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The Dark


Dezmin remembered the moment he slipped into the dark.


He’d been standing with Alfie as a strange girl burst into the Blue Room, her eyes wild with fear and purpose. He’d seen the dead guardsmen behind her, their bodies leaking red onto the tiled floor. He should have been terrified of her, but she’d looked so afraid—like Alfie did when he woke from a nightmare.


He’d once carved Alfie a dragon figurine as a token of bravery to keep him from making that same heartbreaking face.


Dezmin had opened his mouth to calm the girl—maybe he could stop whatever she was planning. But before he could say a word she thrust her hand forward, splaying her fingers wide. The floor beneath him opened and down he fell, catching only a glimpse of Alfie’s panicked expression before the hole closed around him, leaving him in a sea of inky black.


No, not a sea—the sea had a soul. It had currents that pushed and pulled, and waves that frothed and roared. This was not a sea; it was nothing.


He felt nothing and nothing felt him.


He could not tell if he had been here for hours or years. A lifetime or a moment. Space and time held its breath as Dezmin suffocated in the darkness, paralyzed and lost. But that hardly mattered, because the one thing Dezmin was certain of was that this quiet purgatory was eternal. No matter how much time had passed, he still had infinity to go.


Until one day there was a sound. The first he’d heard since Alfie had shouted his name as he fell into the dark.


Hello, my child.


To hear himself referred to as a child, as something beloved—as anything at all after such endless silence—it made Dezmin want to laugh, to weep. But he could do none of those things. He could only stare.


The voice was deep, hypnotic. Dezmin had expected to see a man standing before him, but instead he saw a dragon figurine floating there in the dark—the very one he’d given to Alfie to ward off his nightmares. Was he hallucinating? Why would the figurine appear before him here?


To see something from his life before felt like fate, destiny, salvation. In truth, it was none of those things.


It was simply bad luck.










Chapter 1


Homecoming


Alfie couldn’t breathe.


With his father’s body at his feet and Dezmin standing before him, he felt as if his lungs had been plucked from his chest.


But the being standing here wasn’t Dezmin. It was wearing Dezmin’s body, true, but inside was Sombra—like rancid wine poured into a beautiful bottle.


Alfie’s brother looked the same but different—he looked wrong. His features were sharpened, and he even looked taller, as if the god were stretching him from inside the same way you broke in a pair of shoes or flexed your fingers in a new pair of gloves. Was Dezmin in pain from this physical contortion? It made Alfie feel sick to his stomach.


How could this be happening?


Only six months before, he and Finn had battled the god of darkness and, with the help of a prisoner named Xiomara, they’d banished Sombra to the same dark void that Dezmin had been lost to. Afterward they’d returned the god’s stone arms safely to the vault and moved forward with their lives. Yet now here Sombra stood, on the very dais where Alfie and Princess Vesper had just taken their betrothal vows. A layer of flower petals still dusted the floor. Lit candles floated in the air, bathing the vast ballroom in soft light.


Sombra looked as if he’d just arrived to his own surprise party.


Alfie felt utterly alone as he faced this worst possible incarnation of his brother, his best friend. Luka was out of reach, still in the grip of the Englassen guardsmen who’d restrained him as the king had been murdered. Finn was behind him, pinned to the ground by another set of guards after she had burst into the ceremony.


“No applause? Are you not pleased by the homecoming of your long-lost prince?” Sombra gestured at Dezmin’s body with a grin.


Dezmin was nothing but a garment to Sombra. The unfairness of it all struck Alfie like a slap. He’d spent endless nights desperately wishing for his brother to be found, only to have him return controlled by a monster.


“Leave my brother’s body,” Alfie rasped, finding his voice. “Get out!”


“Ah, but why would I?” Sombra asked. “I quite like it here.”


“This is ridiculous!” cried the petulant voice of Prince Marsden.


Alfie started. Sombra’s appearance had been so shocking, he’d nearly forgotten that moments ago the Englassen royal family had tried to magically enslave all of Castallan. They hadn’t succeeded, because the spellwork required the blood of every living member of the royal family, and they hadn’t had Dezmin’s.


“Guards!” Marsden roared, spittle flying from his thin lips. He pointed at Sombra. “We will repeat the ritual with Prince Dezmin’s blood. Restrain him at onc—”


In the blink of an eye, Sombra materialized in front of the flustered Englassen prince. It happened so fast that Alfie never saw him move, but he felt the air whip past him as if he’d stuck his head out of a speeding carriage.


Standing so close to Marsden that their noses could have brushed, Sombra looked at him like a child contemplating squishing a bug. “You make far too much noise.”


Marsden opened his mouth to protest, but Sombra snatched him by the tongue. Alfie heard the sound of muscle and sinew snapping as the god wrenched it from Marsden’s mouth.


Bile rose in Alfie’s throat.


“Marsden!” Queen Elinore screamed as her son fell to his knees, blood pouring from his lips. She, Princess Vesper, and King Alistair all rushed forward, crying out for help.


Still holding the prince’s detached tongue between two fingers, Sombra waved his free hand, as if shooing away a fly. With a loud crack, the Englassen royals’ necks snapped sharply to the left and they fell, dead before they could even reach Marsden. The Englassen prince himself had gone silent, blood still seeping from his lips as his eyes grew glassy and still.


The Englassen royal family had been wiped from existence in mere moments.


“Now that I have returned”—Sombra dropped the severed tongue, moving on with ease—“my reign over this world can begin. It will be short, but no doubt memorable.” He met Alfie’s gaze, a glint of excitement in his eyes. “Of that you can be certain.”


Alfie was still reeling as Sombra made an elegant sweeping motion with his hands. A shudder bloomed on Alfie’s skin. From the corner of his eye, he saw something dark slithering. For a moment he thought shadows were crawling on the floor-to-ceiling windows, but he was wrong. It was much worse. A wave of black crept across the sun-dappled sky, as if a pot of ink had spilled onto the heavens. It didn’t look like a regular night sky where there were pinpricks of stars and different shades of dark. It was matte black, as if the sky itself had been painted in one even coat.


A few paces to his left, a Castallano woman’s shadow clawed its way forward, pulling itself up from the ground. The woman it belonged to shouted in fear, recoiling from the sight of the monstrous thing coming to life at her feet. The shadow had no face, no mouth, but somehow Alfie knew it was hungry.


“Alfie.” Luka’s voice shook. Alfie followed his cousin’s gaze. Every shadow, even his mother’s, began to darken and arch off the ground. They were no longer a cast of the light; they were touchable, fluid, thickening like black ink as they hunched their way into life.


He’d never seen anything so ghastly. They did not move the way propio shadows moved—reflecting the emotions of the person they were attached to. They moved like ravenous beasts, breaking free from whatever had once kept them tethered to the floor. Even Alfie’s own shadow rippled at his feet. He could feel it fighting against Sombra’s pull. The hairs on Alfie’s neck stood on end as an overwhelming energy, cold and dark, swept over the chamber.


