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Daphne


From where Daphne sits in the little-used parlor in the north part of Eldevale Castle, she has a perfect view of the main gate. All morning while she sips her tea, people have come and gone. A mail carriage, a produce wagon, several dozen courtiers on horseback off to shop on Wallfrost Street or hunt in the woods. Each time anyone approaches the gate, Daphne sits up straighter, but each time she slumps back again, disappointed.


“Something’s wrong,” she says aloud, stirring her tea and tearing her gaze away from the gate just long enough to glance at Cliona and Violie. The three of them have been sitting around the small table by the window since breakfast, Cliona and Violie chatting and Daphne pretending to listen. If she were less distracted, she might find herself bemused at what fast friends Cliona and Violie have become despite how different they are—Cliona the privileged Frivian lady secretly working for the rebellion her father is the head of, Violie a common-born Bessemian maid who’d been secretly working as a spy for Daphne’s mother until her allegiances changed. If Daphne were less distracted, she might even be unnerved by their friendship. After all, not long ago, Daphne considered both girls her enemies.


Not anymore, but Daphne is far more accustomed to having enemies than friends, so the adjustment is taking some time.


“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Cliona answers with a sigh. “But something tells me you aren’t talking about King Bartholomew’s plan to move the court to Notch Castle a month ahead of schedule.”


That distracts Daphne for only a second before she shakes her head. “The winter has been unseasonably warm, as I understand it. Perhaps he means to enjoy the weather better.”


She looks out the window again as two armored guards ride through the gates. Alone.


“Beatriz should have been here by now. She should have been here two days ago,” Daphne says.


It’s been a week since Daphne used stardust to speak with her sister in Bessemia, and Beatriz said she was on her way to Friv. She was taking a more circuitous path than Daphne followed when she left home to come to Friv—Beatriz had to in order to avoid their mother, who would surely be looking for her—but even allowing for delays, she should be in Friv by now.


“Any number of things could have delayed her,” Violie says, setting her teacup down. No, Daphne thinks. Not Violie. Even in her own thoughts, Daphne should think of her by the alias she’s living under, and as far as most of Friv knows, the girl sitting across from her isn’t Violie, she’s Sophronia—Daphne’s other sister, who was murdered by a mob in Temarin. Daphne needs to get used to calling her by her new name—or at least Ace, the nickname Violie had as a child that they agreed Daphne could call her to avoid suspicion—but it’s more difficult than she thought it would be. The idea of the ruse still sours Daphne’s stomach when she thinks about it, about someone else living Sophronia’s life, but it was the only way to keep Violie from being executed for attempting to murder Queen Eugenia—a murder Daphne herself ended up committing.


Daphne shakes her head. “No, I just . . . I feel it. Something is wrong.”


“Are you thinking to use stardust again to talk to her?” Cliona asks, frowning. “I can ask my father for another vial, but I think he’s getting suspicious.”


Daphne considers it for a moment. “No,” she says finally. “It’ll be the same as it’s been the last few days, and I’m not keen on facing the repercussions again.”


Every time Daphne has tried to talk to her sister via stardust, all she’s heard is an empty silence that makes her head ache like one too many glasses of ale.


Though she tries not to, Daphne can’t help but wonder if that’s what would happen if she tried to speak with Sophronia. If Beatriz has joined their sister now. The thought makes her sick.


No. Beatriz isn’t dead. She can’t be. Daphne would know if she were.


Wouldn’t she?


Daphne pushes the thought from her mind. Beatriz has always managed to take care of herself—wherever she is, whyever she’s delayed, she can handle it. In fact, Daphne thinks, she pities anyone foolish enough to try to stand in her sister’s way. She forces her gaze from the window and focuses on Cliona.


“Why would it be troubling that the court is moving to Notch Castle early?” she asks, grasping onto the distraction offered.


“Because,” Cliona says, adding another spoonful of sugar to her tea, “in the centuries-long history of the Clan Wars, Notch Castle alone remained impenetrable. Its location, in the mountains, makes for a natural defense, and everything about the castle amplifies that. If Bartholomew was anticipating an attack, that would be the smart place to be.”


Daphne considers this. Bartholomew would be right to anticipate an attack, either one of her mother’s making or one designed by Cliona’s father and his rebels. Daphne suspects the former, but she knows Cliona is more concerned by the latter. Friends they may be, but Daphne knows Cliona doesn’t tell her everything the rebels are planning. This, though, Daphne can guess at herself. With Daphne and Bairre married and public support high in their favor, the rebels have every reason to remove King Bartholomew from power, paving the way for Daphne and Bairre to eliminate the monarchy altogether from their new thrones.


“If my mother realizes I’ve turned against her,” Daphne says slowly, “there will be far worse places to be than Notch Castle.”


Cliona’s jaw tightens, and Daphne sees her mind turn. “The rebellion believes Friv is facing bigger threats than a power-hungry upstart empress,” she says finally.


“You mean your father believes that,” Daphne infers. Cliona’s father, Lord Panlington, is King Bartholomew’s closest friend, but he’s also been working to dethrone him for the last two decades. When Cliona doesn’t protest, Daphne looks to Violie for support—after all, few people know what the empress is capable of better than Violie, who worked as one of her spies until recently—but Violie is distracted, gazing out the window with a furrowed brow.


Heart leaping, Daphne follows her gaze, but just as quickly her heart sinks again, leaving dread in its wake.


A single rider on a pure white horse pulls to a stop at the gate, but it’s his livery that gives Daphne pause. He’s dressed head to toe in Bessemian blue.


“Your mother’s sent a letter?” Violie asks.


“A letter would come in the post,” Daphne says, setting her teacup down and getting to her feet. She can think of very few things that would entice her mother to send her personal messenger to Friv, and none of them are good.


Daphne and Cliona make their way to the entry hall without Violie in case the messenger is someone who might have seen Sophronia before and recognize that Violie isn’t her. As soon as they reach the castle’s ground floor, they meet Bairre, flanked by two guards, coming from the entry hall. When his eyes meet Daphne’s, she knows that whatever he has to say is bad.


“My mother sent a messenger,” she says, so he doesn’t have to. “We saw him come through the gates.”


Bairre nods. “He said he would only speak to you and Sophronia,” he tells her.


Daphne’s stomach sinks and she spares a glance at the guards accompanying him. “I’ll speak to him, but my sister is feeling indisposed. I’d rather not disturb her.”


Bairre nods, understanding her meaning. As he leads her through the hall to the entry, she glances sideways at him.


It’s been a week since they were married, but she still has difficulty thinking of him as her husband, difficulty thinking of herself as someone’s wife. Perhaps that is, at least in part, because the marriage hasn’t been consummated.


It was an agreement they came to on their wedding night, a protective measure to use to dissolve their marriage if the empress tries to turn it into a weapon against them.


“If she’s received word Sophronia is alive, she’ll want to verify that,” Daphne says. “Of course, we expected as much, didn’t we?”


Bairre gives a terse nod, but neither of them says that so much of their plan hinges on chance. And it will be a lot easier if the messenger is one Daphne doesn’t recognize, one who is unlikely to recognize that Violie isn’t, in fact, Sophronia.


Any hope of that, though, is dashed as soon as Daphne steps into the entry hall, finding herself face to face with Bertrand, a man who has been in her mother’s service for as long as Daphne can remember.


“Your Highness,” Bertrand says, bowing deeply.


“Bertrand,” Daphne replies with a smile, leaving Bairre’s side to step toward him, extending her hands to take his, like she’s greeting an old friend. “How good to see you again.”


“And you as well, Princess Daphne,” Bertrand says, squeezing her hands before releasing them. He glances over her shoulder, but when he sees only Bairre, Cliona, and the guards accompanying her, he frowns. “Is Princess Sophronia not with you?” he asks.


“Queen Sophronia isn’t feeling well,” Daphne says. “I’m sure she’ll be terribly disappointed to miss you, but the . . . trauma of escaping Temarin and all that passed since has taken its toll on her, I’m afraid. I’m loath to interrupt her rest for any reason. You understand, I’m sure.”


