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To Nicolas Cage, the muse I didn’t ask for










Oh Faustus, lay that damned book aside,


And gaze not on it lest it tempt thy soul


And heap God’s heavy wrath upon thy head.


—FAUSTUS










Prologue


Thirteen years ago . . .


The matriarch of House Kore adjusted the Christmas present in her arms. It was a portable little theatre, full of brightly painted figurines and miniature objects—swords and capes, whirring carousels, and even a rich velvet curtain controlled by a small drawstring mechanism. Séverin would love it. She had planned the surprise after last week, when she had taken him to the theatre. Most six-year-olds would have looked at the stage, but Séverin had spent the whole time watching the audience.


“You’re missing the show, my dear,” she’d said.


Séverin looked up at her, large violet eyes questioning.


“Am I?”


She’d let him be after that, and afterwards he’d told her in a rush how peoples’ faces changed when something happened on the stage. It seemed the magic of the performance had somehow been both entirely lost on and entirely understood by him.


The matriarch smiled to herself as she walked up the stone steps of the House Vanth manor where the bright lights of the Winter Conclave beckoned. Although this year’s Winter Conclave took place in the cold shadow of the Rhône-Alpes Mountains, the itinerary had not changed in centuries. Each House of the Order of Babel would bring new and unmarked Forged treasures from their colonies to be redistributed in the Midnight Auction. It was a test for the many Houses, and a representation of their country’s wealth and imperialism if they could bring in not only their own treasures, but purchase new ones. All Houses had a specific interest, but some had enough resources to diversify their interests.


House Kore had an eye toward botanical advancements, but her illustrious wealth and coffers brimmed with as much varied treasure as there were languages in the world. Others, like House Dazbog of Russia, drew little income from their colonies and could trade only in secrets and parchment. Regardless of the differences between the Order’s attending Houses, the purpose of the Winter Conclave never changed: to renew their pledge to safeguard Western civilization and its treasures, to keep safe the Babel Fragments, and thus preserve the divine art of Forging.


But as lofty as it sounded, it was, essentially, a festivity.


The manor of House Vanth drank in the early winter sunlight, chimney smoke curling catlike along the roof. She could almost sense the fête inside: cinnamon sticks soaking in goblets of mulled wine, pine wreaths and ornamental snow Forged to spangle in the air like caught stars . . . and Séverin. Sweet and earnest and observant. The child she would have chosen for herself.


The matriarch moved her hand across her flat belly. Sometimes when she walked, she thought she could feel the hollow parts of herself jangling together. But when she looked down, she caught sight of her Babel Ring, and she held her chin higher. Power liked irony, she thought. She had been denied a woman’s power to give birth, but granted the power her birth as a woman should have denied. Her family still bristled at how she had become matriarch of House Kore.


But they didn’t have to like it.


They just had to obey it.


Flanking the wrought iron manor door stood two large pine trees decorated with dripping candles. The House Vanth butler greeted her at the top of the steps.


“Welcome, Madame, please allow me to assist—” he said, taking the gift.


“Careful with that,” she said sternly.


She rolled her shoulders, curiously missing the weight of the box, which, for a moment, had reminded her of what it felt like to carry Séverin . . . warm and sleepy in her arms as she had returned him to his home after the theatre.


“Pardon, Madame,” said the butler guiltily. “Though I do not wish to detain you from the festivities . . . she, ah, wished to speak with you.”


She.


The pine tree on her left rustled slightly as a woman stepped out from behind it.


“Leave us,” said the woman to the butler.


The butler promptly did as she asked. The matriarch felt a stab of reluctant admiration for the woman who held neither power nor status in House Vanth, but commanded it anyway. Lucien Montagnet-Alarie had brought her back with him after an artifact excursion to Algeria, and six months later she gave birth to their child, Séverin. There were plenty of women like her, women carried into another country while carrying a white man’s child. Not quite wife or lover, but an exotic ghost haunting the halls and edges of society.


But the matriarch had never met a woman with those eyes.


Séverin could pass for a boy of France, but his eyes belonged to his mother: dusky and violet, the night sky veiled in smoke.


The Order of Babel had ignored this woman just as soundly as they had ignored the Haitian mother of the House Nyx heir . . . but there was something about the Algerian woman that demanded noticing. Maybe it was because she flaunted protocol, wearing her absurd tunics and scarves. Or maybe it was due to the rumors she cast before her, vast as her own shadow. That she had powers that didn’t even look like any Forging affinity. That the patriarch of House Vanth had found her in an enchanted cave, a dark-eyed mirage who appeared as if from nowhere.


That she had secrets.


“You have no right to corner me like this,” said the matriarch.


Kahina ignored this.


“You brought something for him,” she said.


Not a question.


“What of it?” the matriarch shot back.


Guilt flickered through her when she caught Kahina’s gaze: hungry. Hungry for all that the matriarch could do that was denied to her. Kahina had the power to give birth to him, but not the privilege to call him her son.


Power liked irony.


“Why did you choose that present?” Kahina asked.


The question threw the matriarch. What did it matter? She simply thought he’d like it. She could already imagine him crouched behind the toy theatre, moving the puppets, his face not on the wooden stage but the imagined audience. He had a knack for understanding how things fit together. How to draw the eye. Perhaps he would grow up to be an artist, she mused.


“Do you love him?” asked Kahina.


“What—”


“Do you love my son?”


My son. The words felt like a slap. The matriarch of House Kore could take him to the theatre, shower him with gifts, but he was not hers. And yet, her heart did not notice.


“Yes,” she said.


Kahina nodded once, as if steeling herself, and then said: “Then, please . . . you must promise to protect him.”