“Mijo,” his mother said, fear lacing her voice tight as her own shadow slithered forward. She reached out a hand, but she was too far away to touch him. Alfie’s shadow stretched toward her to close the distance between them.


Time slowed to a crawl.


Then came a terrible sound—a cacophony of snaps. With a twist of their shapeless forms, the shadows broke free of the feet they’d once belonged to and hovered in the air. His mother stood still with shock.


“Mother!” Alfie shouted, panic burning through his veins.


Before he could move, the shadows rushed forward, forcing themselves down the throats of their masters. His mother choked, gripping at her throat to stop it, but it was no use.


Amada went limp, her head hanging down, obscuring her face from his vision. The room was full of shadows pouring themselves into the bodies of their victims, leaving them in a loose-limbed stance, as if they’d fallen asleep standing up. Then, without a word, they began to raise their heads. Each one’s eyes were completely black, not a dot of white in them. Just like those who had become shadowless when Alfie and Finn had accidentally released Sombra the first time.


“What have you done?” Alfie asked. Focusing, he felt for the sacred connection between himself and his moving shadow, and engaged his propio. He looked around the room. He should have seen an array of colors, each person’s magic its own shade, but instead everyone’s magic was the same pitch black. He frowned. What would this mean for his own abilities? Could he still match and work with the magic of others if everyone’s magic had turned black under Sombra’s command? Would he still be able to travel through the strands of magic? How could he combat this horror if he did not have his propio?


“I have begun my reign.” Sombra’s eyes were alight. “I am here to finish what I once started.”


Finn groaned and hobbled up to Alfie, blood seeping from a wound in her stomach. The guardsmen who’d been holding her down when she’d crashed the betrothal ceremony had let her go—now that they were shadowless, they were no longer interested in subduing her. Like everyone else in the room, they stood at attention, eyes on Sombra. Alfie still didn’t know why Finn had burst in at the last minute the way she had.


“I tried . . .” She winced as she pressed her hand against her wound, her eyes trained on Sombra. “I tried to get to you before the ceremony happened. . . .”


Alfie blinked at her, the truth dawning on him. Somehow she’d known what the Englassens were up to, but hadn’t been able to get to the ceremony fast enough. There was a strange tenderness in knowing that even after she’d walked out of his life because of his impending marriage to Vesper, she’d still been the one to put the pieces together first. The one to find a way to save him at any cost. He pulled her to his side gently, afraid of worsening her injury.


“I know,” he said. “I know.”


By the look on Finn’s face, it was clear she’d had no clue that Sombra would be returning too. No one could have predicted this.


Alfie pressed his hand to Finn’s wound, his eyes still on Sombra. “Sanar,” he murmured, but the cut kept bleeding beneath his touch. “Sanar.” Still nothing. Not only did the magic not work when he called upon it, but something felt wrong now. Magic had always flowed through his body like warm water, but now it crawled over the skin like flies on a corpse, skittering away from Alfie’s touch when he reached for it.


Finn watched him, a question in her eyes, but Alfie didn’t know how to explain.


Was this Sombra’s doing too? Had his return changed the very fabric of magic?


Luka dashed over and, trembling, came to a stop in front of them, his face wet with tears. They’d wished so often for Dezmin’s return, but not like this.


Never like this.


“And you two again,” Sombra laughed, amused at the sight of Luka and Finn. “The four of us reunited in the very room where you once managed to best me. How ironic.”


“Ironic,” Finn said with a pained grimace. “Or annoying. Depends on who you ask.”


Alfie’s mind was a flurry of panic, his gaze snapping between his now black-eyed mother, Luka, Finn, the sea of shadowless, and the deranged god. In the midst of it all, Alfie spotted James on the far side of the room, surrounded by the Englassen guards who had been, at Prince Marsden’s command, holding him back; now they stood blankly by his side.


James too still had his shadow. So aside from Luka, it seemed the only people who had been spared were those with propios. But why was Luka not affected? Was it because Sombra’s magic had saved Luka before and given him inhuman strength—or was it just luck?


Castallanos were taught that propios were a blessing—a sign of a greater connection to the balance of light and dark that had created magic and their world—but Alfie had never imagined it would spare those who possessed them from becoming slaves to Sombra.


James looked terrified. Alfie knew he himself would feel the same if he were in a situation like this, alone, without friends or even allies. But after the boy had helped Prince Marsden—though he’d been forced to do so—with his plan to enslave Castallan, Alfie couldn’t bring himself to beckon James over to stand with them.


“Let Dezmin go,” Alfie demanded again. He’d wanted to sound strong, but he could barely manage to keep his voice from shaking.


“You speak as if I stole my way into his body. But I was warmly invited,” Sombra said.


“You’re lying.” Luka’s voice was rough. “Dezmin would never.”


“I cannot inhabit a body I am not invited into, boy,” Sombra said to Luka. “And watch your tone. You are in the presence of the same god who once saved your pathetic life.”


“How?” Alfie demanded, his gaze on his mother. She looked serene. Her husband’s corpse was mere feet away, yet she only had eyes for Sombra. “How is this possible?”


When Finn’s cruel adoptive father, Ignacio, had wielded Sombra’s powers all those months ago, Alfie had watched as the people who he turned black-eyed then infected each other one by one. But this time, at Sombra’s command, they had all become shadowless in the space of a breath. It was as if he’d been plunged into a nightmare where you could not run no matter how fast you pumped your legs.


“With the help of your dear brother, of course,” Sombra said. “In my name, he destroyed the light. Now humans are finally free to embrace their true natures as creatures of chaos.”


Alfie felt ill. It made no sense. How could Dezmin have helped Sombra? How could they have destroyed the balance of light and dark while they’d been trapped in Xiomara’s void?


“Why?” Alfie shouted, his voice breaking around the single syllable. “What do you get out of this?”


Sombra met his gaze with a cruel smile. “I get everything.”


“We stopped you once,” Luka said, his chest heaving—from trying to restrain his anger or his terror, Alfie couldn’t tell. “We’ll do it again.”


“Ah, yes, we’ve played this game before. But the rules have changed. This time there will be nowhere for you to run. No toy dragon to trap me in.” He leveled Alfie with a glare. “No way to stop me from taking what you stole.”


A dizzying panic surged through Alfie. The stone arms. Sombra was going to take them again. When he and Finn had released Sombra last time, the god had taken over Ignacio’s body. He’d been a force to be reckoned with then, but he’d become even more powerful once he’d procured his stone arms. After they had banished Sombra to the void, the arms had been secured in the vault once more, the magical protections tripled and reinforced. But would that be enough to stop him now?


“Guards!” Alfie shouted, but none responded. They weren’t his to command anymore—they were Sombra’s. Only a wounded Finn and a trembling Luka stood between the god and the stone arms that were locked in the palace vault.