Daphne punctuates those last words with another squeeze of his hands, this time pricking his skin with her poison ring.


“Oh,” Bertrand says, jumping and pulling his hands out of Daphne’s. She frowns.


“Are you all right, Bertrand?” she asks, all wide-eyed worry. “You look exhausted—unsurprising, since you’ve had quite a journey.”


Bertrand shakes his head, like he’s trying to clear it. When he looks back at Daphne, his eyes have gone glassy and unfocused. “Exhausted,” he echoes. “Quite a journey.”


Aetherleaf powder leaves its victims drowsy and suggestible, precisely how Daphne needs him for her plan to work.


“I thought as much,” Daphne says with a sympathetic smile. “Why don’t you rest up for a bit? Perhaps Sophronia will be well enough to say hello at supper.”


“Supper,” Bertrand says.


“Yes, exactly,” Daphne says, glancing up at Bairre and giving him a small, triumphant smile. “Come, I’ll show you to a guest room.”


 


As Daphne escorts Bertrand down the hall, giving no outward indication of exactly how much weight he is putting on her arm, she monitors his steps, the rate of his breathing, and the speed of his motions. When she’s satisfied the drug has fully taken hold of him, she glances over her shoulder to ensure that Bairre and Cliona are keeping the guards at a safe distance. Satisfied, she begins to speak in Bertrand’s ear, her voice low and soft.


“You enjoyed a lovely dinner with Queen Sophronia and me. Didn’t you think she looked well?”


“She looked well,” Bertrand echoes, nodding his head.


“She was so thrilled to see you, Bertrand. She asked after your wife and son back in Bessemia and you had a lovely conversation about them. Sophronia is always so thoughtful that way, isn’t she?”


“Thoughtful, yes,” he says.


“But you had far too much to drink at dinner. It’s a bit embarrassing how in your cups you became—when you wake up in the morning you’ll be anxious to leave the castle at once to return to the empress.”


“Return to the empress.”


“And when you see her, you’ll tell her how you saw Sophronia, how well she looked, how you spoke with her and she was just as you remembered her. Can you do that?”


“Can do that.”


“Tell me, then,” Daphne says. “What will you tell my mother?”


“I saw Queen Sophronia,” he says, his voice drowsy but the words clear. “She looked well, we spoke and she was just as I remembered her.”


“Very good, Bertrand,” Daphne says.


He is leaning too heavily on her now, all but dragging her to the stone floor.


“Guards,” Daphne says over her shoulder. “I fear Bertrand had a bit too much to drink on his journey. Will you help him to bed before he hurts himself?”


“Of course, Princess,” one guard says, sweeping forward to relieve her of her burden.










Beatriz


The first thing Beatriz becomes aware of is the scent of sea air—Cellarian air, she knows right away. She resists the urge to open her eyes and alert anyone around her to the fact that she’s awake, instead taking an inventory of her body and surroundings. Distantly, she remembers coming to consciousness several times before, brief stabs of awareness—a rocking carriage, Gisella’s intent face, trying and failing to speak before the darkness dragged her back under.


Now everything is still. She is no longer in a carriage but in a room. Listening closely, she hears birdsong telling her it’s daytime, and the faint crashing of waves against the shore. Her head feels like it is stuffed with cotton, but slowly events trickle back to her. She remembers standing in her mother’s bedchamber as the empress told her she’d be leaving for Cellaria to marry Nicolo. She remembers escaping the Bessemian palace through a secret tunnel with Pasquale, Ambrose, and Gisella in tow. She remembers Daphne using stardust to communicate with her and Beatriz promising her they’d be reunited in Friv soon.


But she isn’t in Friv—she’s in Cellaria. She sifts through more hazy memories—staying the night at an inn and sharing a room with Gisella, the world turning fuzzy and the dim sound of Gisella’s voice: For what it’s worth, I am sorry.


Beatriz can draw constellations from those dots—Gisella was working with the empress; she poisoned Beatriz and brought her back to Cellaria on the empress’s orders. Once again, Gisella betrayed Beatriz because of course she did. Beatriz had been a fool to expect any different.


Without opening her eyes, Beatriz knows exactly where she is—back in the Cellarian palace, just as her mother told her she would be, though her mother didn’t tell her the whole truth of the reason she needs Beatriz here. Her mother’s empyrea, Nigellus, did, though. When he started training her to use the magic that made her an empyrea as well, he let slip the truth of the wish her mother made before she and her sisters were born, and the condition placed upon it. In order for the empress to take control of all of Vesteria, her daughters would need to die on the soil of the lands she wished to conquer, by the hand of someone who called that land home.


Sophronia was killed by Temarinian hands on Temarinian soil.


Daphne would need to be killed by Frivian hands, in Friv.


And Beatriz . . . she needed to die here, in Cellaria, at the hands of any number of people who must want her dead.


But there is a piece of the empress’s plan missing, and when Beatriz realizes what it is, her stomach drops. Pasquale. Pasquale already is Beatriz’s husband, even if in name only, and if her mother intends for her to marry Nicolo, she’ll need Pasquale dead. The last time Beatriz saw him, he and his paramour, Ambrose, were disappearing into a second room at the inn, but if Gisella poisoned her on the empress’s orders, she must have gone to their room next and . . . the thought makes Beatriz’s stomach lurch. No, even for Gisella, that is too far. Pasquale is her cousin and Beatriz knows she loves him, even if she did betray him, too, turning both Pasquale and Beatriz in to Pasquale’s father, the late King Cesare, so that Nicolo, Gisella’s twin brother, could be named Cesare’s heir in Pasquale’s stead. But stealing a throne is different from stealing a life, isn’t it? Surely there is a line even Gisella won’t cross? Even as she thinks it, though, Beatriz fears she’s wrong and that she is, once again, giving Gisella far more credit than she deserves.


“I know you’re awake.”


The voice cuts through the lingering fog of Beatriz’s mind and she opens her eyes, staring at the white canopy hanging over her bed, then taking in the room around her—ornately decorated with carved oak furniture, polished to a gleam, red-and-gold brocade textiles, and gold-framed paintings of the Cellarian seaside adorning the walls. Only after taking in each detail of the room does she allow herself to look at Nicolo.


He’s slouched in a chair near the door, blond head propped up on an elbow and dark brown eyes resting heavily on her. He appears to be more sober than the last time she saw him, when she spoke to him after wishing on a star in Bessemia, but otherwise he looks much the same. Still handsome, still haughty, still looking at her like he knows exactly what she’s thinking.


He doesn’t, of course, but Beatriz knows it’s better to let him assume as much.


“Barely,” she says, blinking around the room and letting uncertainty flicker over her face. “Where am I?” she asks. She might know, but the less capable he believes her to be, the easier it will be to escape. She needs to get out of Cellaria, she needs to find Pasquale and Ambrose—because they cannot be dead—and she needs to get to Daphne in Friv.


“Come, Beatriz,” Nicolo says with a knowing smile. “Do you think I didn’t see you take in your surroundings, even before you opened your eyes? You know exactly where you are.”


It’s true. Even if Beatriz hasn’t been in this room before, she can guess where it is and what it’s for. Who it’s for.


“The queen’s chambers in the Cellarian palace,” Beatriz says, sitting up. Very well, if playing the oblivious fool doesn’t suit her, perhaps she can bluster her way through. “Have you surrendered, then? Is Pasquale fast asleep in the king’s chambers, as he should be?”


A small, amused smile flickers at Nicolo’s mouth. “Unfortunately not,” he said. “Cellaria has reached an . . . agreement with Bessemia.”


Beatriz raises her eyebrows. “My mother intimated as much the last time I spoke to her,” she admits. “But I didn’t think you foolish enough to believe I’m content to be traded like a rare coin.”


“Your contentment hardly matters,” Nicolo says with a shrug.


Beatriz tightens her jaw and looks at him, the clever boy she thought herself falling for turned ruthless king who’s kidnapped her, who intends to marry her against her will. If he won’t hear no as an answer now, what will happen when she’s forced into their marriage bed? That isn’t the Nicolo she knew. Many things about him might have been proven a lie, but that?