Part I


From the archival records of the Order of Babel


Master Boris Goryunov, House Dazbog of the Order’s Russian faction 1868, reign of Czar Nicholas II


On this day, I took my men to Lake Baikal. We waited until night fell. The men were scared and spoke of restless spirits in the water, but they are simple-minded and perhaps overly swayed by the reports of screaming girls. It is possible some Forged object of the mind has driven the locals insane, and for that reason I have investigated but found nothing. I have dutifully requested the assistance of the Order, but I doubt we shall find anything. I heard no haunting calls of dying women, which means they either never existed or are already beyond my help.










Chapter 1


 


Séverin


Three weeks before Winter Conclave . . .


 


Séverin Montagnet-Alarie looked out over what had once been the Seven Sins Garden. Rare, coveted blossoms once coated the grounds—milk-petaled aureum and chartreuse golden moss, skeleton hyacinths and night-blooming cereus. And yet, it was the roses that his brother, Tristan, loved most. They were the first seeds planted, and he’d fussed over them until their petals ripened red and their fragrance bloomed to create something that looked and smelled like melted sin.


Now, in late December, the grounds appeared stripped and barren. When Séverin breathed deep, cold seared through his lungs.


The grounds were almost scentless.


If he wanted, he could have asked his factotum to hire a gardener with a Forging affinity for plant matter, someone who could maintain the garden’s splendor, but he didn’t want a gardener. He wanted Tristan.


But Tristan was dead, and the Seven Sins Garden had died with him.


In its place lay a hundred Forged reflection pools. Their mirror-still surfaces held images of desert landscapes or skies quilted with dawn light when nighttime had already stolen across the grounds. The guests of L’Eden Hotel applauded his artistry, not knowing that it was shame, not artistry, that had guided Séverin. When he looked in those pools, he didn’t want to catch sight of his own face staring back at him.


“Monsieur?”


Séverin turned to see one of his guards striding toward him.


“Is he ready?” asked Séverin.


“Yes, Monsieur. We arranged the room precisely as you requested. Your . . . guest . . . is inside the office outside the stables, just as you asked.”


“And do we have tea to serve our guest?”


“Oui.”


“Très bon.”


Séverin took a deep breath, his nose wrinkling. The rose canes had been burned and yanked out at the root. The grounds had been salted. And yet, even months later, he still caught the phantom scent of roses.


Séverin headed toward a small building near the horse stables. As he walked, he touched Tristan’s old penknife, now tucked into his jacket pocket. No matter how many times he washed the blade, he still imagined he could feel the small bird feathers and bone splinters that had once clung to the metal, remnants of Tristan’s kills . . . proof of the twisted violence his brother had tried so hard to hide.


Sometimes he wished he’d never known. Maybe then he would have never gone to Laila’s room. All he’d wanted was to dissolve her ludicrous oath to act as his mistress during the Winter Conclave.


But he didn’t find her. Instead, he had found letters addressed to Tristan, and his brother’s gardening satchel—the same one Laila swore had gone missing—untied beside them.


I had thought not reading your objects was for the best, my dearest Tristan. But every day I ask myself if I might’ve caught the darkness inside you earlier. Perhaps, then, you might not have turned to those poor birds. I see it in the blade. All those kills. All your tears. I may not have understood all of you, but I love you wholeheartedly and pray you might forgive me—


Even before this, Séverin knew he’d failed in his only promise to Tristan: to protect him. Now he saw how deep that failure stretched. All he saw were paths not taken. Every time Tristan wept, and he’d left the room to give him privacy. Every time Tristan had furiously stomped into his greenhouse and stayed there for days. He should’ve gone. Instead, he let his brother’s demons feed on him.


When he read those letters, it wasn’t just Tristan’s dead stare that swam before his eyes but everyone’s gazes—Enrique, Zofia, Hypnos. Laila. He saw their eyes milky with death, death that he’d let happen because he hadn’t been enough to protect them. Hadn’t known how.


Eventually, Laila caught him in her rooms. He’d never quite remembered all that she’d said to him, except for her last words: “You cannot protect everyone from everything. You’re only human, Séverin.”


Séverin closed his eyes, his hand on the doorknob of the office.


“Then that must change.”


séverin considered himself something of an artist when it came to interrogation.


It came down to the details, all of which needed to look coincidental rather than controlled: the chair with uneven legs; the room’s cloying scent of too-sweet flowers; the too-salty snacks provided earlier. Even the lighting. Concealed glass shards refracted the sunlight, casting glares on everything from the walls to the ceiling, so that only the wooden table laden with a warm and fragrant tea service earned notice.


“Comfortable?” asked Séverin, taking a seat across from the man.


The man flinched. “Yes.”


Séverin smiled, pouring himself tea. The man before him was thin and pale, with a hunted look to his face. He eyed the tea warily until Séverin took a long sip.


“Would you like some?” asked Séverin.


The man hesitated, then nodded.


“Why . . . why am I here? Are you . . .” his voice dropped to a whisper, “. . . are you with the Order of Babel?”


“In a fashion.”


Months after they broke into House Kore’s home, the Order of Babel had hired Séverin’s crew to find the Fallen House’s hidden treasure, rumored to be in an estate called the Sleeping Palace, though no one knew where that was. In exchange, Séverin would be allowed to catalogue and analyze these treasures for himself, a privilege unheard of outside the Order. Then again, he should have been one of them, but he no longer wanted that mantle. Not after Tristan.


The Order claimed they wanted the treasure to gut whatever power the Fallen House still had left . . . but Séverin knew better. The Fallen House had shown their cards. They were snakes that cast large shadows. Without their treasure, they would be irredeemably weakened, true, but the real reason behind the Order’s search was simple. The colonies brimmed with treasure—rubber in the Congo, silver in the Potosi Mines, spices in Asia. The lost wonders inside the Fallen House’s hoard were too tantalizing not to pursue, and Séverin knew the members of the Order would fall upon it like wolves. Which meant he had to get to it first. He didn’t care for its gold or silver, he wanted something far more precious:


The Divine Lyrics.


