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      A warm breeze skims my body from toe to tip and sends something rustling around my head.

      Not something. Tall grass, almost taller than I am when standing. It’s the tall grass I spent the Haze in.

      With my mate!

      I squeeze my eyes shut, not ready to see him yet. His arm must be the warm band across my stomach, the only thing blocking me from the morning breeze. Well, warmish. Last night, I thought he was hot as a fire, but something about sleeping outside must have cooled his skin. That’s hardly a deal breaker, after everything my siblings have been through.

      There were so many people at the party last night. Delegations from all over came to gawk at the reunited—sorry, celebrate the name blessing of the twin princes. Kingdoms I’ve only ever read the names of managed to send a representative or two.

      Or maybe the man draped across me isn’t one of the boring nobles I spent the whole night avoiding at all. Maybe the Goddess knows I’m not built for a life of state dinners and stiff diplomatic greetings. One final scandal to end the line of Solberg siblings, and one I wouldn’t mind a shred.

      I saw almost nothing of him last night. Until now, I sort of thought everyone was lying when they talked about how little you can perceive during the Haze, but I don’t know anything about him other than his coat. Deep brown or black, impossible to say. That, I suppose, and his smell. Candace could tell me his pack from that alone, but she’s got the sort of nose people write songs about.

      For now, I let my mind wander. I picture a tall, dark, handsome prince from a far-off land, mentally push him aside, consider a sooty soldier or day laborer. Someone who has stories, who’s lived a life. Who does something real with their hands rather than sitting around thinking pompous thoughts all day?

      An artist, maybe. I never really wrapped my mind around sculpture, but there is something visceral about it that seems to match the intensity with which my mate handled me last night. Like he’s used to grabbing the world and making it what he wants.

      I run my thumb over the tender spot high on my left breast. The ridges of the final mark are still developing, but I can try to read them with my fingers.

      No. I overheard Finn and Xandra talking about a compromise between traditions—there aren’t tents, like there would be in Dun’s Crossing or many other kingdoms, but there are clothes on the path back to the palace. I wriggle out from under my mate’s arm, trying not to wake him without opening my eyes. I’ll grab us clothes so we don’t have to immediately run away if he’s the embarrassed type.

      The sculptor in my mind is the opposite, but the Goddess can only do so much for me.

      I push through the evidence of our night together–hair, fur, and dried sweat on the ground. The grass finds tiny slivers and slashes it left in me last night, but I care as much now as I did then. I’ve found my mate. He could be anything, anyone, and he might make me perfectly happy. I didn’t realize how much of an improvement that could be over “pretty damn” happy until last night.

      I hum the melody I’ve been composing for a few weeks, my fingers itching for my lute. After last night, I know exactly what the ending needs. I was trying to keep the whole piece too light; that was why it felt unfinished. It needs a bombastic conclusion, a climax of sound that will leave listeners feeling emotions they weren’t sure they could feel. That will be perfect.

      Avoiding pockets of other murmurs, following trails already trampled in the high grass, I find my way to a table piled with robes. I didn’t even look at him enough to know what size he might wear. He seemed much larger than me last night…

      I grab two simple undyed robes of the exact same size and hurry back the way I came. If he really is my other half, he’ll find this hilarious. I’d like to start our life together laughing. I’ve never really gone in for superstition, but that seems like a good sign.

      Finding my way back is as easy as walking a straight hallway. His smell is impossible to miss, impossible to wander away from. I feel more like a fish on a line than someone navigating pathless grass.

      When I reach him, he’s still asleep. The morning sun makes his skin glow, though the grass casts strange shadows, turning it more gray than the soft brown I think it truly is. His arm is flung over his face, and he lays half on his side, but hair the same brown-black as his coat flows past it. Short hair—that rules out a number of kingdoms, including Moonlight Beach.

      I clear my throat. “Good morning.”

      Nothing. A heavy sleeper. Certainly not the worst problem, but irritating right now.

      I kneel next to him and set the robes aside. “Um, hello?”

      Still nothing. I’m finally ready to look at him. Can’t he wake up and look at me?

      “Hello?” I grab his arm and shake it a little. “Goddess above, you sleep like the dead.”

      I shake his arm harder, and it finally moves off his face.

      If I could take a breath, I’d scream, but my lungs are brutally empty. I open and close my mouth uselessly. Am I trying to say something? What is there to say?

      My mate, the man who is supposed to be my other half, who I spent one wonderful night with and have never really looked at, isn’t just sleeping like the dead.

      He is dead.

      My hands shake as I drop his arm, but it doesn’t fall back over his face. I wish it did. His eyelids are swollen and nearly crimson, like they’re about to burst with blood. Purple veins crawl out from them, almost down to his mouth. His lips are what make me realize the cast to his skin isn’t just shadow. Lips I remember being rosy last night are now somewhere between gray and blue, with a single spot of dark gore at the center.

      Did I kill him?

      No. There is no way. Or, if something I did is the cause, it was going to happen soon anyway. Last night was primal, unrestrained, but it wasn’t dangerous.

      Something else must have happened. Someone else. I don’t recognize these symptoms, but I’ve seen veins like this before. The wolfsbane scar Estrella will carry for the rest of her days doesn’t look completely dissimilar.

      But why now? Why wait until I was asleep in his arms?

      Why leave me alive?

      I shiver and pull one of the robes on, even though I know I’m not reacting to the cold. Someone was here. They did this.

      Or this place or something inside him. It just can’t be me.

      I gather my knees to my chest and hug them. My bite aches more than a bruise should. It’s the deep throb of real pain I should’ve noticed before waltzing off to grab a silly joke he’ll never laugh at. I search for his mark, even though I know it’s on the side of his neck, still cradled between his shoulder and the side of his head. Not seeing it is almost like relief.

      At the very least, it’s enough to let me take what feels like my first breath since I moved his arm. I need to do something other than just stare at him. Eventually, someone will come looking for us. The longer I wait, the worse…something will probably be. I gnaw on my thumbnail.

      Who is he? Parts of his face look familiar, but it’s almost impossible to tell with all the swelling and discoloration on his face. It doesn’t help that everyone was perfectly polished last night, and the man in front of me now is a rumpled ruin. Numbly, I reach out and stroke dark hair out of his face, as if that will make a difference.

      Some kind of product sticks to my fingers. The sort of thing that would help hair stay up and together.

      And I know who he is.

      Prince Amval Som. The stuffed shirt, who had no sense of humor and still made sure to tell me he didn’t think I was funny. Joli’s oldest brother.

      Oh, Goddess.

      Candace. I can ask Candace for help. She’ll know what to do.

      But she’ll have to tell someone else to be able to do it. King Andri still insists Hollis commands the army, and Candace doesn’t want it enough to fight him for it, so he’s the only one who can order their guards around. And as much as I love her, she doesn’t have the stomach for this. I don’t even know what I’d ask her to do without help.