“And you?” she asks, lifting her chin. “You once risked your own safety to save me from your uncle’s forced attentions. I thought that noble of you, but perhaps you’re more like him than I realized.”


That gets a reaction. Nicolo’s hands grip the armrests of his chair and his eyes flash. “You know better than that, Beatriz,” he says, his voice low.


“Do I?” she asks, letting out a harsh laugh, though inside she’s taking note of what, exactly, Nicolo’s triggers are so that she can use them against him. “All I know, Nicolo, is that you’re kidnapping me and forcing me into a marriage I do not want.”


His eyes flash again, but after a second he takes a breath and gets to his feet, reclaiming his cool facade. “It won’t be the first time you married someone because you had to,” he points out. “That one was unconsummated as well, just as ours will be until you choose otherwise.”


“Oh, how magnanimous of you,” Beatriz snaps. “Allow me to extend a courtesy of my own—my mother is not your ally; whatever agreements she’s made with you were broken before she finished uttering them. And if I didn’t find myself thrust into the middle of it, I would relish seeing her destroy you and your snake of a sister.”


Nicolo only laughs, making his way out of the bedroom and into what Beatriz sees is a sitting room. She cranes her neck to watch him open the door that must lead to the hallway, giving her a glimpse of the guards standing outside. “You’re still underestimating me, Beatriz,” Nicolo says. “You really ought to know better by now.”


Beatriz is not a stranger to being under house arrest in the Cellarian castle, though this time the decree isn’t official. When she tried to leave the room shortly after Nicolo, they told her that the king had instructed she remain inside for her safety. She isn’t sure whether they truly believe that or not, but she knows she can’t get past them by force.


Luckily, she doesn’t need to.


She paces the suite of rooms, inspecting the bedroom, the sitting room furnished with two brocade sofas, a low-burning fireplace, and a writing desk, and the adjoining dining room intimately decorated with a small, round table and two high-backed chairs.


While the décor is lavish, it strikes Beatriz as a blank slate, lacking any personal touches. Unsurprising, she supposes, since it’s very likely no one has resided here since Pasquale’s mother’s death nearly a decade ago, but after a mere half hour of exploring, she has nothing else to do. No books to read, no letters to write—even needlepoint would be welcome to keep her from going mad waiting for the sun to go down and the stars to rise.


But after what feels like several lifetimes, they do, and Beatriz looks out her window, at the sprawling city of Vallon below, at the ink-dark sea stretching out beyond that, and the sky above it all, littered with stars.


As she searches the constellations, she thinks of Nigellus, her mother’s trusted empyrea, who had the rare gift of pulling down stars from the sky to bring wishes to fruition. A gift Beatriz herself has, even if the lessons he gave her were cut short before they really ever started. He was adamant that it was a gift that should be used only under the most dire of circumstances to preserve the stars that remained in the sky—a finite resource that had already been drained in the millennia before either of them was born. If Nigellus could see her now, ready to wish on another star regardless of the consequences, would he support her? After all, Beatriz’s magic works differently from his and differently from every other empyrea’s—when Beatriz wishes upon a star, it reappears in the sky within a night or two like nothing happened at all.


As soon as she begins to think about Nigellus, memories sharpen into focus of the last time she saw him. He told her that he believed her magic was killing her each time she used it, and when she told him she didn’t care, that she would still use it to defeat her mother and protect her sister and the rest of Vesteria from her plots, Nigellus grew angry. She remembers him at his telescope, wishing upon a star to take her magic away by force because, as he said, she couldn’t be trusted to wield it. Beatriz tried to stop him, the two of them fighting in his laboratory until, in a burst of desperation, she broke open the vial of poison she’d meant to use on her mother and smeared the paste into his open wound, killing him instantly.


She pushes the image of his lifeless face from her mind and focuses on the constellations moving across the sky, searching for one whose meaning suits her motives tonight.


There’s the Hero’s Heart, symbolizing bravery, but that doesn’t feel right. Wishing her way out of this situation is hardly brave, but Beatriz cares less about that than finding Pasquale and Daphne.


The Tiger’s Tail signals revenge, and that is tempting, especially when she thinks of Nicolo’s smug face and Gisella’s hollow apology, but ultimately, Beatriz decides against using it. Revenge can come later; now she needs safety.


She finds it in the Clouded Sun, the sign for solace.


Remembering how wishes have affected her in the past, she braces her hands on the windowsill, clutching it tightly as she picks out a star from the constellation, focusing on one at the end of a sunray.


“I wish I were with Pasquale, wherever he is,” she says aloud, readying for the same pull of magic she felt when wishing to escape the Sororia.


It doesn’t come. The words she speaks are only that—words.


Nausea rises up, but it has nothing to do with the side effects of magic she’s become so familiar with. If her wish isn’t working, does that mean Pasquale is dead? No, she can’t think of it. Perhaps there is some other explanation, something she can figure out once she’s left Cellaria.


She tries again, finding another star, on the edge of a cloud this time.


“I wish I were with Daphne, in Friv,” she says, thinking that a more precise location will help the stars grant her wish.


But that, too, fails, and Beatriz finds herself in exactly the same place, still in Cellaria, and still trapped. A queasy feeling sinks into her gut, bringing with it a knowledge Beatriz can’t face.


Desperately, she searches out another star—this one in the Glittering Diamond.


“I wish my dress were blue.”


It’s a shallow wish, one so small that it could be accomplished by stardust, but when Beatriz looks down and finds her dress still Cellarian red, she backs away from the window, her hands shaking, forced to acknowledge the truth.


Her magic is gone.










Violie


Violie doesn’t think she will ever get used to being treated as royalty. Even in Friv, a court that stands on ceremony far less than any other in Vesteria, people still bow and curtsy as she passes. As a child growing up in a brothel and then later as Empress Margaraux’s spy masquerading as a servant to keep watch on the empress’s daughter Sophronia, she was accustomed to being looked past and ignored. In both roles, being ignored was what kept her safe. But now, no matter where Violie goes, people are always noticing her, even when they pretend not to.


It’s somehow both better and worse when she’s with Leopold. Even before he became King of Temarin at fifteen, he was the crown prince and attention was his birthright. Now, living in exile from the country he was meant to rule, he draws attention like the sun each time he walks into a room, making it seem especially ridiculous that he managed to play at being a commoner for as long as he did, when he and Violie escaped Temarin after the siege that killed Leopold’s wife, Sophronia. Leopold’s identity is known by everyone at Eldevale Castle now, though, and when Violie walks beside him, more people than ever are looking in her direction, but fewer seem to be looking directly at her, and that at least is a comfort.


“And so when Bertrand wakes up this morning, he’ll think he had dinner last night with Daphne and Sophronia—the Sophronia he remembers, not, you know, me,” she explains, catching Leopold up on their plan to trick Bertrand into reporting to Empress Margaraux that Sophronia is well and truly alive.


Leopold nods, but Violie notices the furrow in his brow. It’s almost always there these days, getting deeper whenever they discuss Sophronia, or how Violie has taken on her identity.


He agreed to the plan Daphne concocted after Violie was arrested for attempted murder, even helped to identify her as Sophronia during her trial, but Violie knows that it bothers him perhaps even more than it bothers her. After all, he was in love with Sophronia, and he has only just begun to mourn her. Calling Violie by her name, treating her in public like his wife, can’t be easy.


To say nothing of the fact that the woman Violie attempted to murder was his mother, Queen Eugenia. There was no love lost between the two of them—Eugenia had been largely responsible for the siege that killed Sophronia, and her aim had been to kill Leopold as well—but she was still his mother. He doesn’t blame her—or Daphne, who succeeded where Violie fell short in ending Eugenia’s life—but Violie knows part of him must mourn her.


And so, no, calling Violie by Sophronia’s name, treating her in public as his wife and queen, while knowing who she is and what she is capable of, can’t be easy for Leopold.