“You want the arms?” Finn raised her fists, one bloody from putting pressure on her wound. Alfie could see sweat gathering on her upper lip. “Then you’ll have to fight for them.”


“I would venture to say there are simpler ways.” Sombra thrust his hand downward as if reaching for something, his fingers flexing.


With a crack, the ballroom floor broke open. Alfie pushed Finn behind him, shielding her as gravel and sharp shards of rock shot up from the ground, a gray cloud of dust following close behind. When Alfie blinked the debris from his eyes, he saw Sombra’s arms had burst free of the rubble and were now racing across the floor to their owner. Sombra had broken through the protections without even approaching the vault.


“I will return to my immortal form.” The stone pieces skittered up Sombra’s legs and onto his arms, encasing them. “And you will not stop me.”


“Mierda,” Finn cursed, and Alfie knew what she was thinking. Sombra was already so powerful that he could make everyone shadowless in the blink of an eye. How much more powerful would he be now that he was in possession of part of his immortal body again?


“Hear me now!” Sombra shouted. “Today is the beginning of the end. I was locked away by your little prince, but my destiny never wavered. In the very cage that imprisoned me, I found a new path. I destroyed the balance of magic in favor of the dark and have brought Nocturna to this pathetic world. Soon it will crumble in on itself like a dying star, and your gods will finally pay the price of banishing me.”


Alfie’s mind raced. Nocturna was the consequence of Sombra casting the world into darkness—the end of all things good, the unraveling of mankind.


The end of the world.


Nocturna was what he and Finn had fought to prevent last time they’d released Sombra. He’d thought they were safe from that fate. He couldn’t understand how this could be happening now. The balance of magic was hidden in the heart of the world, a sacred place that no man had ever found. The void where Sombra had been imprisoned was barren of life, virtually inescapable. How had he managed to leave the void and find such a place of legend? Every hour Alfie had ever spent reading and researching magical theory seemed wasted in this moment of not knowing.


“You’re delusional,” Finn said, brandishing a dagger. “But I can fix that.”


Alfie wished he had even half her confidence. Sombra was exponentially more powerful than he had been the last time they faced him—and since he was using Dezmin as a vessel, Alfie could not bring himself to hurt him.


How could they possibly win?


Luka gripped Alfie’s shoulder, and as their gazes met, he knew Luka was worrying about the same things.


“Is that so?” Sombra asked Finn, spreading his arms wide. “Then why don’t you try.”


Finn didn’t need to be told twice. Dezmin wasn’t her brother—she only saw an enemy. Her wound long forgotten, she dashed forward, too fast for anyone to stop her.


“Finn!” Alfie shouted, running after her. His mind raced, trying to come up with what spell to use, but what could he do to stop this? Hurt Dezmin to hurt Sombra, or hurt Finn to stop her from hurting his brother? Would Dezmin die if they killed Sombra?


“Paralizar!” he shouted at Sombra, hoping that his magic would at least stop the god from harming Finn, but nothing happened. Why was the magic not responding?


Sombra didn’t even seem to notice. His eyes, alight with amusement, only followed Finn.


Alfie should have been terrified that he was about to watch Finn run directly to her death, but at that moment he saw something on Sombra’s face that shocked him—and gave him hope.


Blood was trickling from the god’s nose—from Dezmin’s nose.


“Is he bleeding?” Luka asked, his eyes wide.


Still smiling, the blood from his nose splashing his teeth red, Sombra raised his hand, letting Finn’s dagger pierce his palm. It sank straight through. She twisted the blade deeper, her eyes wide at the sight of the blood flowing down his arm.


If Sombra could be injured, then maybe he could be killed. Hope caught in Alfie’s chest, quickly tempered by pain—it was also Dezmin’s body that Finn had stabbed.


“Finn!” Alfie shouted again.


His voice seemed to rouse Sombra. With a quick hand, he gripped Finn by the neck and tossed her. The thief slammed against Alfie, sending them both rolling across the tiled floor.


When they came to a stop, Alfie raised his head and watched Sombra touch the trickle of blood coming from his nose. The wound in his palm was still oozing red. He wasn’t healing instantly the way he had the last time.


The prince and the god locked gazes, and for a moment so fleeting that Alfie wondered if he imagined it—


Alfie saw uncertainty in Sombra’s eyes.


“I’ll let your loving subjects do the honor of ending you.” Sombra raised his bloody hand and squeezed it into a fist.


At his command, the ballroom sprang to life as shadowless Englassens and Castallanos lunged at one another viciously with the vigor of old enemies. Alfie watched a woman ransack the body of the man she’d stabbed, stuffing his jewels into her pockets. Hair was torn from scalps, thumbs dug mercilessly into eye sockets, screams of pain stifled by slit throats.


“Stop!” Luka shouted. Pandemonium surrounded them like a whirlwind until the three of them stood back-to-back. Luka gripped two fighting men and pried them apart. “Stop it!”


The men turned on him, their fists raised. Using his enhanced strength, Luka threw them, sending them skidding on their backs to opposite sides of the ballroom. Without skipping a beat, they launched into fights with new opponents. It didn’t matter who they fought so long as blood was shed and life was lost.


All Alfie wanted was to find his mother, save his brother, bury his father, and stop this wave of violence—but there wasn’t time for any of that. He couldn’t even ask the guards for protection because they were shadowless as well, jumping into the fray with horrifying grins.


“We’ve got to stop Sombra!” Alfie cried to Luka and Finn. “We can’t let him escape!”


The god had bled and not healed, which meant that he was somehow vulnerable. They needed to take advantage of that. But would doing so mean hurting Dezmin? The pain of that thought was too much to bear. Alfie hid from it, pushing it aside for later.


“He disappeared into the rush of people!” Luka said. “I can force my way through and look for him!”


Alfie stepped closer to Luka. “We’ll be right behind you.” Alfie turned to Finn and held out his hand. Luka could run through without a problem, but he and Finn might get separated.


She laced their fingers together. “Ready.”


“All right, here goes!” Luka began to run.


Alfie gripped Finn’s hand and made to follow, but skidded to a halt as a figure moved past him, a blur of red silk and fury.


“You!” Queen Amada shouted.


Alfie watched in horror as his mother leaped at Finn, shoving her away from Alfie with both hands. Alfie’s hold on Finn’s hand broke as Amada pushed him behind her, protective as a tigress with her cubs. “You have brought my son nothing but violence and danger.”


“Qué?” Finn caught herself from stumbling backward into a fight between two Castallano guardsmen.


“Stay behind me, Mijo,” Amada said to him.


Alfie stared at his mother in surprise. The last time they’d faced Sombra, the shadowless had had no memory of who they were—they’d simply been thoughtless monsters. But the queen recognized him. She was still some version of herself. Maybe she could be reasoned with.