A treasure the Order would not even notice had gone missing, for it had always been considered lost. The lore of the Order of Babel held that The Divine Lyrics contained the secret for joining the world’s Babel Fragments. Once joined, the book could rebuild the Tower of Babel and thus access the power of God. It was an effort that had gotten the Fallen House exiled fifty years ago. And yet, the book had long been missing, or that was what everyone had thought . . .


Until Roux-Joubert’s tongue slipped.


After the battle in the catacombs, the captured Fallen House members proved to be useless informants. Each had not only taken their lives, but also burned off their faces and fingertips, thus escaping recognition. Only Roux-Joubert had failed. After he killed Tristan, he bit down instead of swallowing the suicide pill required to take his secrets to the grave. He had died slowly over weeks, and in a fit of madness began to speak.


“The doctor’s papa is a bad man,” he said, laughing hysterically. “You know all about bad fathers, Monsieur, you sympathize I am sure . . . oh how unkind . . . he will not let the doctor into the Sleeping Palace . . . but the book is there, waiting for him. He will find it. He will give us life after death . . .”


He? The question haunted Séverin, but there was no surviving record of the last Fallen House patriarch, and though the Order seemed disappointed the Sleeping Palace could not be found . . . at least they felt reassurance in the knowledge the Fallen House could not find it either.


Only he and Hypnos, the patriarch of House Nyx, had continued searching, scouring records and receipts, hunting for any inconsistencies which eventually led them to the man who sat in front of Séverin. An old, shriveled man who had managed to hide for a very long time.


“I have paid my dues,” said the man. “I was not even part of the Fallen House, merely one of its many solicitors. And I told the Order before that when the House fell, they gave me a draught, and I remember nothing of its secrets. Why drag me here? I have no information worth knowing.”


Séverin set down his teacup. “I believe you can lead me to the Sleeping Palace.”


The man scoffed. “No one has seen it in—”


“Fifty years, I know,” said Séverin. “It’s well hidden, I understand. But my contacts tell me the Fallen House created a special pair of lenses. Tezcat spectacles, to be precise, which reveal the location of the Sleeping Palace and all its delicious treasures.” Séverin smiled. “However, they entrusted these spectacles to a unique person, someone who does not know what they guard.”


The man gaped at him.


“H-how—” He caught himself, then cleared his throat. “The Tezcat spectacles are mere rumor. I certainly don’t possess them. I know nothing, Monsieur. I swear on my life.”


“Poor choice of words,” said Séverin.


He removed Tristan’s penknife from his pocket, tracing the initials on it: T.M.A. Tristan had lost his surname, and so Séverin had shared his. At the base of the knife was an ouroboros, a snake biting its tail. It was once the symbol of House Vanth, the House he might have been patriarch of—if things had gone according to plan . . . if that dream of inheritance had not killed the person closest to him. Now it was a symbol of all he would change.


He knew that even if they found The Divine Lyrics, it would not be enough to protect the others . . . They’d wear targets on their backs for the rest of their lives, and that was unacceptable. And so, Séverin had nurtured a new dream. He dreamt of that night in the catacombs, when Roux-Joubert had smeared golden blood over his mouth; the sensation of his spine elongating, making room for sudden wings. He dreamt of the pressure in his forehead, the horns that bloomed and arced, lacquered tips brushing the tops of his ears.


We could be gods.


That was what The Divine Lyrics promised. If he had the book, he could be a god. A god did not know human pain or loss or guilt. A god could resurrect. He could share the book’s powers with the others, turn them invincible . . . protect them forever. And when they left him—as he knew they’d always planned to—he wouldn’t feel a thing.


For he would not be human.


“Are you going to stab me with that?” demanded the man, pushing back violently from the table. “How old are you, Monsieur? In your twenties? Don’t you think think that is too young to have such blood on your hands?”


“I’ve never known blood to discriminate between ages,” said Séverin, tilting the blade. “But I won’t stab you. What’s the point when I’ve already poisoned you?”


The man’s eyes flew to the tea. Sweat beaded on his brow. “You’re lying. If you poisoned the tea, then you’d be poisoned too.”


“Most assuredly,” said Séverin. “But the poison wasn’t the tea. It was your cup’s porcelain coating. Now.” From his pocket, he withdrew a clear vial and placed it on the table. “The antidote is right here. Is there really nothing you wish to tell me?”


Two hours later, Séverin poured sealing wax onto several envelopes—one to be sent out immediately, the others to be sent out in two days. A small part of him hesitated, but he steeled himself. He was doing this for them. For his friends. The more he cared about their feelings, the harder his task became. And so he endeavored to feel nothing at all.










Chapter 2


 


Laila


 


 


Laila stared at the letter her maid had just delivered. When she took the envelope, she thought it would be a note from Zofia that she’d returned from her visit to Poland. Or Enrique, letting her know how his meeting with the Ilustrados had gone. Or Hypnos, wondering when they could dine together. But instead, it was from the last person . . . and held the last words . . . she ever expected:


I know how to find The Divine Lyrics.


Meeting at 12 o’clock.


—Séverin


The sound of rustling sheets in her bedroom startled her.


“Come back to bed,” said a groggy voice.


Cold December light streamed through the bay windows of her suite in the Palais des Rêves, the cabaret where she performed as the dancer L’Énigme. With the light trickled in the memories of last night. She had brought someone to her suite, which was not unusual lately. Last night was a diplomat’s son who had bought her champagne and strawberries after her performance. She had liked him on the spot. His body was not sleek, but broad; his eyes not deep violet, but pale as a young wine; his hair not plum-black, but golden.