      I yank my hand back, squeeze my eyes shut, and mind-link Finn. “I’m in trouble.”

      He takes a few minutes to reply. Apparently, raising twins hasn’t made waking up in the morning any easier. But he’s the only person I can trust with this who’s tough enough to take it, the only one who’s here and has the power to handle it. Who I think will handle it the way I want.

      “Trouble?” he asks sleepily.

      Everything I know spills out in awkward phrases. The Haze, the robes, the man who’s dead. My mate. I still haven’t stopped staring at him. The body that was once him.

      “Shit,” Finn says when I’m done.

      “I don’t want anyone to know, I whisper. That I was… that he and I….”

      I can’t say it. No one ever gets a second mate.

      “I’ll organize a discovery as soon as you’re gone,” Finn says immediately. “Vedran can help you hide the mark while it develops.”

      I can hear Xandra in his voice, and I want to be glad he found her, but that just makes it impossible to breathe again. Something vital has been sucked out of the air. It doesn’t matter how much of it I suck in. My lungs are starving.

      His scent, I realize. It’s fading.

      I break the link with Finn before he hears the choked noise that drags out of me. My mate is disappearing in front of my very eyes. I need a minute before I can skulk off and pretend this never happened.

      “Prince Amval?” someone calls.

      I flatten myself to the ground and then rear back up when that brings me too close to his destroyed face. Goddess, what I wouldn’t give for one memory of it, not in the ballroom and not like this.

      “Amval?” they yell again. A woman, I think, but too young for his mother and too old for Joli.

      It doesn’t matter. Anyone looking for him is a problem. I need to get up and leave. This isn’t the discovery Finn is probably currently planning, but it’ll do.

      I will my legs to stand. My bite screams at the idea of leaving the only place I had him.

      The grass parts, and I turn.

      Another of the Som sisters. Something with a K. She looks from me to Amval, horror growing in her amber eyes.

      “Amval!” she shrieks.
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      When Kieran and Raven claimed the kingdom, I watched the news spread through the castle windows. It started slowly—just a few dark specks of people in the roads. But those specks swirled, collected more to their cause. Like a cloud of gnats in the forest, swelling and pouring through the streets until I couldn’t even see the stone underneath them anymore. That was when the cheering reached us.

      Kieran’s name, chanted over and over again. Louder and louder.

      That was also when I stopped watching. I was glad they weren’t swarming to take revenge on the man who killed their king, but that kind of power is always terrifying. It makes you feel small.

      Small might be the only way to describe how I feel right now.

      The princess’s scream punctured the warm quiet of the morning. After the first flock of birds took flight, there was a moment of silence where I thought I might escape without the whole world knowing what happened.

      Then, the grass parted, and the first pair of blushing new mates joined us.

      There are at least a dozen now. Some are holding hands and clinging to each other. Some stand apart, clearly caught in the Haze last night but alone this morning. I must have stood up at some point because I’m just one of a crowd of identical robes.

      “Just send someone,” I tell Finn through the mind-link. “Quiet discovery is out of the question.”

      I’m sure he replies. I’m sure he says yes. I don’t listen.

      The princess—Kaloni, I’ve learned from the murmuring crowd—clings to Amval’s body, openly weeping. I can just barely see her through the field of shoulders, her dark hair falling over both their faces.

      My bite aches hollowly. She’s the one who deserves to be at the center of this moment. I’d rather be back here, one of the many. Even if that is the man who could have been my mate. The Goddess may have picked him out for me, but I didn’t know him.

      Hell, I didn’t even like him last night. Before the Haze, at least. My fingers burn where I touched him after I realized. Like I stole those moments from Kaloni, or Joli, or anyone else who actually knew and cared about him.

      He’s a stranger to me.

      A fated stranger who died in my arms.

      “Is Lightning Cape at war?” someone mutters next to me.

      “I didn’t think so,” someone else replies, “but I heard some remnants escaped Tansy Beach before they reunited.”

      “Do you think that was the girl he was found with?”

      “Maybe.”

      I stare at the trampled grass. How long will it take the grass to recover? How long will everyone walking past here have to remember what happened?

      How long will it take me?

      A man in a loosely tied robe pushes through the crowd. “Excuse me. I don’t have any of my tools, but I am a healer.”

      “He isn’t—” Kaloni breaks into another sob.

      The man kneels beside her. “I understand, but I may be able to tell you more about what happened.”

      She peels her fingers back from Amval’s arm. The bone-white pressure lines fill sluggishly with blood again. Some late arrival yelps in surprise or disgust as his face lolls toward the watching crowd. My stomach churns.

      As the healer studies the body, I think about leaving. Just taking a few steps back, slipping away, leaving an empty spot in the cluster no one will think twice about. I’ve done it a thousand times. In this chaos, it won’t even be hard.

      My feet don’t move.

      I beg them to. Nothing good can come from watching Kaloni’s matching eyes water, studying the way she gnaws on her matching lips. It only lets me wonder if he did that, or if he noticed that she did. The way she’s clinging to him implies they were close. How close? Was he close to all of his siblings?

      These are all the kinds of questions one usually asks about someone they’re getting to know. But there’s nothing to know here. That door is closed, and the only open window leads me far away from here.

      Another woman shows up—a familiar one. Lieutenant Hana, now one of Finn and Xandra’s chief advisors.

      “The Luna and Alpha send their regrets,” she says. “May I see?”

      Kaloni gestures vaguely. The man already kneeling beside Amval looks affronted.

      “I am already at work here, madame.”

      “Lieutenant.” She squats beside him, ignoring everything else he said. “I assume you’ve checked for rashes?”

      The way he turns red tells everyone around that he absolutely hasn’t yet. Murmurs, followed by a few quickly covered laughs, dot the gathered crowd. Kaloni looks accusingly in the direction of the laughers.

      I clutch my robe and pray she doesn’t realize how small the one I brought for him is. He wouldn’t have found it funny, I know now. Or I suspect. His parting jab implied he has a sense of humor, somewhere. Just maybe a bad one.

      My mark throbs. What am I doing? Taking jabs at a dead man’s sense of humor?

      Take a step back, I tell myself. Just one.

      A third woman enters the ring at the center of the crowd, claiming to run an apothecary. She, of course, has her own opinions about what might’ve happened, and she’s happy to announce them without even getting within a few feet of Amval.

      “A curse,” she declares. “The new Luna and Alpha didn’t have this land blessed properly before they began construction, so it is cursed.”

      Hana scoffs. “I was at the blessing.”

      I don’t hear what the third woman says. It doesn’t particularly matter. Hana has to be who Finn sent; she’ll keep the situation under control, make sure no crackpots like the curse lady get control of what’s going on here. I can leave. I should leave. This is in the hands of people far more equipped to deal with it now.