“Mother,” Alfie said. “Mother, listen to me. Finn is—”


“Alfehr was sheltered and protected before he met you,” Amada hissed at her. “He stayed out of trouble. The day he fell into your hands, I lost my baby. That ends today.”


“I’ll have you know that I’ve saved your very tall baby many times, thank you very much!” Finn sank into a defensive stance, daggers in each hand. “Prince, you better control your mamá before I do it for you.”


Alfie gripped Amada’s shoulders, but she shook him off and threw her hand forward as if gripping the air. “Sofocar!”


Finn gave a choking gasp, the daggers falling from her hands as she clawed at her neck, trying to free herself from the magic that stole the breath from her lungs. Alfie stared in shock. Why did the magic work for his mother and not for him? Finn’s strained cries shook him from his reverie.


“Mother, stop!” Alfie grabbed her by the arm. “Stop it!”


But Amada’s gaze was glued to Finn. The thief dropped to her knees, her eyes growing bloodshot.


Not seeing any other choice, Alfie tackled his mother, forcing her to lose focus and take her eyes off Finn. As they rolled to the ground, Finn fell onto her backside and heaved a desperate, ragged breath.


“Let me go!” Amada shouted. She shoved him away and crawled forward, snatching one of the daggers Finn had dropped. Still on all fours, she tried to stab Finn’s feet as the thief crawled backward like a panicked crab.


“Stop!” Alfie stood and lunged forward, grabbing her around the waist as she tried to leap at Finn. She bucked against him, wild with rage. “Paralizar!” he shouted at Amada, but her body still would not stop moving. He reached for the magic with his mind, as he always did, but it crept away from his touch. “Paralizar!” Nothing was working; nothing made any sense.


“Prince.” Finn grabbed the remaining dagger and stumbled to her feet. Through gritted teeth she took in hungry gulps of air. “I know you love her, but I am not getting murdered because you’re a mamá’s boy!” She pulled a second dagger from her sleeve, this one with brass knuckles on the hilt to slip her fingers into.


“I’m trying—” Alfie began before Amada elbowed him in the stomach, wriggling away when his grip loosened. She launched herself at Finn, dagger raised high.


It was as if time slowed just so he could marvel at this moment: his mother, shadowless and savage, poised to kill the girl he loved. Finn looked at Amada as she approached, still and calm. It was the look of someone who had been charged many times and come out alive. Bloodied, but alive.


“Don’t hurt her!” Alfie shouted.


Finn tossed him a look as Amada slashed at her. “What do you want me to do, hug her?”


“No stabbing,” Alfie sputtered. He grabbed Amada by the shoulders and tried to subdue her again. “Please, anything else—but no stabbing!”


“Fine!”


With a grunt, Finn headbutted Amada, sending her stumbling back against Alfie’s chest. Before Alfie could speak, Finn followed up with a brass-knuckled punch to the queen’s temple. Alfie caught his mother as she went limp.


“Finn!” he shouted at the sight of blood oozing from his mother’s head.


“What?” Finn said, rubbing her forehead with a wince. “You said no stabbing!”










Chapter 2


The Enemy of My Enemy Is My Friend (Sort Of)


Luka barreled through the crowd, his heart thumping in his chest as he scanned the sweeping room for Sombra.


Faces blurred as he ran past. Strangers—Castallano and Englassen alike—tried to grab him and pull him into skirmishes, but Luka just shook them off. People he’d known for years barely looked at him, too engrossed in their own violence to take notice.


The world had truly gone mad, and Sombra was nowhere to be found in the chaos.


“I don’t think he’s here anymore!” Luka shouted over his shoulder, but Alfie and Finn were no longer behind him. He spun in a circle, panic surging through his veins. Alfie and Finn were all he had left, the only ones who could look him in the eye with the gaze of a friend instead of a monster. How could he have lost them so quickly?


A fist smashed into Luka’s cheek. A normal man would have been sent stumbling sideways by the force of that punch, but Luka’s strength kept him rooted in place.


“Your people will return to their masters!” the shadowless Englassen man shouted. “We will finish what Prince Marsden started.”


Annoyance bubbled in Luka’s stomach. Englass’s bigotry and delusions of colonial glory were the last things he would be tolerating today. Still, it was interesting to see that the shadowless retained their own consciousnesses this time—including their prejudices. This Englassen had become a monster, yet he still had the presence of mind to be racist.


How fun.


“Englass will rule this heathen land again,” the stranger went on. “We will—”


With a frustrated growl, Luka gripped the man’s collar with both hands and tossed him as if he were playing a very ambitious game of catch.


The man flew clean across the ballroom and out the window, disappearing in a spray of colored glass.


Luka winced. Alfie wouldn’t have approved of that move, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


“There! That boy is one of the Castallano royals!” another man shouted. “Kill him!”


A group of Englassens closed in on him from all sides, and Luka took a steadying breath. They would all take a trip out the windows if that’s what it would take for him to find Alfie and Finn and get out of here in one piece.


“Luka!” a voice called. James barreled through the ring of shadowless, colliding with him.


“Don’t touch me!” Luka shouted, shoving him away. No matter how small a role he’d played, James was at least partially to blame for King Bolivar lying cold and dead on the ballroom floor. Prince Marsden had said as much before Sombra tore his tongue out.


James took a step back, holding his hands up in surrender. “I know,” he admitted.


Luka blinked. He’d expected the boy to at least try to explain his way out of it. It was infuriating to hear him just admit to it.


It was only then that Luka noticed the Englassens weren’t attacking him anymore. He looked around him. The shadowless surrounded them, but every time they got within five feet or so, they screamed and winced, moving away in fear.


“Illusion magic,” James said. “We’re safe.”


After a moment Luka remembered what Prince Marsden had said—the Englassen royals had used ungodly spellwork to force James’s body to possess multiple propios. Illusion was one of them.


Luka was thankful to have a moment of calm, but he refused to let James know that. “I suppose illusion magic was very useful when you were killing Castallanos under Marsden’s command.”


Marsden had fostered a climate of political hostility in the city by creating a fake Castallano nationalist group that objected to the summit with Englass and forcing James to murder the participating delegados in its name. That political tension was what had pressured Alfie to agree to marry Vesper—if not for that, Castallan would still have a king and Alfie would still have a father.


James didn’t speak; he just looked at Luka with a guilt so earnest that it made Luka want to punch him in the face.


Curiosity forced Luka’s tongue. “What did you create an illusion of?” It was one thing to make them invisible, but the boy had somehow ensured that the shadowless didn’t set foot near them.


“A raging fire burning through the room. When they get close they’ll feel the heat of it. It’ll keep them away.”


Luka cocked his head. Smart. Luka was a flame caster himself but had always been wary of using it in the ballroom full of rich tapestries and cloth banners, lest he set the entire room ablaze. But the illusion of flames was perfect—all the threat without the actual damage.