She liked who he wasn’t.


Because of that, she could tell him the secret that ate her alive every day. The secret that had made her own father call her an abomination. The secret she couldn’t bear to tell her closest friends.


“I’m dying,” she’d whispered when she drew him down to her.


“You’re dying?” The diplomat’s son had grinned. “That eager, are we?”


Every time she uttered those words to a lover, the truth felt smaller, as if she might someday wrangle it down to a manageable size and hold it in the palm of her hand rather than let it swallow her up entirely. The jaadugar had said her body—built rather than born—would not last past her twentieth birthday. She would not last, which left her with little over a month of life. Her only hope of survival was The Divine Lyrics, a book that held the secret to the power of Forging, the art of controlling mind or matter depending on one’s affinity. With it, her own Forged body might find a way to hold itself together for longer. But months had passed, and the trail to find it had gone cold despite everyone’s efforts. There was no option but to savor the time she had left . . . and so she had.


Now, a sharp pang bloomed in her chest. She placed the letter on her vanity. Her fingers trembled from reading it. Truly reading it. The object’s memories flooded her head: Séverin pouring black sealing wax onto the paper, his violet eyes aglow.


Laila looked over her shoulder to the boy in her bed.


“I’m afraid you have to leave.”


A few hours later, Laila walked onto the frigid streets of Montmartre. Christmas had passed, but winter was not yet robbed of its holiday magic. Colorful lights winked behind frosted panes. Warm steam drifted from the bakeries, carrying the aroma of pain d’épices, deep golden spice bread glossed over with amber honey. The world leaned hungrily over the cusp of a new year, and every moment, Laila wondered how much of it she would live to see.


In the morning light, her scarlet gown with its beaded neckline of onyx and carmine looked garish. Blood-soaked, even. It felt like necessary armor for what awaited her in Hotel L’Eden.


Laila had not seen Séverin since he’d entered her room without permission and read a letter not meant for him. How different would her life be if he’d never found it? If she’d never written it?


At the time, she had not known how to reconcile how she felt about Tristan. She mourned the violence of his death as much as she mourned the hidden darkness in his life. His secret felt too huge to bear alone, and so she had written to her lost friend, informing him of what she’d found and how she still loved him. It was something she did from time to time—address those who couldn’t answer, and hope that it granted her some peace.


She’d only left her suite for a few minutes, and when she returned, her heart jolted at the sight of Séverin. But then her gaze had fallen to the letter in his clenched hand, the bloodless white of his knuckles, his eyes black as a hellscape, unearthly and huge in their shock.


“How long did you think you could hide this from me?”


“Séverin—”


“I let this happen to him,” he’d murmured.


“No, you didn’t,” she’d said, stepping toward him. “How could you have known? He kept it from all of us—”


But he recoiled from her, his hands shaking.


“Majnun,” she’d said, her voice breaking on the name she hadn’t uttered in months. “Don’t let this ghost haunt you. He is at rest, free of his demons. You can do the same and still live.”


Laila grabbed his wrist, where her fingers brushed against the oath bracelet. She’d extracted his promise on the night of his birthday. That night, she’d wanted him to take her on as his mistress so she could track his progress in finding The Divine Lyrics. But there was another reason too. She wanted him to want something more than numbness . . . and she thought, for a moment, that it could be her. She hadn’t forgotten the cruel words he’d uttered, but she could forgive cruelty stemming from guilt as long as he could forgive himself.


“Choose life,” she’d begged.


Choose me.


He looked at her. Through her. Laila could not bear to watch him retreat into himself, and so she’d grabbed his face, turning it toward her.


“You cannot protect everyone from everything,” she said. “You’re only human, Séverin.”


Something had kindled in his eyes at that. Hope flickered inside her, only for it to dim as he pulled back. Without a word, he left her room. The last she’d heard, he had thrown himself back into the search for The Divine Lyrics, as if by finding it, he might avenge Tristan and absolve himself of the guilt that he had lived while his brother had died.


Laila pulled her coat tighter around her. Her garnet ring caught the light. She had asked Zofia to make it for her not long ago. The stone looked violent and wet, as if it were not a jewel at all, but a bird’s ripped-out heart set in gold. In its face read the number 21. Twenty-one days to live.


Today was the first time she let herself doubt that number.


Until now, she’d made peace with small dreams . . . more afternoons with Zofia, Hypnos, and Enrique. Perhaps one last winter evening where fresh snow sugared the streets of Paris and her breath plumed gently before her. Sometimes, she imagined it looked like death, as if she were watching her own soul unspool from her lungs. She could tell herself that yes, death was cold, but at least it didn’t hurt.


Séverin’s letter changed everything.


The Order had hired them to find the Fallen House’s treasures, but to do that required finding the Sleeping Palace . . . and it had thwarted all attempts at discovery. Once Séverin’s steady stream of reports dried up, the Order said they would find the Fallen House’s treasure on their own. There would be no Winter Conclave for her or the others, and the only relief was that she would no longer have to play Séverin’s mistress.


Now, it seemed, she would.


Slowly, Laila became aware of a sound following her. The steady clip-clop of hooves. She stopped, turning slowly as an indigo carriage ornamented in chased silver stopped a mere five feet from her. A familiar symbol—a wide crescent moon like a sly grin—gleamed on the carriage door as it swung open.


“I’m hurt you didn’t invite me on your adventure last night,” pouted a familiar voice.


Hypnos leaned through the open door and blew her a kiss. Laila smiled, caught the kiss, and made her way to him.


“The bed was too small,” she said.


“I hope its owner wasn’t,” he said. From his jacket, he pulled out a letter with Séverin’s seal. “I imagine you were also summoned.”


Laila answered by holding up her own letter. Hypnos grinned, then made room for her in the carriage.