      But I can see the sunlight in his hair. Just that, now, with how the crowd is shifting. It’s the only part of him undamaged by whatever happened, and Goddess above, it’s beautiful. I know why I couldn’t tell whether his fur was brown or black—it seems like every other strand changes color, like the striations in rich, dark wood. It’s warm like wood, too, all the brown and black tinted just slightly red. I know, even from here, that it’s been soaking up the morning’s heat. When I touched it, I could barely feel my hands, but stroking through it would be like petting a cat that was dozing in the sun. Nothing more peaceful or homey.

      I shut my eyes and take a deep breath. Foolish. His scent is nearly gone, between the endless drag of time and how many other people are here. Evidence of our one night together, trampled. My lungs seize and choke on nothingness.

      I’ve never even had a fucking cat; I just pet the ones in the stable sometimes.

      Someone pats me on the back. Words of support whisper through the air—empty ones, like Isn’t it awful? Or I can’t look either. A scream builds in my throat. I don’t belong here. I’ve got no real right to that body on the ground. But if I don’t, none of these complete strangers with their platitudes and their hungry eyes certainly don’t. At least I touched him once. At least I might’ve cared about him. At least he was my only chance at true love.

      “If it were an insect sting,” Hana says with aggravated patience, “don’t you think we would have found a stinger?”

      Somebody splutters a reply. I manage to take a step back.

      It’s like growing wings. I turn on my heel, ready to run.

      And I see Joli. She looks younger than she ever has, the four years between us stark in the roundness of her shocked face. She deserves more than to be just one of the swarm.

      My feet carry me over to her. She looks up at me, expression unchanging.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “For what?”

      For being here. For not leaving when I had the chance. For ever coming out last night.

      “For him.”

      “So it’s true.” Her words are as dull and hollow as the ache of my mark. “Kaloni said, but….”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. Mother taught me all the right things to say at times like this, even the ones in her home kingdom when she was sure Father wouldn’t overhear, but they feel worthless now. I was Joli’s age when Father died, but I’ve never lost someone I really loved.

      Only people I could have.

      Joli doesn’t brush me off. She just stares blankly through the crowd. I wonder if she can see his hair, if she’s thinking about how much it looks like her own. I am.

      “It shouldn’t be like this,” she says.

      “It’s bullshit.”

      She shakes her head. “No—well, yes, but—Amval, he shouldn’t be a curiosity like this. In Lightning Cape, you don’t poke at bodies. You keep them somewhere cool and dark until the spirit is released into the sky at their funeral.” Her eyes water. “He deserves his privacy.”

      For the first time, I think I understand a little of what Candace sees when she looks at me. Responsibility hits like a lightning bolt. I can’t fix anything that happened, can’t scrub this mark off my skin or return to the moment before I saw his swollen face. But I can fix this for Joli—for all the Soms. And then I’ll leave them alone.

      I take her hand, lift my chin, and shout, “Hey!”

      Every head turns toward me.

      “This man was the Crown Prince of Lightning Cape.” I march forward, pulling Joli with me. “We may not be on their land, but their laws dictate that he needs to be protected, not inspected.”

      Shock is a powerful weapon, I’ve learned. The crowd parts. Joli stumbles the first few steps, but quickly, she falls into rhythm. Tears streak down her face, but she holds her head almost as high.

      “I volunteer as intermediary between Moonlight Beach and Lightning Cape,” I declare. “Everyone else, go about your mornings. Somewhere else. Information on his service, if it is public, will be made available.” I glare at the people around me. “Later.”

      Shock carries them into wandering away, heads bent together as they talk. Joli and I reach where Kaloni and half a dozen healers, apothecaries, and other attention-grabbers sit with Amval’s body.

      “The order to disperse includes you all,” I say.

      Hana nods at me and begins hauling the first man to his feet. Clearly, he is going to be the hardest to dislodge. Between her soldier’s bearing and my refusal to budge, the pokers and prodders all leave.

      Mostly. I can see Hana a few feet away in the grass. I’m going to need her for what comes next, and she knows it.

      Joli throws herself onto the ground, grabbing at Amval and Kaloni as her tears flow freely. I crouch beside them, far enough away that I can’t touch him even by accident.

      “People arrived so quickly,” Kaloni says thickly. “It was all too overwhelming to speak up.”

      I don’t look at him. I can’t. “Joli said something about the cool and dark?”

      “Yes.” Kaloni offers me a wobbling smile. “We have caves in our shoreline which keep our dead safe while still allowing them to taste the wind.”

      I haven’t even had time for a tour of Moonlight Tower yet, but I saw a pile of spades speared into a massive mound of dirt behind the stable when we arrived. They’ve been digging. “Would underground work? No wind, but he’ll be safe.”

      “That is all we can truly ask.” Kaloni seizes my hand. “Thank you.”

      “Anything for”—him—“an ally.”
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      Hana deposits Amval’s body in the large, empty hollow below Moonlight Tower. Right now, there’s no way of knowing whether it’s going to be a dungeon, cellar, or both. The crowd of Soms—two parents, seven remaining siblings—look around at it with tired eyes. Maybe they’re thinking the same thing. Maybe they’re just comparing it to the seaside caves at home.

      If I could see them, would I understand more about Amval?

      Of course not. No one would learn a thing about me walking through the Solberg family crypt. There are no answers in this death.

      King Iraj clings to his wife, Queen Zephira’s, hand as she murmurs a prayer over the body. All nine of them stand quietly over their tenth. No answers there either.

      But answers have to be somewhere. Things like this don’t just happen.

      I sidle over to Hana. “Will there be an investigation?”

      The corners of her mouth tug down. “Yes.”

      She looks at Amval, not at me, and I realize what has to happen. Because I didn’t escape in time. Because Kaloni found me with him.

      There will be an investigation, and I am the very first suspect.
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      “Can we get you anything else?” Xandra asks, looking between me and Beta Sahin, the slab of staunch Lightning Cape muscle standing in the corner of the windowless sitting room Hana escorted me into.

      She’s doing her best under the circumstances. At her insistence, I have a full plate of breakfast I haven’t been able to touch yet and one of my own dresses to wear. The king’s Beta vetoed a bath, which means the remainder of Amval’s smell still clings to my skin. The charcoal feels more like an omen now–not ready to burn again, already burnt out.

      I shake my head. What I want is a bed to sleep away the day. Maybe a few days. I don’t have the answers they’re looking for, and that doesn’t change anything.

      “Then we should get started.” She sits in the armchair across from me and crosses her legs, displaying the masculine pants under a skirt that barely hits her knee at the front. It was my idea, but she wears it better than I dreamed. She looked good in the dresses in Tarrin, but she never looked comfortable. “You were found with Prince Amval’s body.”