“If you stay close to me, I can maintain the illusion around us and we can get to the prince and the girl,” James said. “I can only keep up the illusion within a certain radius. . . .”


Luka scowled at the boy before forcing himself to step closer. As someone who had kept his shadow and his sanity, James was an enemy to Sombra too. The enemy of his enemy was his friend, even if he was also a conniving, lying jerk. Luka rubbed his temples. Life was annoyingly confusing right now.


“Fine,” Luka relented. “Follow me.”


Luka and James moved through the room, the shadowless parting before them thanks to James’s illusion. It wasn’t long before he spotted Alfie and Finn.


Luka’s blood ran cold.


Finn stood protectively, fighting off the shadowless with her daggers and fists, while Alfie crouched over the queen’s still body.


Forgetting James’s perimeter, Luka ran forward, James trailing close behind.


“Please, please,” Luka begged as he knelt beside his aunt. She couldn’t be dead. They couldn’t lose her too.


“She’s all right,” Alfie said, startling at Luka’s sudden appearance. Alfie’s gaze found James, his voice dropping low with quiet fury. “Why is he here?”


“Why is no one trying to fight me anymore?” Finn asked, turning around when her opponents suddenly stepped back with fear. “Oh, hey, Bathtub Boy.” She cocked her head. “And Englassen boy whose name escapes me.”


“I created an illusion,” James said, taking a step away from Alfie. “No one will come near you so long as you stay close to me.”


“And why would I do that?” Alfie stood, anger rolling off him like an electric current. “I’ve already paid dearly enough for your existence.”


Luka couldn’t remember ever seeing Alfie this angry, especially with someone who was clearly afraid of him. He shook his head free of that thought. Who cared if James looked scared and contrite? He deserved every ounce of anger Alfie had to give.


“Because we need him,” Finn sighed, wiping her bloodied fists on her pants. “I can’t fight these fools forever. If he can get us out of this room, I’m with him.” Alfie shot her a look. “For now,” she added quickly.


Alfie’s searing gaze found James again. A tense silence brewed between them. Amid the ballroom’s chaos, Luka felt as if he were standing in the eye of the storm.


“Fine,” Alfie finally said through gritted teeth. With careful hands he picked up Queen Amada, carrying her in his arms the way she had carried them as children when they’d fallen asleep in their playroom. “We need to get somewhere safe.”


Luka reached out to wipe the blood oozing from Amada’s temple.


“Somewhere safe,” Finn repeated, a broken laugh parting her lips. “Still so optimistic.”


“Well, at the very least we can get out of this death trap of a ballroom,” Luka said, looking at James expectantly. “Lead the way, traitor.”


James blanched as they moved tentatively through the length of the ballroom. When they reached the double doors to the hallways, he asked, “Where are we going?”


Luka glowered at him. “You don’t have the right to ask questions.”


“Come on now.” Finn rolled her eyes. “He needs to know where to lead us.”


“To the left,” Luka said, his voice strained. “If we go down the hall and make a left and then a right, there’s a way to get into the secret passages in the walls. We should be safe there.” Luka glanced behind him to where the chaos in the ballroom raged on. “Or as safe as we can be, considering.”


The palace halls weren’t as packed full of shadowless as the ballroom was, but there were still enemies to be avoided. Small groups of Castallano and Englassen guards fought, staining the tiled floor with rivulets of blood. Machetes flew through stomachs and kneecaps. Hands were chopped free of arms. The people in the ballroom were mostly nobles, so they didn’t know how to really fight. But these guards had been trained for chaos, and Sombra had wiped all the honor from them.


“Englass had their guards stationed outside the ballroom, ready to attack.” Alfie shifted Queen Amada in his arms as Luka watched the carnage unfold. “All this time, they were preparing to take over and we had no clue.”


James stiffened, and Luka hoped he knew better than to speak right now.


“Yeah, they were good and ready to take over,” Finn said as she pulled a bloody machete from the chest of an Englassen corpse. She surveyed the blade carefully before tossing it aside. “But they didn’t.”


“Not because of us,” Alfie said, shame lacing his words. “Sombra is the one who put an end to it. If he hadn’t showed up and dragged Dezmin into this, they might’ve killed the rest of us and taken Castallan by force.”


Luka’s eyes stung at the mention of Dezmin, of Sombra’s voice coming out of his mouth. “It wasn’t him,” he told himself in a desperate murmur. “It wasn’t Dez.” But Luka wasn’t sure if he believed his own words. Sombra had seemed particularly gleeful about Dezmin being a willing vessel. Was he telling the truth? Had Dezmin changed after he’d been lost to the void?


As they moved through the hall, the shadowless guards shouted in alarm and moved out of the way, seeing a fire rather than three tired friends, an Englassen enemy, and a comatose queen. With quick steps, the group made it around the first corner. They just needed to get to the end of this hall to find the passageway. Once they made it there, Luka could sob in earnest.


Alfie shifted Queen Amada in his arms, cradling her close. He held her like a talisman, like his last hope.


Like a boy who was terrified of becoming an orphan.


Luka knew that life all too well and couldn’t blame Alfie for his fear. Amada’s face looked peaceful in her sleep, and he finally understood why parents watched their children doze. When they were asleep, they were safe, accounted for.


“Prince . . . ,” Finn began, and even in the wreckage of this moment, Luka marveled at how her face softened when she looked at Alfie. Luka turned back to Amada.


Her black eyes were wide open.


Before Luka could say a word, she jerked out of Alfie’s hold and gripped Finn by the hair. “I told you to stay away from my son!”


“Mamá!” Alfie tried to grab her, but the queen was too quick. She launched herself at Finn.


“They need to stay close to me or—” James shouted as Amada tackled Finn to the ground, sending the pair rolling ahead of the rest of the group.


They came to a halt with Amada straddling Finn, squeezing the thief’s throat tight between her delicate hands.


“What is it with you and choking people?!” Finn croaked.


“Wait!” James shouted, but it was too late. Finn and Amada had disrupted the illusion of the fire. They were all visible now.


The shadowless turned.


“The queen of Castallan!” a black-eyed Englassen shouted, catching the attention of his comrades. “Kill her! For the crown!”


“Shit, shit, shit,” Luka shouted as he and Alfie sprang into action, leaving a bewildered James behind. Luka didn’t even spare him a glance. If the boy wanted to hang back and be a coward like the rest of his people, then so be it.


While Alfie tried to haul his mother off Finn, an Englassen guard raced forward and swung her sword downward. Luka couldn’t tell if she was trying to kill Amada or Alfie, but he’d make sure she was unsuccessful either way.


Dashing forward, he caught her by the wrist and slammed her hand against the wall over and over again until she dropped her sword. Then, with a kick to the belly, he sent her flying. But just as quickly as she was knocked away, others ran to take her place.


“Fuerza!” Alfie was shouting to repel them, but they kept coming. Luka stared at him in confusion. Why wasn’t his magic working?