“Ride with me, ma chère. There’s no time to waste.”


A pang dug into Laila’s chest.


“How well I know it,” she said, and stepped into the carriage.










Chapter 3


 


Enrique


 


 


For the fifth time in the past minute, Enrique Mercado-Lopez smoothed his hair and patted his immaculate shirtfront. Then, he cleared his throat. “Gentlemen of the Ilustrados, I thank you for joining me today for my presentation on ancient world powers. For this afternoon, I have assembled a selection of Forged artifacts from around the globe. I believe that as we advance the sovereignty of the Philippines, we should look for guidance in history. Our past can reshape our future!”


He paused, blinking. Then he muttered, “Wait, our past . . . or the past?”


He looked down at his notepad where he’d crossed and recrossed, underlined and blotted out nearly half of his original presentation that had taken weeks to prepare.


“The past,” he said, making another note.


He looked out over the reading room of the Bibliothèque nationale de France. It was one of the most beautiful libraries he had ever seen, the ceilings vaulted like the rib cage of a slain monster out of myth, and full of stained glass windows, book-lined walls, and Forged reference books that perched on slender golden racks, preening and flapping their covers.


It was also completely empty.


Enrique glanced at the center of the room. In place of a chandelier rotated a great, glowing orb displaying the time: half past eleven.


The Ilustrados were late. Too late. The meeting was to start at ten. Perhaps they had gotten the time wrong. Or had they lost the invitations? No, that couldn’t be it. He’d double-checked the addresses and confirmed their receipt. They wouldn’t ignore him like this . . . would they? Surely, he had proven his worth as a curator and historian. He’d written articles for La Solidaridad and eloquently—or so he thought—argued his case for the equality of colonized civilizations to its colonizers. Besides, he had the backing of Hypnos, a patriarch in the Order of Babel and Séverin Montagnet-Alarie, Paris’s most influential investor and owner of the grandest hotel in France.


Enrique put down his notebook and stepped from his podium to the dining table arranged in the middle of the room and set for the nine members of the Ilustrados inner circle . . . soon to be ten. He hoped. The hot ginger salabat tea had begun to cool. Soon, he’d have to cover up the afritada and pancit on their heating platters. The bucket holding champagne was more water than ice.


Enrique looked at the spread. Perhaps it would not have been so bad if non-Ilustrados members had come. He thought about Hypnos, and warmth pleasantly curled through his body. He’d wanted to invite him, but the other boy tended to balk at any sign of too much commitment and preferred their casual not-quite-friend and not-quite-lover territory. Gracing the end table was a beautiful bouquet of flowers from Laila, who he knew wouldn’t attend. Once, he’d woken her up before ten o’clock in the morning and was met with a wrathful growl, a red-eyed glare, and a vase flung at his head. When she eventually stumbled downstairs closer to noon, she had no recollection of the incident. Enrique had decided never to meet pre-noon Laila again. Then there was Zofia. Zofia would’ve attended and sat straight-backed in her chair, her blue-as-candle-hearts eyes alive with curiosity. But she was returning from a family visit in Poland.


In a moment of desperation, he’d considered inviting Séverin, but that felt callous. Half the reason he had arranged this presentation was because he couldn’t stay as Séverin’s historian and curator forever. Besides, Séverin wasn’t . . . the same. Enrique didn’t blame him, but there were only so many times he could accept a shut door in his face. He told himself he wasn’t leaving Séverin, but choosing life.


“I tried,” he said aloud for the hundredth time. “. . . I really tried.”


He wondered how many times he’d have to say it, for guilt not to creep into his veins. Despite all his research, they’d found nothing that could lead them to the Sleeping Palace, the place full of the Fallen House’s treasure and the one object within that Séverin was determined to find: The Divine Lyrics. Taking back The Divine Lyrics would be the final blow to the Fallen House. Without it, their plans to rejoin the Babel Fragments would crumble. They needed The Divine Lyrics, and perhaps then, Séverin would feel as though Tristan had truly been avenged.


But it was not to be.


When the Order said they would take over the mission, Enrique had felt nothing but relief. Tristan’s death haunted him. He’d never forget that first breath he took after he knew Tristan was dead—jagged and harsh, as if he’d fought the world for the privilege to draw air into his lungs. That’s what life was. A privilege. He wouldn’t waste it chasing vengeance. He would do something vastly more meaningful, more important.


After Tristan died, Laila had left L’Eden entirely. Séverin became as cold and unreachable as the stars. Zofia had stayed more or less the same, but she’d gone to Poland . . . which left Hypnos. Hypnos who understood his past enough, perhaps, to want to be part of his future.


Behind him, a voice called out, “Hello?”


Enrique leapt to attention, straightening his jacket and fixing a bright smile on his face. Maybe all his worry was for nothing. Maybe everyone really had been running late . . . but as the figure walked toward him, Enrique deflated. It wasn’t a member of the Ilustrados at all, but a courier holding out two envelopes.


“Are you Monsieur Mercado-Lopez?”


“Unfortunately,” said Enrique.


“These are for you,” he said.


One letter was addressed from Séverin. The other from the Ilustrados. Heart racing, he opened the latter, skimming it as a knot of hot shame coiled in his gut.


. . . we feel as though this position is outside the realm of your skills, Kuya Enrique. Age gives us wisdom, and we have the wisdom to push against sovereignty, to know where to look. You are only recently a man of twenty. How do you know what you want? Perhaps when a time of peace comes, we will turn to you and your interests. But for now, support us from where you stand. Enjoy your youth. Write your inspiring articles on history. It is what you do best . . .


Enrique felt oddly light. He pulled out one of the seats from the dining table and slumped into it. He’d spent half his savings renting the library’s reading room, arranging the food and drink, scheduling for the transportation of several artifacts on loan from the Louvre . . . and for what?