      “I know,” I reply. “I was there.”

      She offers me a tired smile. Every expression is tired now. Apparently, the twins are much less cherubic when not dressed to the nines and half asleep. “How did you come to be there?”

      “Bad luck?”

      Sahin tightens his grip on the sword at his belt.

      “I’d like to know how you do under interrogation after a couple of hours of sleep and discovering the potential love of your life is dead in your arms,” I spit.

      His eyebrows shoot up.

      “This is not an official interrogation,” Xandra says, sharp and fast.

      Technically, nobody knew we were mates. Nobody other than Finn, and judging by her attempt to cover my slip, Xandra.

      Now, all of Lightning Cape will know.

      “Is it correct to say you were caught in the Haze and drawn to Prince Amval?” Xandra asks gently.

      I huddle back onto the couch, away from my breakfast, and nod. Interview, interrogation, it doesn’t matter. It’s only a matter of time before my mouth runs away with me.

      “Did you mate?”

      Memories cascade through my mind. They felt like the beginning of something. A chance to be happier than I’ve ever dreamed.

      Foolish. I am more than happy enough.

      Xandra nods. My silence is enough of an answer. “Did he seem injured or ill?”

      Leather creaks as Sahin tightens his grasp again. Xandra sighs.

      “I am sorry. We don’t have an official policy for this yet, so they are allowed far more latitude over the investigation than I would like for them to have,” she tells me through the mind-link.

      Out loud, she says. “Did he seem injured?”

      “He seemed whole and uninjured.” I spear the Beta with my gaze. “Trust me. I made a very thorough inspection.”

      He grimaces at me, but his orange-brown eyes slide away from mine. I smile grimly. He should feel at least as shitty as I do.

      Or should he? For all I know, the king’s Beta wasn’t the distant sword Father’s was to me when it came to Amval. He could be grieving something like a nephew, maybe even something like a son. All I know is that King Iraj said he would supervise, and Sahin appeared instead.

      I pick at my thumbnail. It’s slightly less obvious than chewing. If I had my lute—

      I’d look like the guiltiest person alive, plucking chipper tunes as my sister-in-law asks me about my dead mate.

      Xandra clears her throat, jarring me from my thoughts. “What about sickness? Did Prince Amval seem ill?”

      “I don’t think it would’ve shown during the Haze if he were.” Last night, I felt unkillable, all instinct and adrenaline.

      Xandra nods. Even Sahin has the decency to look like he believes those words coming out of my mouth. He must have a mate.

      “Did you see anyone strange?” Xandra asks.

      I hear Anwen’s voice in the back of my head, telling me to lie. I know I didn’t kill him. Everything would be much easier if I sent Xandra and all of Lightning Cape off on some wild goose chase for a mysterious figure in the night, a murderer for them to pin all their hopes on.

      But then I’d never know the truth.

      “I didn’t see much,” I say. “Certainly nothing obvious.”

      Xandra is too good at politics to actually frown, but her brow puckers for a heartbeat. She was hoping for a different answer. Maybe she was hoping I’d lie, too. “All right. I have to ask about the morning now.”

      Sahin leans slightly forward, and I realize he thinks I did it—whatever it is. Since he has a mate, he knows it would be nearly impossible to do during the Haze itself, so he figures it happened in the morning. He thinks there are going to be holes in my story, that I’m going to slip up.

      Shit, I’m almost glad he’s here. If this whole not-interrogation is Xandra gently asking me questions….

      This way, I have an enemy. Someone to prove myself against. And that beats thinking about my burning, dry eyes or the hollow ache in my chest any day.

      “As best I can tell, I woke up after it was done.” I unfold myself and sit forward, making my testimony right to Sahin. “He was…already cooling.”

      Xandra closes her eyes, almost wincing. Sahin looks away from me. He doesn’t want to hear this in this kind of detail—but if he wants to suspect me, he can endure whatever I damn well please.

      “But not longer after. His scent was still thick in the air, and it dissipated as the morning continued.” Details slot into place in my memory, details I barely noticed that become clues in retrospect. “The grass was trampled in two directions away from where we were, the way I came from and the way he did.” I blink slowly as realization dawns. On human feet, alone as I got robes, I didn’t trample more than a blade. “A person could’ve reached us without leaving a trail. Or a wolf could’ve followed one of our paths.

      Sahin coughs, but I can hear the incredulous snort anyway. He thinks it’s convenient that now there’s a way for someone else to get to where we were. Xandra pats my knee, encouraging me to continue, but I don’t need it. Those paths seemed damning until a minute ago.

      “His face was covered, but he had an arm over my waist,” I say. “That’s a strange way to fall asleep—unless someone positioned him like that to make sure I would discover he was dead in the most dramatic way possible.”

      “Lightning Cape can draw its own conclusions,” Sahin rumbles, the first words I’ve heard him say in a while. There’s a jagged edge to them, like he’s just waiting to be able to kill me.

      He’ll have to wait. I’m onto something, and I know it.

      “I’m a heavy sleeper. Everyone knows that.” I stand slowly, staring at Sahin.

      Xandra’s comforting hand on my knee has become a restraining one, suggesting firmly that I sit back down. I compromise on staying where I am instead of storming across the half-decorated room. By the tightness in her face, it’s not the compromise she would’ve chosen.

      “Lightning Cape knew nothing of you until we found you beside our fallen prince,” Sahin replies.

      “Unlucky, then, that he happened to die beside someone so unlikely to wake up while he did.” I study the towering Beta. He has maybe six inches on me, but he’s less broad than Father or Kieran. The emphasis on riding and magic makes all the strongest in Lightning Cape slightly leaner than those in other places. He is armed, certainly extremely magical, and furious, judging by the clench of his jaw. But is that defensive anger? “Where were you this morning? Who else is being unofficially interrogated? I spent last night with Prince Amval, it’s true, but I missed an awful lot of last night.”

      Xandra squeezes my leg, begging me to stop. I know my mouth is way out ahead of my thoughts, about to get me into trouble again. But I can picture Sahin creeping through the night, looming over the pair of us, ripping away everything the Goddess just promised us.

      He opens his mouth to reply, his eyes narrowed.

      Someone knocks on the door. We all turn as Hana steps in.

      “Apologies, Luna Xandra.” She bows. “I’ve been talking with the other…healers who saw Prince Amval’s body before it was sequestered, and we believe we’ve come to a conclusion about what might have happened.”

      Xandra stands, blocking me from Sahin. He has the good sense to turn toward Hana, even if his eyes gleam like he thinks I’m about to be caught.

      “Tazi, from Lightning Cape, actually made the connection.” Hana inclines her head toward Sahin, making me dislike her for just a second. I thought she was above politics. “We think it was the Carmine Pox.”

      Sahin’s face drops. His warm skin turns an unpleasantly familiar gray.