Even now, his arm feels stiff beneath her gloved hand as they take a turn around the snow-draped garden—one of the few places they can speak privately, assured that anyone who can overhear is too far away to make out their whispered words.


“Then the plan is succeeding,” Leopold says. “Does he want to meet with me as well?”


“He didn’t say,” Violie tells him. “But he’ll be gone in a matter of hours, and as long as you keep your distance until then, you won’t have to worry about keeping up the pretense.”


“I like to think I’m getting good at the pretense,” Leopold says. “I’m certainly getting enough practice.”


They pass another couple on the garden path, a middle-aged man and woman Violie recognizes as Lord and Lady Kilburrow, who stop to bow and curtsy and exchange small talk for a moment before continuing on their way. When they’re out of earshot, Violie looks at Leopold.


“You are getting to be a better liar,” she admits, unsure why paying that compliment digs beneath her skin. It’s the truth, but that makes it worse. Until recently, Leopold lacked the guile to convincingly lie about liking someone’s haircut, let alone commit to holding up the delicate tower of lies keeping them, and more specifically her, safe. She hates that she’s done that to him, dragged him into a web of deceit he has no business being in, but as soon as she thinks it, she corrects herself.


She didn’t drag him into this, and in fact she’s given him every opportunity to run. The empress laid ruin to everything he knew. She took his country, his wife, and even in some ways his mother. The empress is responsible for destroying the spoiled boy king he was, and Leopold himself is responsible for the man who has risen in his place.


It isn’t a tragedy, she tells herself, looking at him again. Rogue snowflakes stick in his burnished bronze hair, and there is a sharpness to his regal features that she still isn’t quite used to seeing there, but it suits him.


Oh, if Sophronia could see you now, she thinks, with an echoing stab of guilt.


When a servant finds Violie in the rooms she shares with Leopold to tell her that Bertrand has woken up, she hurries to his room, meeting Daphne just outside the door. Daphne gives her a tight smile, but her gaze quickly goes to the guards around them.


This is a delicate balancing act to pull off—the guards will need to see Violie go into Bertrand’s room as Queen Sophronia, so that they don’t find it strange that she never saw the man while he was here, but Bertrand must not see Violie as anything more than a servant.


The key, Daphne and Violie have worked out beforehand, is in the clothing. Because it’s winter and even the halls of Friv’s castle are freezing, Violie is wearing an elaborately embroidered ermine-lined velvet cloak—part of the wardrobe King Bartholomew gifted her with when she first claimed to be Sophronia. But beneath the ornate cloak, she’s wearing a plain gray wool dress, not unlike the ones the castle servants wear beneath their far less ornate cloaks.


Daphne enters the room first and Violie follows, shrugging off the cloak as she steps inside and folding it over her arm. Daphne shrugs her cloak off as well, revealing a violet velvet gown whose bodice is embroidered with silver flowers, embellished with crystals—the gown’s ornateness serving to highlight just how plain Violie’s is by comparison—and passes it to Violie as soon as the door closes, allowing Violie to hide her own cloak beneath Daphne’s.


Now, alone in the room with Bertrand, whose glassy eyes and sallow skin do make him look like he indulged in far too many pints of ale the night before, it’s easy for Violie in her plain dress to melt into Daphne’s shadow, a lady’s maid accompanying her princess.


It isn’t only the clothes that accomplish the transformation; Violie’s posture shifts as well, going from upright and regal to ever so slightly slouched. Instead of keeping her chin lifted and boldly meeting the gaze of everyone around her, Violie keeps her eyes on the floor. Her steps become timid. Even her breathing shifts. Once again, she lets herself fade into the background, into a role she’s missed, where all she needs to do is avoid notice and pay attention.


Bertrand bows when he sees Daphne but doesn’t spare Violie more than a passing glance. She’s careful not to stare outright, but she manages to look him over out of the corner of her eye, noting not just the queasy green tinge to his skin but the flustered expression and the way he wrings his hands in front of him.


“I’m afraid I lost my head last night, Your Highness,” he tells Daphne, eyes downcast.


Daphne smiles benevolently. “Oh, you’re hardly the first foreigner to fall prey to Frivian ale—it’s dreadfully strong stuff, I’m afraid,” she says, waving a hand. “Queen Sophronia couldn’t join me to see you off since she and King Leopold had a prior engagement in town, but she sent along her wishes for a safe journey.”


Bertrand’s face grows redder. “It was very good to see your sister again, Princess—and you as well, of course, but after the news from Temarin, we all believed she was . . . well, the stars have truly given us a miracle, haven’t they?”


Violie internally lets out a sigh of relief, though she keeps her features placid.


“Indeed they have,” Daphne says, relief practically rolling off her as well. “Sophronia also has a letter she hoped you would pass along to our mother, when you see her. I do hope we can trust you to keep it safe.”


Daphne pulls a rolled letter from her pocket—one she and Violie labored over the night before, arguing about the details of Sophronia’s handwriting and word choice until it was perfect.


But Bertrand doesn’t move to take it, his brow creasing as he drags his gaze from the floor and looks at Daphne. “I’m not certain I understand, Princess,” he says slowly, eyeing Daphne with a wariness that raises alarm bells in Violie’s mind.


Daphne, however, doesn’t lose her smile. “Well, as you said, my sister’s being found alive and well is nothing short of a miracle. I know the empress trusts you, Bertrand, but surely she will want to hear from Sophronia herself?”


“Well, of course, Princess Daphne,” Bertrand says, stumbling over the words. “It’s just . . . would Princess Sophronia not prefer to give her mother this message in person?”


Ice trickles down Violie’s spine, and Daphne’s shoulders go rigid.


“Forgive me, but your mother is only a day away now, she should be here tomorrow morning. Is this message something that cannot wait until then?”


“My mother is coming here,” Daphne says slowly. “To Friv.”


Daphne can’t hide the shock in her voice, and Violie can’t blame her. Leopold raised the possibility when they concocted this plan, but Daphne was adamant—the empress had never in her life left Bessemia. She rarely even left the capital city of Hapantoile, convinced that if she was gone from court for any stretch of time, she would find herself at the center of a coup that had threatened since she ascended to a throne she had no true claim to sixteen years before. Traveling to another country seemed less likely than the stars going dark.


“Yes,” Bertrand says slowly. “Surely we discussed it last night, Your Highness?”


Daphne, for her part, recovers quickly, regaining her smile. “Oh, I’m sure you must have, Bertrand, but I suppose I’m not quite accustomed to Frivian ale myself. It must have slipped my mind.”


“Of course, Your Highness. Your mother is looking forward to seeing both you and your sister. I was sent ahead to announce her arrival and see that there was a room prepared for her at the castle. She should arrive tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow,” Daphne says, the word barely making it out through her clenched teeth.


“Yes, Your Highness.”


“Well, that is . . .” Daphne swallows down what Violie suspects are any number of very unpleasant adjectives before bracing herself for a lie. “Wonderful. I look forward to receiving her. We look forward to receiving her.”


Without waiting for an answer, Daphne sweeps from the room, and Violie trails after her, struggling to keep from breaking into a run.










Daphne


Daphne doesn’t stop walking down the castle hallway, even when Violie shouts after her.


Tomorrow, she will see her mother again.


Just weeks ago, the news would have been welcome. Daphne wanted nothing more than to run into her mother’s arms, desperate to fulfill the conditions the empress placed on her love, desperate to be exactly the person her mother wanted her to be, desperate for her approval and the pride the empress dangled like a carrot, always just out of Daphne’s reach.


Now, though, the thought of seeing Empress Margaraux—of being seen by her mother—fills Daphne with dread. She knows that the empress will take one look at her and see all of her betrayals and her failures as clearly as if they were spelled over her skin.


Daphne was meant to be driving Friv to a civil war that would weaken it so the empress could conquer the country with ease. She was meant to kill Leopold as soon as she discovered him, and his younger brothers, Gideon and Reid, along with him. She was meant to be her mother’s most loyal spy and saboteur, helping her take over the continent of Vesteria and return the Bessemian Empire to its former glory. She was meant to be proving herself a worthy heir to that empire.