Luka deflected another guard, this time with no weapon, just his fists. Two more men leaped forward, their black eyes wild and soulless, each with a sword in hand.


They were too quick for him to catch. Luka didn’t see what happened next so much as he felt it—a shadowless woman ducked past him while he was distracted by the other two.


“No!” he shouted. He wouldn’t let this happen again. He couldn’t watch someone else he loved taken from him, not today, not ever. He wouldn’t survive it.


Luka caught one sword in his hand, letting it tear through the flesh of his palm. But it was too late—a scream of pain rang out behind him. Which of his loved ones would he have to mourn now? He whirled around to see.


It was James.


The Englassen boy had thrown himself in front of Alfie and the queen. Luka blinked, wondering if this too was some sort of illusion.


The shadowless woman dug her blade deeper into James’s shoulder. “Get out of the way, fool!”


Luka gripped her by the upper arm and tossed her in the direction of the ballroom as Alfie finally wrestled his mother off Finn. Throwing people was becoming startlingly common.


“Are you all right?” Luka asked James.


“I’m fine.” The Englassen pressed his hand against the wound, his eyes scanning the carnage in the hallway. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


Luka didn’t know what to say to the boy. He’d written him off as a coward and a betrayer, but James had put his body on the line to stop Alfie and Queen Amada from being hurt. He could have used his illusion magic to protect himself and run away, but he’d stayed.


And now Luka didn’t know if he could hate him quite as much as he wanted to.


“They’re here!” a familiar voice shouted, jolting Luka from his warring thoughts.


After years of skipping class and turning in his homework abominably late, Luka had never been so happy to see Paloma and the legion of dueños that trailed behind her.


But wait—what if they were shadowless too? Was this just one more enemy to fear?


In a panic, Luka searched their eyes. They still had whites to them; their bodies still had their shadows. He didn’t know how they had not been affected by Sombra’s return, but he was too relieved to question it.


“Contain the shadowless and protect the royal family!” Paloma shouted. Some of her brethren spread out through the hall as others raced past to get to the ballroom.


Luka watched numbly as the dueños began trapping shadowless in circles of magic, one by one. They moved in pairs, one dueño drawing the written magic quickly with chalk while the other worked to hold the shadowless in place. Upon seeing their comrades trapped, the others ran, disappearing down the halls like mice scurrying back to their holes. Once again, Luka wondered why the magic was working for the dueños when it hadn’t for Alfie. What was going on?


“Paloma,” Luka said, his voice thick with emotion. Everything was going to be all right. Paloma always knew what to do, and today would be no different. It couldn’t be different. Luka wasn’t sure he’d survive if it was different.


The dueña squeezed his shoulder as she passed him to get to Queen Amada. Sweat dripped down her face, and Luka wondered what she’d faced on her way here.


“The queen must be contained.” Finn was still gasping for breath on the floor when Paloma approached, reaching for Amada.


“Don’t take her!” Alfie pleaded, still holding Amada against him, his arms locked over her chest in an X. “Please, she’s still my mother!”


“Alfie—” Paloma said.


“She is all I have left!” Alfie shouted, his eyes shining. “Please!”


Paloma held his gaze, unrelenting. “Let go of her.”


“Release me! You don’t command me!” Amada shouted at her, spittle flying from her lips. “I am the queen—you will obey me or you will hang!”


Luka blinked at how ferocious she looked. At how she threatened Paloma like an insect beneath her foot instead of a trusted friend and confidante. This was not the queen they knew. Not the mother they knew.


Alfie seemed to see it too. His throat working, he looked down at Amada where she squirmed against him. After a long moment, he let the dueños pin the queen on the ground.


When the written magic had been put in place around her, Amada stood and threw herself against the invisible wall keeping her caged.


“Release me!” she demanded. Her eyes were trained on Alfie, desperate and mad. “You won’t survive without me! You’re not ready!”


Alfie brought a shaking hand to his lips as Amada pounded her fists on the barrier.


The dueños raced about, imprisoning more shadowless in rings of magic, but Luka felt just as trapped in this horrifying moment.


King Bolivar was dead.


Dezmin was back, and so was Sombra.


Queen Amada had become a monster.


“Listen to me, Alfie. You need me,” Amada shouted. “You’re not ready!”


As Alfie bent forward, sobbing, his hands on his knees, Luka couldn’t help but agree with her.


Whatever was to come, they weren’t ready.










Chapter 3


The Balance


Finn had no idea how her life had reached this point.


She’d lived every moment of it, but still—how she’d come to be standing in a meeting chamber waiting to discuss the end of the world with a group of dueños, a prince (now king), and Bathtub Boy was beyond her.


The room was vast but austere, with a long table that Finn could imagine the king, queen, and their advisors sitting around, making decisions that would affect everyone but themselves. Back when the king was alive, anyway. Aside from that, the room was unfurnished except for the floor-to-ceiling curtains covering the windows on the eastern wall.


When a dueño moved too close to where Alfie sat, silent and dead-eyed, Luka blocked him. “Give him a moment.”


Finn shot the dueño a warning look. With Alfie’s father dead and his mother locked away in the dungeons with the other shadowless, he had suddenly become king. The dueños were anxious to speak to him, but a few more minutes wouldn’t make the world end any faster.


Feeling the need to fill the silence, Finn turned to Paloma. “Where’s the Englassen kid?”


Luka crossed his arms, huffing. Well, that had clearly been the wrong question to ask. But the boy had jumped in front of Alfie and taken a blade to the shoulder when he could’ve left them high and dry; the least Finn could do was ask if he was still breathing.


“He’s being healed and monitored by our brethren,” an elder dueño called Bruno said. His mouth was fully obscured by an impressive white mustache and beard.


Finn cocked her head. Now that the adrenaline had died down, she remembered that Alfie had tried to heal her before but couldn’t. Yet after they’d been taken to safety, one of the dueños had done so. The dueño had looked oddly strained when doing it, but he’d still healed her. Why couldn’t Alfie? Her eyes strayed to where he sat, unmoving. She supposed that watching your father die might make it hard to perform magic, even if you were a desk magic nerd.


“Where is the diviner?” Paloma asked Dueño Bruno.


Alfie stiffened in his chair.


Finn sucked her teeth. “What does she have to do with this?” The diviner was the last person she wanted to see. Just days ago, during the peace summit, the woman had shown Finn a vision of Alfie being stabbed only for Finn later to find out, mid-stab, that it was actually she herself who would be attacked while disguised as him. It felt so embarrassingly obvious now.


“She can use her gift to help us decide our next steps,” Paloma explained.


Finn frowned, recalling the diviner’s words.


Your destinies are so intertwined that I could not see his future until I found you.


“We don’t need her—we already know what to do next,” Finn pressed on. “We need to gather Sombra’s relics before he can get them himself.”


It was the only logical path. They’d already learned the hard way that if Sombra obtained the stone relics of his body, it would only make him more powerful.