      “Goddess above,” Xandra mutters, going pale. “The twins?”

      “Safe.” Hana glances at me. “They’ll be kept far away from any infection.”

      Infection. He was sick. There’s no conspiracy, no second set of tracks to be looking for. Just the worst luck imaginable.

      “Wait, infection?” I ask.

      “The Carmine Pox takes two forms,” Sahin says somberly. “One is passed through the air and is highly contagious. Some decades ago, it nearly destroyed Lightning Cape, Tansy Beach, and Whaleberry Harbor.”

      “And the other form,” Hana says, “is carried in the blood of the few who survive.”

      “Alpha King Notu, Prince Amval’s grandfather, carried it.” Sahin lowers his head. “His abrupt death in the night made Alpha Gavin’s overrunning of our kingdom all the easier.”

      Everyone in the room looks shaken by the revelation—everyone but Xandra, who seems slightly comforted by the reminder that what happened to my mate might have been a quirk of his family, nothing that could affect her twins.

      Just a quirk. Just luck.

      Just on the night we first met.

      “I am so sorry to have put you through this,” Xandra says suddenly.

      I look around for who she’s talking to and discover she’s staring at me.

      “As am I.” Sahin bows shallowly. “The Carmine Pox kills without warning and without impetus. Please, accept my apologies on behalf of all of Lightning Cape—and my condolences for your loss.”

      I open my mouth and close it again. My head hurts from how fast everything changed. Sahin can’t have switched so quickly—a moment ago, he looked like he wanted to run me through.

      But there aren’t any answers in their faces, either.
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      In the end, Raven comes to find me.

      The Carmine Pox seem to be magic words. Xandra disappears with Hana, presumably to check on the twins and make sure the inherited form hasn’t somehow turned into something worse. Sahin offers me a final, apologetic nod before stumping out. And then I just sit there.

      Where else should I go? I doubt there’s anywhere in this castle that isn’t talking about Amval or me, and if somebody asks me about it….

      I’ve just been cleared of murder. I don’t particularly want to put myself up for suspicion again by committing one in broad daylight.

      So I’m still sitting on that same damn couch when Raven knocks softly then pushes the door open. Vespera dozes on her hip, her tiny, peaceful face the exact opposite of Raven’s worried one.

      “Everyone has been looking for you,” she says.

      “I was never lost,” I reply.

      She steps in, shuts the door, and sits on the couch beside me. A few inches away. She always sits like that with us until we pull her closer, like there’s still a tiny part of her waiting for us to call Mother for crossing the invisible lines that dictated our childhood. I’ve spent years pulling her across them now.

      Not today. My hands lay still in my lap.

      “I am so sorry,” Raven says.

      Those words have lost all meaning much faster than I would have anticipated. I just stare at the far wall. A portrait leans against it, not yet hung up, but I can see where it will go over the mantel. I can also see that the painter didn’t accommodate for the changing light while he worked. If I had a brush, a palette knife, and a few hours, I could fix it. That, and the shadow of a very unpleasant-looking mustache he gave Finn. Maybe I will once everyone is done apologizing to me.

      “After I woke up next to Kieran—”

      “He was dead?”

      She flinches. “No. Of course not.”

      “After you woke up next to Kieran, you realized the Haze could tell you secrets that would otherwise have been kept your whole life.” I snort. “That it unlocked potentials you never could have imagined. What potential have I unlocked, other than being pitied for the rest of my life?”

      She bites her lower lip and strokes Vespera’s head. “Kieran has a plan for how to keep you away from the worst of the gossip.”

      “Until when?”

      “I know you’re distraught right now.” Raven reaches out tentatively and sets a hand on my knee.

      My chest aches. It could be my mark or the fact that I still barely feel like I can breathe. She hasn’t reached out to me yet. I’ve been waiting for this moment, trying to coax her into it. And right now, all I can think about is that I want her to leave me alone.

      “I’m not distraught.” That’s the Goddess-honest truth. I have no idea what the word for this feeling is, but distraught seems humiliatingly small and selfish.

      Her frown deepens. “I would be devastated if I were you.”

      “I think I might just be tired,” I say. It sounds as true as anything else.

      “All right.” Raven helps me to my feet. “We will get you back to your room, and you can rest.”

      Lying down doesn’t sound awful, but I don’t want to leave this room. “I’m missing something.”

      “It makes sense that you would miss him, even after—”

      “No,” I say. “Something here. Something with the Carmine Pox.”

      Raven stares around the half-decorated room. “The Carmine Pox is here?”

      She’s not terrified like the other three were. Maybe it’s because the plague didn’t reach us. Maybe it’s another gap in her knowledge, left over from all the tutoring she didn’t get. Either way, she doesn’t have any answers for me.

      And maybe I just think they’re here because this is the last place I mattered to this story. Lightning Cape has their answers, and they have Amval’s body. They don’t need me.

      “No.” I take a step toward the door, and exhaustion shrieks through me. I didn’t even realize I was tired. “It died with him.”

      “I’m so—” She closes her mouth around the apology before it can escape. “Come on. You and Vespera can nap together.”

      I stroke my niece’s soft, pale curls. Maybe.

      Raven shields me from the lingering eyes that chase us through the halls. Just as I expected. If I’d tried to go anywhere without her, I would’ve been swarmed. Half of these people were already supposed to be gone. They’re only still here for the gossip, a look at the princess with a one-day mate.

      Not even one day. I didn’t get to wake up next to him alive.

      Halfway there, Eva joins us. She squeezes my hand once, apologetically, but she has the decency not to say the words.

      Instead, she says, “When I heard you were on the move, I thought you could use extra protection. I’ve cleared the next few halls already.”

      “Where’s Candace?” I ask.

      Eva scowls. “King Andri had a meeting set up for this morning, and he insisted Hollis and Candace attend. She sent me.”

      “At least I’ll never have a father-in-law like that,” I mutter.

      Raven flinches again. Eva’s less surprised.

      “I spent my whole life engaged to someone who mated with someone else,” she says. “And now I still don’t have a mate. You can survive, even be happy without what the Carmine Pox took from you.”

      It’s better than apologies, but her words set a bell ringing in my head. No, they make me notice it. The bell has been ringing since Hana appeared.

      Why do I know the name Carmine Pox?

      We enter the hallway every Solberg in this castle is sleeping on. Eva kisses me on my cheek and promises Candace will come as soon as she can. I nod vaguely. The Carmine Pox. I don’t know it from here; I know it from a long time ago.

      Raven takes the hand Eva released and ushers me into the room she, Kieran, and their children are sharing. With Moonlight Tower still barely finished, there’s not enough space for privacy. Kieran sits on the floor, stacking blocks with Altair, but he jumps up when he sees us.

      “I am so sorry,” he says as he enfolds me in a hug.