Instead, Daphne found herself working with the Frivian rebels and King Bartholomew to make Friv stronger. She not only let Leopold live but helped to keep his brothers safe and out of her mother’s grasp. Daphne turned against her mother and joined with the people who were supposed to be her enemies, and her mother will never forgive her for it. Daphne knew this—she was aware of her actions and the cost and she does not regret anything, but the thought of being in her mother’s presence again causes a thorned vine to tighten around her heart.


A hand comes down on her shoulder and Daphne whirls around, fist clenched, prepared to strike, but when she sees Violie’s concerned face, Daphne shakes her head, focusing on the most pressing issue at hand.


“You and Leopold will leave as quickly as we can manage it,” she says, shrugging Violie’s hand off and turning to start walking again, this time with a purpose. She takes a left down the corridor that leads to the guest wing where Violie and Leopold’s room is.


“We’re expected to run?” Violie asks with a harsh laugh, falling into step beside her. “You can’t be serious.”


Daphne grits her teeth. “What is it you imagine will happen if my mother arrives to find you here, pretending to be Sophronia?” she asks, her voice dripping with derision. She isn’t angry with Violie, not really, but Violie makes a perfect target for the panic roiling through her, and for her part, Violie takes Daphne’s temper in stride. “Do you think she’ll call you her daughter, go along with this charade that you’re truly Sophie?”


“Honestly?” Violie asks. “Yes, I believe that is exactly what she will do.”


Daphne stops short, turning to look at Violie in shock.


“What is the alternative?” Violie presses on. “That she calls you a liar? Accuses you of supporting a person who, in her version of events, was responsible for the coup that killed the real Sophie?”


When she says it outright, Daphne recognizes that she has a point.


Violie continues. “She can’t say any of that without implicating you, and right now, she needs you to take Friv.”


Daphne nods slowly. “I finally married Bairre,” she says, less to answer Violie and more to give voice to her thoughts. “She’s one step closer to getting what she wants, but she still needs me until Friv is hers for the taking.”


“Exactly,” Violie says. “And she isn’t coming here to destroy either of us, not yet. She’s coming here because she knows that whether or not Sophronia is truly alive, she has lost your allegiance. She’s coming here to get it back.”


The idea knocks Daphne off-kilter. For as long as Daphne can remember, her mother has held all the power—something Daphne didn’t mind, unlike Beatriz. Daphne was always content to follow her mother’s orders and dance to any tune she decided to sing for the chance of some slim scrap of approval, and the secondhand power that came along with it. The thought of her mother arriving on her doorstep to woo Daphne back to her side is as ludicrous as it is terrifying.


After all, it’s one thing to stand against the empress from hundreds of miles away, through underhanded plots and secret alliances. It is going to be another thing entirely to stand in her mother’s presence and disobey her. Daphne feels sick.


Violie must see it in her expression, because she looks at Daphne half with annoyance and half with pity—Daphne isn’t sure which is worse.


“We’ll have to proceed carefully, then,” Daphne says, straightening her spine and fixing her gaze straight ahead. “And we can be assured that she isn’t coming alone—she’ll have her spies and her assassins with her, and I think we know better than to underestimate what she’s capable of.”


“We’ll need to meet with Lord Panlington,” Violie says, as if reading Daphne’s mind. Lord Panlington, Cliona’s father, is the head of Friv’s rebel faction, which has been working to dethrone King Bartholomew and do away with Friv’s monarchy altogether, returning the country’s rule to the individual clans who governed two decades before. Though until recently, Daphne considered the rebels her enemies, who could occasionally be useful, she and Lord Panlington not long ago made an alliance that Daphne still doesn’t understand the depth of.


But even if she doesn’t trust Lord Panlington, she knows they have a common enemy in her mother.


“And you,” Daphne says to Violie, “will need to leave, with Leo.”


Violie scoffs. “I just told you—”


“My mother may not reveal your ruse in front of everyone, but she is still claiming, at least publicly, to be ruling Temarin only temporarily until Leo or his brothers are found. She ordered me to kill all three of them already, and just because I failed in that doesn’t mean she’ll have simply given up. And as for you—suffice to say my mother has done away with enemies who have made themselves far less of a nuisance to her than you have.”


“I can handle anything your mother sends my way,” Violie replies coolly.


Daphne shakes her head. “And can Leo?” she asks.


Violie is quiet for a second. “He’s been training in sword fighting with Bairre and he is improving.” She sounds like she’s trying to convince herself as much as Daphne. They both know that the only fighting Leopold was meant to do in his life was with blunted swords and opponents eager to let him win, and it will take more than a couple of weeks to improve that. When Daphne doesn’t reply, Violie sighs. “Fine, yes, you’re right,” she snaps.


Daphne pauses, her mind turning. “It would be very suspicious if you fled now, after you’ve received word that your beloved mother is coming to see the daughter she believed dead,” she says. “My mother loves a good spectacle. She’ll want a public reunion, with tears and embraces.”


Violie shudders but then nods. “I can do that.”


“Knowing my mother, she’ll doubtless whisper some warning in your ear during the performance,” Daphne says before pausing and glancing sideways at Violie. “She knows your own mother is a weak spot; I don’t doubt she’ll use that against you.”


Violie nods, but her jaw is tight. Daphne knows that Violie’s mother is ill—so ill that the hope of healing her was what led Violie to become the empress’s spy in the first place—but beyond having told her that, Violie doesn’t speak of her mother.


“You and Leo can stay a day, maybe two, before you leave. In secret to ensure that you aren’t followed. I’ll come up with a story to explain your absence.”


“And where would you have us go?” Violie asks, resigned.


Daphne doesn’t speak for a moment. “Something is wrong with Beatriz, I know it,” she says. “And I also know that my mother’s behind it. Stay long enough to see if she tips her hand and gives us some idea of where Beatriz has gone. If anyone can find her, I trust it’s you.”










Violie


“The empress is coming here?” Leopold asks slowly, looking between Violie and Daphne with a furrow in his brow.


“Tomorrow,” Daphne confirms. She paces the length of the sitting room in the quarters she and Bairre now share, which also contain two separate bedrooms and studies, plus a dining room. The rooms are fit for the new crown prince and princess of Friv, sumptuously decorated with heavy oak furniture upholstered in intricately woven brocade, but there is no trace of Daphne in the stark Frivian designs, and Bairre likely sees the renovated space as a waste of money. He certainly looks uncomfortable, even as he lounges on the plush velvet chaise near the fireplace, eyes locked on Daphne as she paces.


“So then why aren’t we panicking?” Leopold asks. He’s standing near the fire, hands clasped behind his back, and Violie knows he’s resisting the urge to fidget.


“Oh, we are,” Daphne mutters with a strangled laugh.


“Panicking while we do nothing, though,” Leopold says. “We aren’t running?”


“We aren’t running,” Violie confirms before repeating her earlier conversation with Daphne. “Empress Margaraux is a stranger here, and Friv doesn’t like strangers. We can use that against her,” she finishes.


“We can use that against her,” Daphne corrects, gesturing between herself and Bairre. “You,” she adds, gesturing to Violie and Leopold, “can knock her off-balance and then go to find Beatriz.”


Violie resists the urge to roll her eyes. She knows Daphne has a point about their leaving Friv. The empress may be a stranger in a strange land, but she’ll have an entourage of devotees at her back—several of whom Violie would wager are assassins. The longer Violie and Leopold stay in Friv, the more danger they’re in. But they aren’t the only ones.


“She’ll want to kill you, too,” she tells Daphne and Bairre. “Both of you.”


“I can handle my mother,” Daphne snaps.


“Can you?” Violie volleys back, almost regretting the words when Daphne winces. But she knows she’s right—Daphne’s loyalty has only just shifted, and Violie doesn’t trust that it won’t shift back as soon as the empress gives Daphne just a bit of that approval she’s always craved. By the look on Daphne’s face, she doesn’t trust herself, either.