The door slammed open. Enrique looked up, wondering what else the courier had to deliver, but it wasn’t the courier at all but Hypnos striding toward him. His pulse kicked up at the sight of the other boy, with his mouth made for grinning and frosted eyes the color of fairy pools.


“Hello, mon cher,” he said, swooping to kiss his cheeks.


Warmth shivered through Enrique. Perhaps not all his daydreams were foolish after all. For once, he wanted to be sought after, picked first. Wanted. And now here was Hypnos.


“If you thought to attend the presentation to surprise me, I appreciate it . . . but you seem to be the only one.”


Hypnos blinked. “Attend? Non. It’s before noon. I hardly exist before noon. I’m only here to fetch you.”


Cold crept through Enrique, and he folded away his daydreams and shoved them in the dark.


“Didn’t you get the letter?” asked Hypnos.


“I got several letters,” said Enrique sullenly.


Hypnos opened the one from Séverin and held it out to Enrique.


a few moments later, Enrique joined Laila in Hypnos’s carriage. Laila smiled warmly, and he immediately curled against her. Hypnos held his hand lightly and caressed his thumb against Enrique’s knuckles.


“How did it go?” she asked. “Did you get my flowers?”


He nodded, his stomach still tight with shame. The Ilustrados had told him plainly enough that what he had to say was not worth hearing. But this, finding the treasures of the Fallen House, returning The Divine Lyrics to the Order of Babel . . . this could change everything. Besides, one last acquisition felt right somehow. Like he was not only honoring Tristan’s legacy, but also laying rest to this chapter of his life as the historian of L’Eden . . . as a part of Séverin’s team.


“No one came,” he said, but his words were drowned out by the sound of the carriage lurching onto the gravelly streets.


In the end, no one heard him.










Chapter 4


 


Zofia


 


 


Over the past months, Zofia Boguska had learned how to lie.


In December, she told the others she was celebrating Chanukah in Glowno, Poland, where her sister, Hela, worked as a governess to their uncle’s family. But that was not the truth. The truth was that Hela was dying.


Zofia stood outside Séverin’s study in Hotel L’Eden. She still had her travel bag at her side, and she had not removed her outer coat or the violet hat that Laila said “brought out her eyes”—a statement that horrified Zofia and made her anxiously touch her eyelids. She had not meant to return so soon. There was no point when Séverin had not accepted any acquisition assignments, and her skill set had gotten them no closer to finding The Divine Lyrics. But two days ago, she had received an urgent letter from Séverin, instructing her to return to L’Eden, though he did not say why.


“Go, Zosia, I will be well,” Hela had insisted, pressing her lips to Zofia’s hand. “And what about your studies? Won’t you be in trouble for taking off so much time from university?”


Zofia had lost count of how many lies she’d told. In the end, she had no choice but to return. She was out of money. And Hela was right about one thing—she did seem better. Just days ago, Hela’s fever raged through her body. Once she slipped into unconsciousness, her uncle had sent word to a rabbi for burial rituals. But then a new doctor visited her uncle’s home. The man insisted Zofia had paid for his services, and though she did not remember doing so, she admitted him anyway. Hope provided flimsy statistics, but it was better than nothing. That night, he injected Hela with a pharmaceutical compound he claimed was available nowhere else, and promised she would live.


And so she had.


The next morning, Séverin’s letter arrived. Even though Hela might be recovering, Zofia had decided not to stay in Paris. She would return to Poland, to take care of her sister . . . but she needed more money. Her savings had gone to Hela’s care and her uncle’s charges—compensation he demanded for the time Hela had not been able to instruct his children. Though if she died, of course, he would “generously” forgive the debt.


After all, they were family.


Zofia needed to go back to Paris. She needed to say goodbye. And she needed to sell her laboratory for parts. What money she received would go to Hela’s care.


In L’Eden, Zofia rapped on the door to Séverin’s study. Behind her, she could hear the hurried footsteps of Séverin’s butler. He hissed under his breath, “Mademoiselle Boguska, are you sure this cannot wait? Monsieur Montagnet-Alarie has been very—”


The door swung open, and Séverin stood in the doorway. He glanced wordlessly at his butler, and the man quickly fled down the hall. Distantly, Zofia wondered how Séverin could do such things, command without articulating. She would never have that kind of power. But at least, she thought, holding her resignation letter tightly . . . at least she might save someone she loved.


“How was your journey?” asked Séverin, stepping aside to admit her.


“Long.”


But not as bad as it might have been. When Séverin sent for her, he had included a first-class train ticket with a compartment to herself so that she need never speak to another person. She liked that the compartment had lamps with many tassels, and a rug that was one color, and she’d spent the whole trip counting things aloud . . . calming herself for what she had to do.


Zofia thrust the resignation letter to him.


“I have to go back,” she said. “My sister needs me. I’m resigning. I came back to say goodbye to everyone.”


Séverin stared at the paper without taking it.


“My understanding upon your employment was that you were building an income to supplement your sister’s tuition at a medical university. Is that no longer your wish?”


“It . . . it still is, but—”


“Then why would you need to leave?”


Zofia searched for the right words. When she had reviewed the order of events, she had not anticipated an outcome of him not accepting her resignation on the spot. After all, it was not as though she had any work to do in L’Eden. He had ceased pursuing all acquisitions when the hunt for the Sleeping Palace had failed. Zofia had no work.


“My sister is dying.”


Séverin’s expression did not change.


“And that is the reason you returned to Glowno?”


She nodded.


“Why did you lie to me?”


Zofia hesitated. She thought of Tristan’s last laugh, and Hela’s fevered murmurings of how their family used to spend Chanukah, crowded around the table as their mother ladled out stew and the smell of candle wax burning in the chanukia.