“She’s right,” Alfie said, rising from his chair. “He already took the arms. Obviously he’ll be going after the other relics next.”


“And can’t you dueños just do what you did to the shadowless in the hallway?” Finn asked, thinking of how they’d caught them in circles of magic. “Go trap them all?”


Bruno shook his head. “You don’t understand, child. For one, how do you hope to find Sombra’s relics? Do you or Prince Alfehr have some means of traveling from kingdom to kingdom faster than a god to procure them? Especially with the shadowless running about? And what will you do with the relics afterward?”


Finn had no answer to that. Alfie cleared his throat, his eyes darting to his shoes.


Bruno continued. “And Sombra has destroyed the balance of magic. It is not just Castallan—the entire world has been affected. We have warded the palace grounds to keep any more shadowless from entering, but their numbers are great. You saw how we struggled in the hall; how do you think we would fare trying to trap thousands—millions—of them one by one?”


Finn’s stomach dropped. The whole world had changed? Last time, Sombra’s release had only affected San Cristóbal. “You don’t know that the whole world—”


“Yes, we do.” Paloma walked to the far side of the room. With a wave of her hand the curtains parted, revealing a row of floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the palace grounds.


Finn had expected to see the horrifyingly dark sky that Sombra had conjured, but was stunned into silence instead.


“Is that—” Alfie began, his voice low with panic. “Is that the moon?”


The ebony sky was spattered with strange shards of light, as if a globe of snow had broken, scattering its pieces through the heavens. Moonlight descended over the earth unevenly, a mere suggestion of its usual luminosity. Alfie and Luka stood on either side of Finn, staring.


Finn’s eyes widened. “No, it couldn’t be.” But she couldn’t see the moon anywhere.


“Sombra’s return shattered the moon like a piñata?” Luka said, his eyebrows shooting up into his hairline. The image should’ve been funny, but Finn couldn’t bring herself to laugh.


“The natural order of the world has been disrupted to the point that the moon itself is no longer whole.” The finality in Paloma’s voice made Finn’s stomach drop. “Dueños from other kingdoms have contacted us with the news that their people have also become shadowless.”


If the moon was in pieces, did that mean its light would go out, pitching the world into endless darkness? Was the sun gone too? Finn chewed the inside of her cheek, the weight of saving the entire world falling on her like an avalanche of stone.


“Know this,” Paloma said. “Sombra failed last time, but now he’s done it.” She gestured to the view of the moon through the windows. “This is Nocturna.”


Finn swallowed. She was living in a myth—and not one of the fun ones. The legend spoke of how Sombra and Luz, goddess of light, had fought when deciding whether mankind should carry darkness or light within their hearts. Sombra would not accept the compromise of the balance. He wanted to cast the world in shadow and bring about Nocturna—an unraveling of all things good. In punishment, he was cast out of the heavens.


“The world cannot survive this imbalance for long,” Bruno said.


Finn turned away from the window. “What do you mean by that?”


“The balance of light and dark is what creates magic as we know it; it keeps our world healthy and livable. When Sombra destroyed that balance, he infected it with his own intentions, desires—for humankind to transform into the worst version of itself and self-destruct,” Paloma explained. “The shadowless were merely the beginning. Soon our world will begin destroying itself from the inside out. The very elements that keep life sustainable, such as the moon, are falling apart. And they will continue to do so until this world ends.”


“What even is the balance of light and dark?” Finn asked. Every Castallano knew the myth—the union of a woman of pure light and a man of pure dark created magic as they knew it. But she had no clue what it really meant.


“The legends are true. When a man of dark knelt before a woman of light, they created the sacred balance. It is located at the very heart of this world.” When Finn only stared at her, the dueña went on. “It’s a sacred place hidden deep in the metaphysical realm of magic where no human can find it. It is the seed from which everything we know comes. To tamper with it is to tamper with the fabric of reality, magic—even the very foundations of the world.”


Finn blinked. She hadn’t thought of the heart of the world as a physical place so much as an idea or a children’s tale. “So it’s like this world has a soul . . .” Finn rubbed the back of her neck, trying to wrap her head around it. “And Sombra’s corrupted it, made it like him?”


Paloma nodded, somber.


“And since the balance of light and dark creates magic, now magic is ruined too,” Luka said, his voice hushed with fear.


Alfie looked at Luka, eyes wide, and Finn knew he was thinking of how his magic hadn’t worked when Sombra arrived in the ballroom.


“So Sombra wasn’t just being dramatic,” Alfie said, his voice hushed.


“What do you mean?” Paloma stared at him. “What did he say?”


Luka cleared his throat. “He said that he destroyed the balance in favor of the dark, and that the world can’t survive that way—that it would fall apart like a dying star.”


“And that our gods would pay for banishing him.” Alfie’s eyes were closed, as if he was willing the words not to be true, not to have been spoken.


“But what does that even mean?” Finn asked Paloma. “It can’t be literal.”


From the way the dueños exchanged knowing glances, it seemed that it could be.


“Let me explain,” Paloma said, walking to the dark wood mantel where a gold scale sat. Finn had seen one when she’d robbed a judge’s office once. The scale was a symbol of justice, balance. Though the system that led to Finn being thrown into prison was hardly fair.


Paloma set the scale on the table. Bruno flexed his fingers, pulling several stone pebbles of similar size from the palace walls. “Before Sombra was released, light and dark were perfectly balanced, hidden in the heart of the world where no one could disturb them.” Paloma placed an equal number of pebbles on each side of the scale. “When Sombra was released the first time, he attempted to upend the balance in favor of the dark by infecting humans one by one.” Paloma dropped more pebbles onto one side of the scale until it began to tip. “Every human he infected brought more darkness to the world. But you two stopped him before he could do much damage—after all, he would have had to infect the majority of humans in the world to truly destroy its balance.” Paloma took the extra pebbles off, returning the scale to equilibrium. “But this time he has somehow managed to infiltrate the very heart of our world and destroy the light entirely.” She knocked all the pebbles off one side. One plate of the scale shot upward, while the other dropped to the table with a clatter. “That is where we are now. The light has been destroyed, so there is nothing to counter the dark. Nothing to counter his power.”


Finn stared at the losing side of the scale, her skin feeling too tight for her bones.


“Is that why my magic won’t work?” Alfie asked. “Is it gone forever? Can only the shadowless use magic now?”


It made sense. After all, Queen Amada had easily used a suffocation spell on Finn while Alfie couldn’t even do simple healing magic.


“No, that can’t be,” Finn insisted. “The dueños still used theirs to heal me and trap all the shadowless in the ballroom.”


Alfie looked to Paloma, endless questions burning in his eyes.


“Magic is still usable, but its rules are different.” She spoke in the tentative tone of a parent about to tell a child that their beloved imaginary friend was not real.


“Different how?” Alfie asked.