Bairre clears his throat, breaking the silence. “I don’t pretend to know much about what the empress is capable of, but from my understanding, she isn’t a fool. It would be foolish to begin a siege of Friv while she’s in its capital, without an army to support her.”


“Are we certain she doesn’t have an army?” Leopold asks. “She very well may have one following, lying in wait until she gives them a signal.”


“I discussed that possibility with Cliona,” Daphne says. “She’s speaking to her father now about sending a scouting party to ensure that my mother and her entourage are alone.” She glances at Bairre. “I assumed that would be better than getting your father up to speed on things. As far as he’s concerned, there’s little reason to view my mother as anything but that.”


Bairre shakes his head. “My father may be a lot of things, but he isn’t oblivious. And he didn’t become King of Friv by underestimating his enemies.”


“He became King of Friv because a powerful empyrea made a pawn of him,” Daphne replies. “And speaking of your mother, have you spoken to her about this development?”


“My mother still hasn’t returned from Lake Olveen,” Bairre says. “But I’ll add this to the long list of things I need to discuss with her.”


At the top of that list, Violie imagines, is the fact that Bairre’s mother, the empyrea Aurelia, arranged to have Leopold’s younger brothers kidnapped, and, after Daphne and Leopold rescued them, she gave Cliona instructions to kidnap them again. To what end, no one seemed to know.


“The point I’m trying to make,” Daphne says with a sigh, “is that your father tends to be far too compassionate, at the expense of common sense. I say that as someone who has used that compassion against him several times now, as did Queen Eugenia, not to mention Cliona’s father, who Bartholomew considers his closest friend despite the fact that the man is the head of the rebels looking to overthrow him.”


Bairre opens his mouth to argue but quickly closes it again, which is just as well. Violie doesn’t think he can argue against anything Daphne just said, which Bairre should know better than anyone, considering he himself joined the rebellion against his father.


“Fine,” Bairre says. “We’ll leave my father out of this. For now.”


Daphne continues to pace, her steps growing more agitated. “And once Violie and Leopold leave, they can search for Beatriz.”


“Are we sure that’s wise?” Leopold asks.


Daphne stops short, whirling to face him with blazing eyes. “You think Beatriz is dead?” she asks, her voice suddenly dangerously low.


“I didn’t—”


“You’re wrong,” Daphne snaps. “If Beatriz were dead, I would know it. I would feel it, like I felt Sophie.”


Violie doesn’t bother to point out that Daphne was magically connected to Sophronia when she was killed. Logical as it is, it won’t accomplish anything. And Violie doesn’t know that Beatriz is dead, or that she isn’t perfectly safe and simply delayed by a spot of bad weather, but if her dealings with the empress have taught her anything, it’s to assume that the empress is always one step ahead of everyone else.


“I only meant that we don’t know where to look,” Leopold says carefully, the way someone might speak to a ravenous wolf.


“I think,” Violie interjects before Leopold can get himself into deeper trouble with Daphne, “that your mother wouldn’t be coming to Friv if she didn’t have reason to believe she had Beatriz and therefore Cellaria secured. Cellaria is as good a place to start looking as any.”


Daphne holds her gaze a moment longer, her jaw tightening, before she gives a sharp nod.


“When Violie and Leopold leave, you should go with them,” Bairre says to Daphne, who gives a snort of laughter. “I don’t see what’s funny about the suggestion. Your mother wants you dead, you know that. And even if she doesn’t accomplish it here, in person, it’s imminent. I know you want to save Beatriz and avenge Sophronia, but perhaps the best thing to do is—”


“Run?” Daphne interrupts with a scoff, turning to glower at him. “And tell me, Bairre, would you be running with me? After all, my mother will need you dead as well, in order to take Friv.”


Bairre doesn’t answer, instead looking away, toward the fire in the hearth.


“No,” Daphne infers. “You won’t run, because you aren’t a coward and neither am I.”


“I won’t run because Friv is my home,” he corrects.


“And it’s mine, too,” Daphne says, before she snaps her mouth shut, both she and Bairre surprised at the proclamation. She hesitates a second. “Friv is my home now too,” she says, more firmly this time. “Even if there is no hope for my sister, even if it means putting myself in danger, I won’t let my mother take Friv as well.”


For a moment, Bairre doesn’t speak, but finally he pushes to his feet and closes the distance between him and Daphne in two long strides, wrapping his arms around her just as Daphne presses her face into his chest. Violie glances away, meeting Leopold’s awkward gaze. Leopold clears his throat.


“We should get some sleep—I’m sure we’ll need it to face tomorrow,” he says, standing up.


Violie follows him out the door, glancing back at Bairre and Daphne, still caught up in their embrace, Bairre’s hand tracing gentle circles on Daphne’s back.


The sight of them sends a pang through her that Violie can’t quite place, even as she closes the door and steps out into the hallway.










Beatriz


Beatriz spends the next day shut away in her room, with breakfast and lunch delivered on trays by servants who don’t meet her gaze, let alone speak to her. It reminds her of the last time she was under house arrest in Cellaria, but then she had Pasquale at her side to bolster her and keep her sane and strong. Now, though, she’s entirely alone with nothing but her very loud thoughts to dwell on.


Her magic is gone—why, she doesn’t know, but she has a feeling it’s to do with Nigellus, since she hasn’t made any wishes since he died. Was it possible that one of his wishes to strip her of her magic actually worked, even if he never fully got the words out before he died? Or perhaps this is the stars’ way of punishing her for killing him. Perhaps they’ve seen fit to finish what Nigellus began.


But even the stars themselves aren’t strong enough to keep Beatriz in Cellaria. If they’ve taken her magic, Beatriz needs to take it back. And in order to do that, she first needs to find a way out of this room.


The sun outside her window goes down, and not long after, a knock sounds at the door—her dinner, she assumes, but she doesn’t respond and the servant doesn’t wait for her to. But the door opens, and instead of a single servant carrying a dinner tray, five servants file in one after another, heading toward the dining room attached to her quarters with table linens, wine goblets, fine china and silverware, and a feast fit for an army. Beatriz watches them set up, dread growing. After a day spent trapped in a loop of her own thoughts, she doesn’t have the strength to engage in another mental game of chess masked as conversation with Nicolo, but perhaps she can convince him that she’ll behave herself enough to be allowed out of this room. It seems a fool’s errand, though—Nicolo has always had an uncanny way of seeing straight through her.


But when the servants file back out of her rooms and another figure appears in the doorway, it isn’t Nicolo but Gisella, no longer in the dirty shift dress she wore the last time Beatriz saw her, but clad in an elegant brocade gown, fit for a princess. Officially, Gisella isn’t that, but it seems to be the role she’s claimed for herself in Nicolo’s court—the last time Beatriz was in this palace under house arrest, after Nicolo claimed the throne that should have been Pasquale’s, Gisella even came to gloat wearing a tiara.


“I thought I’d join you for dinner,” Gisella tells her with a breezy smile, as if she didn’t poison and kidnap her days before.


“Oh, are we moving on from imprisonment to torture, then?” Beatriz asks. She looks at the girl standing in front of her—suntanned skin clean and gleaming, pale blond hair braided in an elaborate style without a strand out of place, a smile curling at her lips that Beatriz desperately wants to smack off. But Beatriz tries to tamp that impulse down, searching beneath the facade and looking for the Gisella she met when she first arrived in Cellaria, the one she considered a friend and the cousin Pasquale loved. Did she kill him and Ambrose? Beatriz wonders, looking at her now. Beatriz isn’t sure, but she’s learned what a mistake it is to underestimate Gisella, and it isn’t a mistake she will make again.


Gisella’s smile widens. “Perhaps I should remind you which of us has a habit of poisoning the other when we sit down for meals,” she replies.


“Next time, I’ll make sure to double the dosage, since it clearly didn’t suffice,” Beatriz says, taking a seat, watching as Gisella follows suit, reaching for the carafe and pouring both herself and Beatriz a glass of red wine.


“Oh, you could have given me the whole bottle and it wouldn’t have had any effect. Salt water often doesn’t,” Gisella said. When Beatriz doesn’t respond, she shrugs. “Your mother had a servant go through your belongings and switch out all of your poisons.”