      If Eva was still here, I’d look at her. She had the right idea, running away after she caught Candace and Hollis together. I bet she got some of this when she went home, enough to know what my look meant, but not nearly as much.

      But Kieran is warm. He’s solid. He doesn’t let go, even when I can’t find my arms to hug him back, and my eyes sting. He smells just a little bit like Father.

      Altair and Vespera are lucky. They’re getting one hell of a dad.

      “I thought, after Finn and Xandra, our bad luck was broken,” he says.

      “I like to break the mold.” I disentangle myself from him. My legs are exhausted, and standing is becoming a chore. I drop onto the couch and look at Altair’s wobbling stack of blocks. “Is that Moonlight Tower, Tai?”

      He nods with a huge smile. No one told him. “Papa said I make next one.”

      “Next Moonlight Tower?” I don’t glance at Kieran. I don’t care how worried he and Raven are. I just want to talk to someone who doesn’t know, even if he still pronounces Moonlight moo-nigh.

      “No!” He giggles. “Next home tower!”

      Yet another reason Altair is sometimes my favorite family member—he’s got the best dreams. I figure if I encourage enough of them the next Alpha of Dun’s Crossing might manage to be interesting.

      “Ingrid,” Kieran says.

      “What?” I offer Altair a block. “What else is there to say?”

      “The Goddess gives us the people She does for a reason.” He sits next to me. “I wish you’d gotten him for longer, but there’s still a reason why all this happened.”

      My leg twitches. I want to kick over Altair’s tower and ask Kieran if there’s a reason why that happened. I want to chuck the block in my hands at my brother’s skull and ask how he feels about fate now. None of them have any idea what this feels like. At least Altair isn’t pretending.

      “Carmine Pox,” I say.

      Kieran blinks, looks at Raven. “What about it?”

      “You know it?”

      He nods slowly. “I wish I didn’t.”

      “Did you have it?” If he was sick for a while, that could be why I remember the name. It’s so fuzzy—I wouldn’t be surprised if it were attached to something that happened before I was born.

      “Thank the Goddess, no.” He stares into the fire. “It never really reached Dun’s Crossing.”

      I finally look at him. Too much emphasis on that really; he’s leaving something out.

      He white-knuckles a block. He’s looking at the fire, but his eyes are still, like he’s not really seeing it.

      The way he always gets when someone brings up yet another crime of Father’s that he doesn’t want to talk about.

      And I know why I know the name.

      This is burning clove, Mother says in my memory on one of our many afternoons in her garden.

      I grab for it with chubby hands—I was too young to know just how many of her plants would kill me just by touching them.

      Careful. It comes from my home kingdom, and it’s not very nice. A cure that bites the healthy with what it cures.

      Years later, I laughed off the rumors Father had poisoned the king of Lightning Cape with everyone else. He, of course, died of the Carmine Pox.

      It was just unlucky that the last burning clove plant in Som Palace, the only thing that would’ve healed him, disappeared a few months before he needed it.
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      Thud…thud….

      Only the spike of pain through my skull tells me that’s my head–hitting the bottom of… something. I blink my eyes open, but such total blackness meets them that I try twice before giving up.

      Where under the sky am I?

      The last thing I remember is….

      My mate. Impossibly beautiful in my arms, moaning underneath me. The memory of her scent, ink and violets, clouds my nose as my throat throbs.

      That must be my mark. I try to reach for it, to feel its shape, but something scrapes against my raw wrists, and I hiss.

      Thick, fibrous rope. Holding me in place.

      I have been kidnapped.

      Slowly, I breathe in through my nose and then out again. Mother and Father trained me for if this ever happened. The blackness over my eyes must be some kind of blindfold or cover. It reeks of old produce—likely a bag, then. The same rough fabric sandpapers my body, some kind of robe. I test moving one of my legs and find it free. Not a total surprise. The rope around my wrists is thick enough to resist the explosion of a shift for at least a short while, but there is no way to bind human ankles that holds in wolf form. The thudding must be the rhythm of a cart or carriage.

      How long has passed? How far away am I?

      There is only one way to know.

      “Hello?” I call.

      The cart slows. “We are miles from anyone. There’s no use in yelling.”

      “I wasn’t planning on yelling.” There are two ways to deal with a kidnapping—give them no reason to kill you until your ransom is paid or escape before they can kill you. Both require patience and politeness. “I was just curious if you would tell me where we are.”

      The person—man, I believe—driving the cart snorts. “We just crossed the north border of Lightning Cape.”

      Rogue territory. It used to be some kingdom or other, but when King Gavin’s attempts to overtake it stalled, it fell into chaos. There really is no one to yell for—or at least, no one who isn’t just as likely to try to sell me to the highest bidder. I am alone.

      My mark throbs.

      Oh, Goddess, what happened to my mate? I twist as carefully as I can, feeling out the space. Hay juts into my unbound ankles, but I’m the only body back here.

      “Thank you,” I say as evenly as I can. “I see no reason why we have to make this unpleasant.”

      “Of course you don’t,” the driver grumbles.

      That voice…I recognize it. Barely, through the muffling of the bag over my head and my own whirling thoughts.

      “Yalim,” I say slowly.

      The answering silence is deafening.

      “You’re a member of the palace guard.” I can picture him. Narrow face, horrible little mustache. “You had a son this year, didn’t you?”

      Still no answer, which makes me even more sure I’m right.

      I sit up, shoving the implications of one of my own soldiers carting me away in the night to the back of my mind. That’s a problem for after I’ve gotten myself free. “Take the hood off. As you said, we’re completely alone, and I already know your face.”

      Yalim sighs.

      A heartbeat later, light floods my vision. I shade my eyes with my bound hands and try not to wince. My whole body groans, my head worst of all. If we’re already so far, he’s been driving me for nearly a day.

      “How did you knock me out?” One of Father’s best negotiation tactics—don’t ask what you suspect, ask the question after it.

      “Some powder,” he says. “I don’t know. It was at the drop point with instructions.”

      I smack my lips. My mouth is drier than a sand dune and tastes faintly of copper. Goddess above, I should have paid more attention when Mother worked with us in the apothecary.

      “You were hired, then?” I ask.

      Yalim scoffs as my eyes finally adjust. Exactly as I expected—thin face, mustache that makes him look like he skinned a squirrel and slapped it on his upper lip. I scratch at my own stubbly cheek and try not to grimace at the sight of him.

      Instead, I turn to our surroundings. He doesn’t seem to be lying. Scrubby forest lines the narrow path we’re traveling on, just as it should at the northern border of the kingdom. A howl issues up from somewhere far away, only to be answered by a pair of others. That sounds like rogues.

      Yalim doesn’t flinch at the sound. He is more than confident.