“Because I did not want it to be true.”


There was another reason, though. When Zofia had started writing a letter to Enrique and Laila, Hela had told her to stop: “Oh, don’t make them worry, Zosia. They might start fretting over who would have to take care of you when I’m gone.” What if her sister was right? The shame of not knowing whether she was an imposition or not stayed her hand.


Zofia watched as a small muscle twitched in Séverin’s jaw. Still, he did not take the letter. New words found Zofia, plucked from every time she had watched Séverin turn Tristan’s old penknife over and over in his hands, or stand at the door to his room and never open it, or stare out the window to what had once been the Seven Sins Garden.


“You understand,” she said.


Séverin flinched. He turned sharply from her.


“Your sister will not die,” he said. “And though she might need you, I need you more. There’s work to be done.”


Zofia frowned. One moment she was wondering how Séverin could be so sure about Hela’s recovery, the next moment, the thought of work jolted her with a small rush of joy. Without work, she had felt restless. And she was not cut out to take Hela’s place in their uncle’s home, where all her wages would go toward Hela’s remaining debt.


“I checked your savings this morning. You have no money left, Zofia.”


Zofia opened her mouth. Closed it. Anger warmed her cheeks.


“That . . . that is not for you to see. That is private.”


“Not to me,” he said. “Stay until this next job is done, and I will double your income. Your sister will not have to work as a governess. You could provide comfortably enough for the two of you for years to come. I will start sending her portions of your income now . . . but you cannot go back to Poland. And any doubled income will be given to you upon completion of the job.”


“And I . . . I am to keep none of my earnings in the meantime?” asked Zofia.


She did not like that. Already, she had to rely so much on others.


“I will take care of your living and laboratory expenses.”


“What about Goliath?”


Séverin turned around sharply, his mouth a flat line. “What about him?”


Zofia raised her chin. Ever since Tristan’s death, she had kept his venomous tarantula warm and safe in her lab. The only time she hadn’t watched the animal was during her trip away when she had asked Enrique. At the time, Enrique declared, “I would rather set myself on fire.” This turned out to be an exaggeration for he eventually, despite grudgingly, agreed. She imagined it would have made Tristan happy.


“He needs money for food and bedding.”


Séverin looked away. “I will take care of it. Do you accept the terms?”


Zofia searched his face, looking for the familiar patterns in his expression. She used to be able to decipher him, but perhaps he had only let her. Now, he was a stranger. Zofia wondered if this was the effect of death, but that could not be true. She and Hela had seen their parents’ death. They had watched their home and all of their possessions burn. But they had not become strangers. Zofia closed her eyes. They. They had each other. Séverin—for all that he could command men without words—had no one. Her anger faded.


When she opened her eyes, she thought of Hela’s weak smile. Because of her, her sister would survive. For the first time, Zofia felt a touch of pride. She had always relied on Hela and so many others. This time, she was repaying that debt. Maybe one day, she would not need to rely on anyone.


“Every week, I will personally send for two letters of health written in your sister’s hand,” added Séverin. “At my own expense.”


Zofia remembered her sister’s kiss on her hand. Go, Zosia.


“I accept,” she said.


Séverin nodded, then glanced at the clock. “Then head downstairs. The others will be here any minute now.”










Chapter 5


 


Séverin


 


 


Séverin knew that to become a god required divorcing oneself from all the elements that made one human. When he looked at Zofia, he extinguished whatever kernel of warmth lay inside him, and he felt a little less human. He could have given her the money to go home, and he hadn’t. He’d thought, briefly, that if she had no sister, then she’d have no reason to return to Poland . . . but some vestige of himself recoiled. Instead, he’d sent a physician to her uncle’s home. He told himself it was smarter, colder. That it meant nothing. And yet, even as he repeated this to himself he remembered their first meeting.


Two years ago, he had heard rumors of a brilliant Jewish student, expelled and imprisoned for arson and abusing her Forging affinity. The story hadn’t sat right with him, so he’d taken his carriage to the women’s prison. Zofia was skittish as a colt, her striking blue eyes more creature than girl. He couldn’t bring himself to leave her there, so he took her to L’Eden. Days later, his staff reported that every night she slept on the floor with blankets rather than in the swansdown bed.


When he heard that, something in him warmed.


He’d done the same thing at every foster father’s home. He and Tristan never stayed with one father for long, and so it was too dangerous to get attached to anything. Even to a bed. Séverin removed every object from Zofia’s room, gave her a catalogue, and told her to select what she wanted, informing her that each item she picked would be deducted from her salary, but at least every item would be hers.


“I understand,” he’d said quietly.


That was the first time Zofia smiled at him.


The first thing he heard when he approached the stargazing room was piano music. Soaring notes rich with hope sank through him, freezing him into place. The music overwhelmed his senses, and for one bright moment of wonder, it seemed as if the sounds drifted down from the stars themselves, like the mythical Music of the Spheres that moved the planets in a solemn rhythm. When the music stopped, he let out his breath, his lungs aching from holding it too long.


“Again, Hypnos!” said Laila.


Séverin knew her well enough to hear the smile in her voice. The sound of his pulse drowned out the memory of music. How easy it was for her to smile. After all, she’d lost nothing. She might have been disappointed they could not find The Divine Lyrics, but she merely wanted the book to satisfy a curiosity of her own past.


“Since when do you play the piano so well?” asked Laila.


“He’s not that good,” grumbled Enrique.


Two years ago, Enrique had tried—much to everyone’s chagrin—to learn the piano. Soon, his “playing” infected the hallways. Tristan declared his music was killing the plants, and afterwards Zofia had “accidentally” spilled a wood-decaying solvent on the instrument, thus ending his lessons for good.