Finn could see him unraveling. The prince had spent his life studying the rules of magic, understanding its languages, its limits. Without that framework, he was at sea.


“As Luka pointed out, the balance of light and dark is what creates magic. At least, the system of magic that we know. But Sombra has infected that, and now it follows his rules. Sombra’s goal was to strip humankind down to its worst qualities, to creatures of greed, anger, and shame. So the magic will only respond to the calls of those who embrace those qualities.”


“Like the shadowless,” Finn said.


Luka’s brow furrowed as if he were attempting a very complicated math problem. “Then how are you all using magic?” He gestured at the dueños.


“We dueños have been studying the balance of magic for years. Connecting with it is an essential part of our training,” Paloma said. “When Sombra slaughtered the light, we felt his intentions infiltrate what was once pure. We knew this meant that in order to call upon magic, we would need to focus on our negative emotions—our fear, our shame, our anger. We had to focus on such things as we saved you all and trapped the shadowless. And even then, we will never be able to lean into our worst selves the way the shadowless can. So even if you can access it, your magic will be substantially weakened.”


“That’s why it didn’t work when you tried to heal me,” Finn said to Alfie.


The prince looked both relieved and terrified to know the answer to that mystery. “So that’s what we’ll have to do to use magic?”


“Yes,” Paloma said. “Unfortunately.”


“Well.” Finn crossed her arms. “I’m really good with anger. At least there’s that.”


Paloma shook her head. “Understand that some anger is cathartic, necessary even. But that is not the type of anger that Sombra’s magic will call for. He’ll call for the kind of anger that destroys. Likewise, he won’t demand the type of shame that leads to self-reflection and growth. He’ll demand the type that drowns you.”


Finn crossed her arms. She hated feeling anything. Now she’d have to do it to use any of her magic. This day couldn’t get any worse.


“Wait, wait, wait.” Luka rubbed his temples. “Why aren’t we all shadowless right now? How are we still ourselves?”


“That is a complicated question,” Paloma admitted. “We are all still ourselves for different reasons. For the dueños, it is because part of our training is rigorous meditation, and only through that practice can we maintain our own balance, with great difficulty,” she added.


Finn looked the dueños up and down. “Is that why you all look like shit right now?”


Bruno huffed, his mustache flopping indignantly.


“Yes.” Paloma glared at Finn. “Diviner Lucila has maintained her balance because of the similar studies required to become a diviner. In the case of Prince Alfehr, Finn, and the Englassen boy, it is because they have propio, and propios represent—”


“—a deeper connection to the balance of light and dark, we know.” Finn rolled her eyes.


“That is a very simplified way of seeing it,” a dueño called Eduardo said, his voice dripping with condescension. “It is the way we teach civilians and children, not how it truly is.”


“Still, I don’t understand. If we have a stronger connection to the balance of light and dark, wouldn’t we be the most affected when Sombra corrupted it?” Alfie asked.


“Those who are blessed with propios do have a stronger connection to the balance of light and dark, but that’s not all there is to it. Think about how your propios function.” Paloma turned to Finn. “Whenever you use any magic, you pull from its very source. And pulling from that source has rules. For spoken spells, you must verbalize in the language of magic. For elemental magic, you need to move with intention to control your element as you see fit. With written magic, you must write the language of magic. But your propios defy these rules. Finn changes her face without speaking a word, without writing, without performing an instinctual movement needed for elemental magic. She changes her appearance without following any of the necessary practices. Why is that?”


Finn looked to Alfie, her brow furrowed, but the prince was staring at Paloma, something dawning on his face.


“Because we don’t,” Alfie said, his voice hushed. “We don’t call from the source when we use our propio magic.”


“Then where do we get it from?” Finn asked, annoyed and confused.


“There’s a reason why it feels so different when you call upon your propio than when you call upon other forms of magic,” Paloma said, her eyes on Alfie, watching him piece the answer together.


“We don’t have to pull from the source of magic for our propios because we call upon ourselves.” He looked at Finn, eyes wide. “We are our own source of magic.”


Finn looked back and forth between them. “What?”


“Those with propios are born with their own source of magic inside them, separate from the original well that everyone else draws from,” Paloma explained. “You are your own conduit, as exemplified by those special talents that belong to you alone and need not follow the rules.”


“So that’s why when Sombra corrupted the balance, it didn’t affect us.” Finn cocked her head. “We aren’t a part of it the way everyone else is.”


Paloma nodded. “You draw upon the source when you use regular magic, and you will continue to do so now that Sombra has corrupted it—but you are also your own, individual source. That’s where your propio comes from. That is why Sombra must ask permission to possess your soul. You don’t have to fight to maintain your balance like we dueños do. It is intrinsic to you.”


“Why’d you keep this from us? From everyone?” Finn asked. What was the point?


“Because if people understood that those with propios are their own well of magic,” Eduardo explained, “they might realize that, with the right spellwork, those people can be used as a source of magic, of power, even of life. We’re lucky Englass didn’t get that far in their studies.”


Alfie put his hand on his mouth, shocked.


“So we could be used as sacrifices to power strong spells?” Finn grimaced.


“Indeed.” Eduardo nodded. “Among other things.”


Silence swept the room as the reality settled in Finn’s mind. She met Alfie’s eyes, but the prince said nothing.


“Okay, we’ve cleared that up, but what about me?” Luka asked, arms open in question.


“To be quite honest,” Paloma admitted, “we have no idea. We can only think that since you possess some of Sombra’s strength, you can resist his pull.”


“I mean,” Finn said, musing, “I guess in a way Sombra sort of gave you a propio. Usually it would require magic to make you as strong as you are, but you just are superstrong.”


Luka stared at her for a long moment before finally shrugging. “Fine, I guess.”


“Now that we are all on the same page,” Paloma said. “Without the light to counter the dark, the world will collapse. Sombra has replaced balance with his own influence, and, as is his will, the world will begin to destroy itself from the inside out.”


“Destroy itself?” Luka asked, his brow furrowed.


Paloma nodded. “We can’t know exactly how—but yes, just as he said, it will fall apart.”

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
a\\z

NvaDo 1807

_The City of
SAN CRISTOBAL






OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Lucero



  



  



			Cover



			Also available by Maya Motayne



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Map



			Contents



			The Dark



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Chapter 44



			Chapter 45



			Chapter 46



			Chapter 47



			Chapter 48



			Chapter 49



			Chapter 50



			Chapter 51



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			Hodderscape











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
was ﬂi:f"*x
¥ 0! o !H 0 !?‘"& -
4 b an’
- ».ow";% -
v
Y1 (A
0B Ri R
0o Lo
8 Isei It
!’ %% j H
A N j g )
S8 {E E] LE
o~ uo’c‘ruwA
' / ")M ,\;': w \
SR \ 4 <Y
D Q&"

Af : ' W)
ALANCED A\fl““%
DESTINY REVEP*L?'D





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