      Perhaps that’s down to the sword on his belt, counterbalanced by the dagger on his opposite thigh. Or the fact that with my wrists bound, I can barely create a stiff breeze.

      Still, I try. The wind picks up, tousling Yalim’s dark hair.

      He flicks his hand, and it dies. “Nice try, but I have my full capabilities.”

      Under my breath, I curse Father for making powers a requirement of military service. Our army is small, affordable as we rebuild, but extremely powerful.

      Including against their own crown prince.

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      “A little peace of mind,” he replies.

      I frown. “From me?”

      He laughs, long enough and loud enough that I wonder if I could club him with my bound hands and seize control of the horse pulling the cart before we crash.

      “If that was all I wanted, I’d ask,” he says finally. “I wouldn’t have to pay for it in blood.”

      A chill ices down my spine. That doesn’t sound like the words of a kidnapper. That sounds like an assassin.

      There are two ways to deal with an assassin: escape before they kill you or die.

      “You could ask,” I say, hoping he can’t hear the new edge to my voice. “I’m sure I’d grant it.”

      “But then I’d have to tell you.” Yalim’s laughter this time borders on hysterical. “I’ll take my chances with the deal I’ve got. Stop talking.”

      I stare at the back of his head, at the swiftly disappearing path past him. He must have a place in mind, or he would’ve stopped by now. But we’ve already entered lawless territory, so it can’t be far.

      My aching thoughts stumble over each other. Whatever he drugged me with was far from restful. I may as well have been awake the whole ride, except then I might have actually learned something.

      Slow breath in through my nose then out. Father’s voice overlays the old mantra in my thoughts, teaching it to me eons ago. Mother just told me to be brave, but Father understood. He remembered being prince, albeit second in line, before the years he spent hiding from King Gavin’s men.

      I barely noticed Yalim, other than his mustache. He’s a dutiful soldier, not one that tries to be personable with us or climb the ranks. He doesn’t ask for special assignments. And he’s always worked in the palace, as the presumed son of some minor lord lost when Gavin attacked.

      So he has no practice guarding his words. He’s already told me everything I need to know, if I can just think hard enough to remember what it was.

      What doesn’t he want to tell me?

      Not the identity of the person who hired him, though I have no doubt someone did. It seemed more personal than that—only his own problems would make him sound hysterical. He has a young son, but killing me doesn’t help him at all. There is a reason Yalim is a palace guard, not a noble. He almost couldn’t be farther from the line of succession.

      “All right.” He nudges the horse and leads the cart off to the side of the road. “This is the spot.”

      “Why this spot?” It looks the same as every other inch of this abandoned road—and any conversation might buy me the extra seconds I need to convince my sluggish brain to work.

      Yalim hops off the driver’s bench with a sigh. “It’s where I met my mate.”

      “No better place to kill your prince?”

      He shakes his head. “That was a joke, Your Highness. It’s a random spit of land no one will ever look twice at, deep enough into rogue territory that no one will ever be here to consider looking twice at.”

      My retort is lost in him grabbing the rope between my wrists and yanking me out of the cart. I stumble so I don’t fall on my face.

      Two ways to deal with an assassin. I’m not out of options yet.

      Yalim leads me to a tree and then forces me to my knees in the dirt, facing the trunk. “If you stay still, this will be nice and clean.”

      Something hot growls in the pit of my stomach. I test my bonds again. They hold for a little bit after I shift, but I don’t need my paws to tear his head off. I’m not just going to sit in the dirt in front of a man known throughout the palace for nothing but his awful little mustache. I am not going to die on my knees.

      “Will a clean death clean your conscience?” I snap.

      He sighs, surprisingly tired. “I messed that up ages ago. This is just payment.”

      Wind shifts behind me. I might not be able to wield it right now, but I still feel it like my own skin. That’s his sword coming free from its scabbard. That’s him hefting it up behind him. A slight pause as he judges the angle.

      “I am sorry,” Yalim says as he swings.

      The wind whispers when to move. At the very last second, I roll out of the way, and his blade bites deeply into the trunk. Wood chips fly, but I barely notice them. I lunge for the dagger sheathed on his thigh, grab it with both bound hands, and shoot to my feet.

      Yalim tugs weakly on his sword as I press his own dagger against his throat. When he feels the press of cold metal, his eyes flutter shut.

      I snarl, “I’m not interested in apologies.”

      He clings to his sword, almost leans on it. “I understand, Your Highness.”

      He’s resigned.

      And I realized exactly what I was missing.

      All his talk about deals, payment, his refusal to tell me what he wants peace for—Yalim is being blackmailed into doing this.

      “You have two options,” I spit, momentum carrying me forward more than anything else. “Either I can kill you where you intended to kill me, or you can run, and if you ever return to Lightning Cape, I won’t bother trekking all the way out to rogue territory.”

      I hope he chooses to run. He was forced here as much as I was.

      Then, I follow the line of his sword in the tree. If I hadn’t moved, he would have decapitated me. He might not want to be here, but he is a dutiful soldier.

      He exhales shakily against my blade and opens his mouth to answer.
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      Raven insists I eat something before I lie down, so I stumble through half of a loaf of bread before leaving for my room next door. The walls are thick enough that I can’t hear Altair playing anymore—nor can I hear the worried conversation I’m sure Kieran and Raven are having about me right now, judging by the looks they sent each other as I left.

      I flop onto the covers and stare up at the ceiling. The bread sits heavy in my stomach. Sleep sounds like a chore now.

      Father murdered Amval’s grandfather in the exact same way. That cannot be a coincidence.

      My lute calls to me from the corner of the room. I always think clearer with it in my hands, so I roll out of bed and grab it. My left hand slides into the slight indentations on the neck, worn from use, and my right dances over the familiar strings. The sun has warmed it like I’ve already been holding it for a while.

      Before I think about it, I start playing that air I was working on. The one my night with Amval inspired a new end to. My mark aches.

      Maybe Amval’s grandfather had the Carmine Pox in his veins. He must have for the ploy to have worked in the first place. Otherwise, the poison would’ve sparked a new wave of fear, one that would’ve made the remains of Lightning Cape’s royal family going into hiding together too dangerous to even attempt. But Mother wasn’t shy about how pleased she was to “still be living in her homeland.” Sometimes, she referred to the annexation of Lightning Cape as her favorite wedding present. And after Kieran took the throne, I heard a pair of soldiers talking about how bizarrely easy that campaign was, implying that they now suspected Father had done something to make it that way.

      I set my lute down. In a few days, maybe sooner, everyone here will scatter to their respective corners of the globe, and any chance I have to get to the bottom of this will disappear. When have I let rumors trap me in my room? I can be exhausted when I get home—or when I have answers.

      I hurry out of my room and turn down the hall away from Kieran and Raven’s door.

