreds of compassion exist in the inner parts of her heart. Perhaps there’s a shred of hope she might be willing to help me, to support me.

      Her smile grows cold and I know. A split second before she speaks again, I realize nothing has changed.

      “Cowardice can be overcome,” she says. “Cowards sometimes grow backbones. You’re not a coward, and you’ll never change. You’re weak, just like our father was, and you can’t fix that, no more than a housecat could age into a tiger. Even in utero, Mother knew I was the strong one. She knew you were too small, too kind, and too weak to rule Alamecha. Nothing will change that. Nothing.”

      I just healed a broken knee, a gash on my arm that cut to the bone, and the damage from a knife being twisted inside my gut. Even so, her words hurt worse. It’s not even her hatred or contempt that sting. I’ve become so accustomed to those that they have no power over me now.

      But.

      What she said this time is true.

      Mom chose Judica over me without hesitation or delay. The only explanation is that she saw something in me, even as a baby, that was lacking. In seventeen years, I’ve never heard a single soul express the sentiment that Mom might have killed Judica instead of me. It was always me she spared, and it was always me who was doomed to die. My innate deficiency is the one wound my perfect body can’t heal. Because if I hadn’t ever tried on her ring, even my own mother would still think I was too flawed to take her place.

      And everyone knows that Enora’s instincts are never wrong.
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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