Beatriz purses her lips. “You’re a fool to trust her,” she says.


Gisella laughs. “I assure you I’m not and I don’t.”


“And Pasquale and Ambrose?” Beatriz asks, the question she’s been dreading the answer to. “I assume my mother told you to kill them.”


For a moment, Gisella doesn’t respond. She swirls her glass of wine, eyes focused on the red liquid inside as if she’s scrying, before she takes a long sip.


“She did,” Gisella says slowly, setting the glass back down. “She also told me to ensure that the poison I told you to make wasn’t actually lethal, since she didn’t want to end up dead by mistake.”


Beatriz blinks, struggling to hide her surprise. She used that poison on Nigellus, and it certainly did its job. “You were playing both sides,” she realizes.


“Up until you failed to kill the empress like you were supposed to. You had your chance and you didn’t take it,” Gisella says. “You became the losing side.”


“So it wasn’t personal,” Beatriz says, her voice scathing. “Just like betraying Pas and me the first time wasn’t personal. Do you truly believe that absolves you of guilt? Pasquale and Ambrose are dead by your hand.”


Beatriz expects the accusation to land—Gisella did love her cousin, even if she’s proved she loves herself and her power far more—but Gisella doesn’t flinch. Some stray bit of hope sparks in Beatriz’s chest, catching fire.


“You didn’t kill them,” she says quietly.


For an eternity of a moment, Gisella doesn’t speak. Finally, she leans back in her chair.


“I didn’t kill them,” she admits. “You and I are the only ones who know that—though I daresay your mother figured it out when her men didn’t find their bodies in the inn where they expected to.”


“You didn’t tell Nicolo?” Beatriz asks, surprised again.


“He’s set to marry you—it didn’t seem prudent to give him any reason to believe the union won’t be legally binding because your husband is still alive,” Gisella says, shrugging.


“Then why are you telling me?”


Gisella surveys Beatriz over her glass of wine, taking a sip. “Because you’re a smart girl,” she says, her voice cool. “And you know that if the rest of the world—my brother included—knows that Pas is alive, he will have a target on his back and a price on his head. I’m sure your mother already has people hunting him—would you add to those numbers?”


The hope in Beatriz fizzles slightly. “Of course I wouldn’t,” she says softly.


“Then I expect,” Gisella says, drawing each word out, “that you won’t cause any trouble. That you’ll marry Nicolo without any hysterics and stop acting like being Queen of Cellaria isn’t exactly what you were born and raised to do.”


Your mother raised you to die.


Nigellus’s words come back to her like a bolt of lightning. That is what Gisella is telling her, even if she doesn’t realize it. In order to keep Pasquale safe, Beatriz has to go along with her mother’s plans, sacrificing herself and Cellaria in the process. If Beatriz were in the mood to be amused, she might find it funny that Gisella is blackmailing her into going along with a plot that will see her and Nicolo dead too.


“Very well,” Beatriz says after pretending to think over Gisella’s terms for a moment, when in fact it’s the easiest lie she’s ever told and one she feels no guilt over. “I take it that means I get to leave these stars-forsaken rooms, then?”


“But of course,” Gisella says, not even trying to hide the triumph in her smile. Beatriz wants to launch herself over the table and slap her former friend across the face. “The Cellarian people will be anxious to reacquaint themselves with their lost princess.”


The way Gisella says those words sounds like a threat, but as they begin to eat their supper in silence, Beatriz’s thoughts are spinning madly. She has no intention of keeping her promise not to cause trouble—she just needs to do it wisely if she’s going to have any chance of seeing Pasquale, Ambrose, and Daphne again.


Beatriz isn’t sure how Gisella convinces Nicolo that it’s safe to release Beatriz from house arrest without telling him about using Pasquale’s safety as leverage, but she must have figured out a way, because the next morning, Beatriz is awoken with an invitation to join Nicolo and his advisors for lunch, and a legion of handmaidens follow the missive, arranging her hair, painting her face, and lacing her into an ornate ivy-green brocade gown.


The five girls chatter in rapid Cellarian as they get her ready, but they don’t speak to Beatriz at all—not that she minds. The sound of their voices serves as the background to her thoughts.


Star magic, and stardust, are illegal in Cellaria, but Beatriz knows that doesn’t mean they’ve been eradicated completely. And with the overzealous King Cesare dead, it’s possible proprietors of stardust are beginning to make their way out of the shadows, now that the threat of execution by burning doesn’t loom quite so large. Beatriz only needs to be smart and patient—the latter far more difficult for her than the first.


She’s so lost in her thoughts she almost doesn’t hear the girl combing her hair mention her eyes.


“Have they always been silver?” she whispers to the girl holding a small brush and a pot of cream that matches Beatriz’s skin, dabbing lightly at a pimple that appeared on her chin at some point since she left Bessemia.


Beatriz’s stomach sinks. Her eyes. The last time she was in Cellaria, she had eye drops from her mother’s apothecary, specially brewed to turn her star-touched silver eyes green. In Cellaria, star-touched eyes can get a person arrested or killed—at least, that was the case in King Cesare’s Cellaria. She doubts that so much has changed in the few weeks that Nicolo has been king.


“My sister saw her once—she swore the princess had green eyes,” the girl applying Beatriz’s cosmetics whispers back in quick, rushed Cellarian that Beatriz nearly misses. The girl lacing Beatriz’s dress sees her understand their conversation, though, and hushes the other girls.


“When the traitor prince attempted to use magic to take King Nicolo’s throne by force, Princess Beatriz risked her own life to stop him,” the girl fastening Beatriz’s dress tells them, though her gaze remains locked on Beatriz’s. “The stars struck Prince Pasquale down where he stood, but showed their blessing for the princess by touching her eyes, and returning her to Cellaria as our queen-to-be. Is that not right, Princess?”


It’s a ridiculous story—concocted by Nicolo and Gisella, no doubt—but Beatriz supposes the truth of what’s transpired since she left Cellaria would sound even more ridiculous. Still, the handmaiden’s words sound almost like a challenge, like she’s daring Beatriz to contradict her.


“Yes, that’s correct,” Beatriz says slowly, already thinking of all the ways she can use this story to her advantage.


The story has been designed to explain Beatriz’s return, to ensure that Cellaria believes Beatriz innocent of Pasquale’s supposed treason and is therefore the ideal bride for Nicolo to take. It’s designed to add to the mythos of Nicolo’s reign, by giving him a queen blessed by the stars themselves. But it also makes Beatriz herself a saint, and that comes with power Beatriz can use against them.










Daphne


Daphne stands in front of Eldevale Castle’s main entrance, alongside King Bartholomew, Bairre, Leopold, Violie, and a dozen courtiers, including Cliona and her father, waiting for the empress’s imminent arrival. The frigid winter air whips through Daphne’s black hair, mussing the elegant updo she asked her servant to arrange it into, and Daphne clenches her hands into fists to fight the urge to smooth it down again, knowing it will be a losing fight and she isn’t sure how many of those she can survive today.


A messenger appeared while they were eating breakfast to announce that the empress would arrive in the next fifteen minutes, and Daphne forced herself to take five more bites of her porridge before getting to her feet, even as the food curdled in her stomach. She refused to show how much her mother’s arrival unnerved her, not to anyone, not even Bairre, who watched her closely throughout breakfast and even now keeps glancing at her sideways as if she is an equation he’s anxious to solve. But that would mean letting him see the dark and desperate girl who both loved and hated her mother, who was determined to destroy her and yet, mortifyingly, still craved her approval like drought-stricken earth craves rain, and Daphne couldn’t stomach that.


So she doesn’t meet his gaze and instead keeps her eyes trained on the open gate.


She hears the sound of approaching hoofbeats before she sees the horses that make them. Ten guards on proud white horses, decorated in Bessemian blue regalia, enter first, followed by two blue enamel carriages pulled by more white horses; then, finally, the large gold carriage Daphne knows contains her mother. Another ten guards trail behind, the gate closing at their backs.