      Attention follows me. I hold my head high and tell everyone who tries to stop me that I’m too busy to talk right now. Well, everyone but the staff, and I stop them more often than not. Anwen was always so proud that he knew all the secret passages in Solberg Castle, but I would’ve told him that was a waste of time if he’d ever asked. Sneaking around is far more effort than being one of the only people who treat the staff reasonably. They know secrets that Anwen couldn’t even dream of—partially because he only knows about a third of their names.

      At the price of a few more so sorries, I learn exactly where Joli is staying. If anyone would want to know what I’ve remembered and dive into this with me, it’s her. As I walk, I hum Amval’s song. It’s a bruise-like ache, and poking bruises makes them more used to the pain when you inevitably smack them against something. Better to get used to it now.

      The moment I step into the corridor the Soms are sleeping along, I realize my mistake. The stone walls are garlanded in funereal black and gray. Ribbons of the colors hang on every door. All the usual sounds of a castle die at the threshold, like even noise respects this family’s grief. It reminds me of Estrella’s family’s rooms after King Isai was assassinated. Somber, but overly so. A tactless attempt to support someone going through something so private where privacy is impossible. At least Kieran had the sense not to put up banners indicating the exact spot where all the grieving people were.

      And I don’t belong here. This is real grief. I want to solve this, whatever it is, out of respect for what might’ve been. Not what was.

      There is no what was, other than a scar I’ll carry over my heart for the rest of my life.

      I turn on my heel and leave, still humming. The more I poke the mark, the faster I’ll get used to the pain.

      “Are you free yet?” I ask Candace through the mind-link.

      “Not yet,” she replies. “I’m so—”

      I cut off the link before she can finish. Even if she’s just talking about being busy, I don’t want to hear it.

      My feet carry me all the way to the twins’ nursery. Maybe Hana will be there. She’ll have more information, maybe even be willing to listen to me.

      Or I just want to stop hearing apologies, and the twins can’t talk. Only the Goddess knows.

      Lieutenant Sime flanks the door with another soldier, and he nudges the woman to let me in wordlessly. Normally, I’d try to make him break his usually severe expression with some joke, and he’d call me Vivian like he still doesn’t know my real name.

      Today, I just slide past him into the nursery. Lucian lies in one of the matching bassinets, and Alden squirms in Finn’s arms.

      “I didn’t know you’d be here.” I take a step back. “I can go.”

      “You can be anywhere you want today.” He nods to Lucien.

      I scoop up the fair-haired twins and wiggle my fingers in his face. He burbles sleepily. “Xandra seemed worried about them.”

      “We both were, but Hana seems sure it was the inherited version of the disease. Apparently, it strikes faster.” He shrugs.

      I should’ve tracked Finn down first. He’s the only one who wouldn’t be scared to actually talk to me about this. And this happened in his kingdom—he has the right to make everyone stay, if he wants.

      “I don’t think it was,” I say.

      He goes still, curled around his son. “You think it’s contagious?”

      “Goddess, no. I wouldn’t be here if I did.” I stroke Lucian’s thin, pale hair. “I think it was murder. Poison.”

      Finn exhales slowly. “That’s a relief.”

      “Right, I’m really glad someone murdered my mate in my arms.” It’s hard to keep my voice quiet enough not to startle Lucian.

      “Not—” He shakes his head, bouncing Alden to keep him happy. “I’m not glad he’s dead. I’m glad there’s no plague.”

      “I’m less glad due to the murdered in my arms situation.”

      “I know it was bullshit timing—”

      “Oh.” I look at Finn, who only has eyes for Alden suddenly. “You don’t believe me.”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” he says.

      “Then tell me what kind of murder has good timing,” I reply.

      He starts pacing, pretending it’s for Alden’s sake. “I just think this would probably be a lot easier if you had someone to blame—someone you could put your hands on, not the Goddess.”

      I could put my hands on him, but I’m not going to say that with Lucian in my arms. No one knows what babies remember, and I won’t let my nephew grow up hating me just because his father is a bastard. “I understand. You think I’m delusional.”

      “I think you’re fucking heartbroken,” he hisses, trying not to wake Alden, who is just starting to fall asleep in his arms. “And I think you should do whatever you need to make that easier, but I’m not going to turn my new kingdom inside out over it. Hana says he was sick. I trust her.”

      I bite my lip. Hard, harder, until I taste blood. If Finn’s not willing to listen, I don’t have a chance with Xandra. I stroke Lucian’s head one last time, then set him back down in his mountain of blankets and pillows.

      “When I’m right, you’re going to feel extremely foolish,” I say as I leave.

      “If you are, I—” The closing door clips the end of his sentence. I hope it was that he’ll let me rub his face in it forever. I intend to when I prove I’m right.

      After leaving the nursery, though, I have nowhere to go. Xandra will align with Finn on everything, and Estrella isn’t even here. There are other people I’ve had rare pleasant conversations with, but they’re few and far between—even if I could be sure they weren’t in on whatever plot I’m trying to uncover.  Eva is much more Candace’s friend than mine, and I can’t imagine anything that would make my day worse than getting roped into birdwatching right now.

      I find an unfinished window overlooking the sea, not the grass, and plant myself at it. The Windy Ocean lives up to its name—frothy white waves crash one after the next, on the shore and farther out. The swirling gray water makes more sense than anything else right now. I watch the shifting sun change color on its surface.

      Finally, Candace says, “I’m free!”

      I tell her where I am, and she rushes up to me a few moments later. My mark gnaws at my skin. I shoot to my feet and throw myself at her.

      All day, ever since I found him, this is what I’ve been waiting for. I shake in her arms. I don’t even know what I’m feeling, what I’m thinking. My best friend is here. That’s all that matters.

      She rubs my back quietly until I get enough control of myself to pry free and sit back down. Instead of apologizing, thank the Goddess, she waits for me to talk.

      “I think Amval was murdered,” I blurt out.

      Before she replies, I babble every scrap of evidence I have—and it’s not much. But I cling to her hand anyway. If anyone will listen to me, it’s Candace.

      When I’m done, she takes a deep breath. “If you’re right… wouldn’t that make you the primary suspect?”

      “Maybe, but I know I didn’t do it.” I shake my head. “I need to find the truth.”

      She rubs her thumb over the back of my hand. “Lightning Cape isn’t exactly known for long, thought-out investigations. Having an answer, even a wrong one, might be enough for them.”

      And I have no evidence. And I’ve been wandering around, humming to myself, when the rest of the family is in mourning. And my parents committed the original poisoning, which means I would know how to do it.

      I stare into Candace’s hazel eyes, begging me to let this go. She is right. It would be safer if I did, and I know that’s all she wants for me.

      But my mark groans in my chest. The Goddess does everything for a reason. Maybe She gave Amval to me because I’m the only one who would get him justice.

      Alone, if I have to. Again.
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