Daphne keeps her eye on her mother’s carriage as it reaches the steps to the palace, pulling to a stop. A footman Daphne vaguely recognizes jumps down from his perch beside the driver and opens the door.


A dainty gloved hand reaches out of the shadowy carriage, each finger ringed with jewels, taking hold of the footman’s proffered hand before Empress Margaraux steps out into the pale gray winter light.


For a moment, Daphne feels as if she is looking at a stranger—her mother is taller than this woman, isn’t she? She looms larger, an immortal figure who has the power to destroy with a single look. But the woman who stands before her now doesn’t stand quite so tall, and in the stark light, Daphne can see the wrinkles creasing the skin around her eyes and mouth. Most surprising of all, when her eyes meet Daphne’s and that unmasked fury briefly flashes through them, Daphne finds herself wholly undestroyed.


The woman before her isn’t an infallible goddess with the power to damn and absolve, she’s just a woman—a powerful one, certainly, but Daphne supposes that since the last time they were face to face, she herself has come into power of her own. They are meeting here and now as equals, and if the empress doesn’t know that yet, she will.


Daphne makes her way down the steps, holding the hem of her silver velvet gown up to avoid tripping and summoning a bright smile. “Mother,” she says, pitching her voice loud enough to be heard by the gathered audience of Frivian courtiers and the entourage her mother brought, who Daphne knows are watching from the windows of the two smaller carriages. Violie is following a step behind her, and if she’s nervous about the ruse and how the empress will respond to it, it doesn’t show. “It’s so good to see your face again,” Daphne says, coming to stand before the empress and taking hold of her cool hands.


The empress surveys Daphne, looking at her like she’s seeing a stranger—and not one she likes—before glancing over her shoulder to Violie and narrowing her eyes slightly. For a moment, Daphne holds her breath. Logically, she knows her mother has more to lose than anyone by proclaiming Violie a fraud, but what if she and Violie miscalculated? What if—


“Oh, my darling girls,” the empress says, suddenly squeezing Daphne’s hand with one of hers and reaching toward Violie with the other. “I feared I might never see you again.”


She releases Daphne entirely, turning fully toward Violie and reaching a gloved hand up to lay her palm against Violie’s cheek. Daphne sees the flash of horror cross Violie’s face the second the empress touches her, but it’s gone so quickly she doubts anyone else does—at least apart from the empress herself.


“Sophronia, they told me you died—I thought—”


“Oh, Mama,” Violie says, her voice coming out loud enough to be heard by all. “I thought for sure I wouldn’t survive, but . . . oh, it is such a story, and you’ve had quite a journey. Come inside, King Bartholomew has had a room prepared for you.”


Violie gestures to where King Bartholomew is waiting at the top of the stairs, Bairre and Leopold standing on either side of him. As Empress Margaraux approaches, all three bow deeply.


“Your Majesty,” King Bartholomew says, taking the empress’s hand and bowing low over it, brushing a polite kiss over the back of her hand. “Welcome to Friv.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the empress replies, dropping into a deep curtsy. It occurs to Daphne that she’s never actually seen her mother curtsy, has only seen her be curtsied to. “And thank you as well for keeping my daughters safe in these troubled times.”


“Both Daphne and Sophronia are credits to you,” Bartholomew tells her, earnest and oblivious to the performances being enacted around him.


“Are they?” the empress drawls, eyes moving between Daphne and Violie. “How nice to hear. I would like the opportunity to catch up with my daughters—somewhere warm, perhaps,” she adds, pulling her ermine cloak closer.


“Of course,” Bartholomew says, bowing his head again. If he’s offended that the invitation wasn’t extended to him, he gives no sign. “I’m sure there is much for you to discuss, given all that’s happened. I’ll have refreshments set up in the library—it is the warmest room in the castle, and I’m sure after your journey, that’s precisely what you need.”


“Very thoughtful, King Bartholomew,” the empress says with what Daphne recognizes as her demure smile—chin tucked down, looking up at him from beneath her eyelashes, a small curve to her lips. Daphne has seen that smile wrap council members and ambassadors around her finger—she’s sure that her mother once used that smile against her father, too, that it’s at least one small part of why she is now empress.


King Bartholomew isn’t immune to it either. His cheeks turn faintly pink as he bows again, ushering the empress inside.


A round table has been set up in the library, just in front of the roaring fireplace, and set for three people, with a teapot and a plate of small, frosted cakes in the center. The three chairs surrounding it are typically Frivian in their sparseness, and Daphne knows even before the empress lowers herself into one that she’ll find them wanting.


“I think I’d rather be back in a stars-forsaken carriage,” the empress mutters as Daphne and Violie join her. “Now,” she says, her voice snapping as Daphne reaches for the teapot and begins to pour for everyone. “Tell me what, exactly, is going on here. Who else knows she’s a fake? I suppose Leopold must—I’d heard he was dimwitted, but even he would notice if his wife were replaced with a servant,” she adds, motioning toward Daphne and Violie. “Does King Bartholomew? Prince Bairre?”


“The king doesn’t, but Bairre does,” Daphne says with a broad smile as she pours tea. “He was quite instrumental in pulling off this charade—you ought to thank him, Mother.”


The empress’s penetrative gaze moves to Daphne and lingers. It’s always been difficult to see much of anything beneath the placid exterior her mother puts up, but Daphne thinks she might see a flicker of uncertainty.


“Explain,” she says—or rather, commands.


“Queen Eugenia betrayed us,” Daphne says, launching into the story she and Violie concocted late last night with some help from Bairre and Leopold. A story her mother will likely not believe, but one solid enough that she won’t be able to call it a lie outright—not without revealing truths she would rather keep hidden. “She was responsible for Sophronia’s death—Violie witnessed her pulling a pistol on Sophie before turning her in to the rebels she was working with.”


“So she claims,” Margaraux says, eyebrows arching and gaze darting back to Violie, who, for her part, meets her stare unflinchingly. “Eugenia wrote to me with a similar story about you, claiming you were the one who betrayed Sophronia,” she adds, motioning to Violie with her free hand while taking a sip of tea with the other. “Convenient that Eugenia is now dead and unable to defend herself.”


Violie opens her mouth, and Daphne has learned enough about her over the last weeks to know she is about to say something brash—a temperamental slipup the empress is no doubt trying to instigate. “I had my doubts too, when Violie first approached me with this story,” Daphne admits, drawing her mother’s attention back to her. “But Violie didn’t try to kill me. Eugenia did.”


This time, there is no mistaking the flicker of surprise in the empress’s face as she sets her teacup down in the saucer with a clatter.


“I’m fine,” Daphne assures her, reaching out to lay her hand over her mother’s, intentionally misreading her surprise as maternal concern. “I told you about the attempts that were made on my life. Another was made, and this time the assailant was kept alive long enough to point the finger at Eugenia.”


“Confessions under torture—” the empress begins, withdrawing her hand from Daphne’s.


“—aren’t to be believed,” Daphne finishes with a knowing smile. “Yes, Mother, you taught me well in that. But this particular confession pointed me in the right direction, and after some . . . snooping, I discovered letters between Eugenia and a man named Ansel, who Violie remembered as the head of the Temarinian mob that killed Sophie.”


“Letters can be—”


“Forged, I know,” Daphne interrupts again. “But I trust my ability to tell a forgery from the genuine article, and you should too, given the education you provided me. I know I’m no Sophronia in that area, but I’m more than competent.”


The empress’s mouth tightens, but she inclines her head in a nod.


“There were other letters,” Daphne continues. “But unfortunately, they were written on verbank paper and crumbled in my hands.”


Daphne watches her mother’s face carefully, but she gives no reaction. Daphne doesn’t need one to confirm what she knows, though. Violie saw enough of those letters in Eugenia’s things to know they’d been sent by the empress. It was proof that the empress and Eugenia were working together, even if they crumbled before she could read more than a few words. But the empress knows exactly what those letters said, since she wrote them, and Daphne and Violie have planned a way to use that knowledge against her.
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