Once more, the music swelled and with it, his memories. Séverin dug his nails into his palms. Leave me, he begged of his ghosts. The recollections faded. But in their wake, he caught the scent of Tristan’s roses.


The phantom perfume made him stumble. Séverin flung out a hand to steady himself, only to catch the heavy doorframe. Abruptly, the music stopped.


When he looked up, Hypnos was crouched over the piano, hands hovering above the keys. Laila sat stiff-backed on her favorite green couch. Zofia perched on her stool, an unopened matchbox in her lap. Enrique halted in his pacing, right in front of his research on The Divine Lyrics that hung against the bookshelves.


Two images superimposed onto his vision.


Before. After.


Before, there would have been tea and sugar cookies. Laughter.


Slowly, Séverin righted himself. He released his grip on the doorframe and straightened his cuffs, daring all of them to meet his gaze.


None of them did except Hypnos.


Hypnos lowered his hands from the piano.


“I hear you have good news for us, mon cher.”


Séverin forced himself to nod, and then he gestured to the research hanging against the bookshelves.


“Before I begin, let’s review what we know—”


Hypnos sighed. “Must we?”


“It’s been some time,” said Séverin.


“Two months, I believe,” said Laila sharply.


Séverin didn’t look at her. Instead, he gestured to Enrique. For a moment, Enrique stared blankly at him, and then he seemed to remember himself. Enrique cleared his throat, then pointed to the sketch behind him showing the hexagram symbol of the Fallen House, a golden honeybee, and the Biblical Tower of Babel.


“These past few months, we’ve been trying to locate The Divine Lyrics, the ancient book that holds the secret of Forging, the knowledge of how to rejoin the Babel Fragments and—in the eyes of the Fallen House—how to access the power of God,” said Enrique. His eyes darted to Séverin, as if checking to see if that was correct. Séverin raised his eyebrows.


“Um, there’s very little information existing on the book itself,” said Enrique hurriedly. “Most of it is legend. Our only known record of the book is a faded inscription from one of the original Knights Templar, written on a piece of vellum where the letters have been cut off—”


Enrique held up an illustration of the vellum:


T H E D I V I N E L Y R


“As far as the lore of the book is concerned, it dates back to the fall of the Babel Tower,” he said. A familiar excited shine crept into Enrique’s eyes. “Supposedly, there was a group of women near the original site who had touched the topmost bricks of the Tower, and thus absorbed some of the divine language. They wrote down their knowledge in a book. From there, they tasked the women of their lineage to guard the book’s secrets so that no one could use the language to rebuild the Babel Tower. Isn’t that amazing?”


Grinning, Enrique flailed a hand to a different sketch, this one showing an illustration of nine women.


“They were called the Lost Muses, which, presumably, is a nod to the Greek goddesses of divine arts and inspiration. Seems fitting since Forging itself is considered a divine art. There used to be sites all over the ancient world dedicated to them,” said Enrique, staring wistfully at the images. “It was said that The Divine Lyrics was not just a book anyone could pick up and read, but required a skill inherited through the bloodline of the original Lost Muses.”


“What a silly myth,” scoffed Hypnos, plinking one of the piano keys. “The ability to read a book based on a bloodline? Forging doesn’t work that way. It’s not passed down through the blood, or I would possess Forging affinity of the mind.”


“I wouldn’t dismiss myths,” said Enrique quietly. “Most myths are just truths covered in cobwebs.”


Hypnos’s face softened. “Ah, but of course, mon cher. I did not mean to insult your craft.”


He blew him a kiss, and Enrique . . . blushed? Séverin scowled, looking between the two of them. Hypnos caught his eye, and a corner of his mouth lifted.


When did this happen?


But Séverin’s attention quickly returned to Enrique, who had pulled down a yellowing map showing the southern tip of the Indian subcontinent. Out the corner of his eye, he saw Laila lean forward as if in longing, and Séverin tasted bitterness on his tongue.


“The last known location of The Divine Lyrics was Pondicherry, India,” said Enrique. “According to the Order of Babel documents, the Order went to retrieve it, but by the time they arrived, they discovered that someone had already taken the artifact in their name—”


“—and then kept quiet about the theft for nearly twenty years, claiming it was lost,” added Hypnos.


Enrique nodded. “Thanks to Roux-Joubert, our best lead for finding The Divine Lyrics is inside the Sleeping Palace . . . which is where our search ended.” He looked up at Séverin. “Unless . . . unless you really do know how to find the Palace?”


Séverin used to love this moment—the moment where he could reveal something new and watch wonder transfix their expressions. He used to love hiding hints about their future acquisitions . . . like asking Laila to bake a cake full of golden roses for the time they went after the Midas’s Hand in Greece. This time, he didn’t look at their faces.


“Yes,” he said, not moving from the doorway. “The coordinates to the Sleeping Palace are concealed by a pair of Tezcat spectacles, and I know where they can be found.”


Zofia leaned forward, interested. “Spectacles?”


Laila’s voice cut through the air: “How do you know this?” she asked, her voice cold.


She didn’t look at him, and he didn’t look at her.


“An informant,” said Séverin, with equal coldness. “He also told me the Sleeping Palace is somewhere in Siberia.”


“Siberia?” repeated Hypnos. “That place . . . it’s full of ghosts.”


Hypnos looked around the room, perhaps expecting someone to agree with him. The others stared at him blankly.


He pressed on. “Well, it was before my time . . . but my father once told me about something strange that happened there years ago. There were stories of terrible sounds near Lake Baikal, like girls screaming for their lives. It terrified the locals, and got to be so bad that the Russian faction, House Dazbog, asked the Order to intervene. My father sent a small unit of mind Forging artists to detect if anyone was being controlled. But no one ever found anything.”


“And it just stopped?” asked Laila.


Hypnos nodded. “Eventually. The locals claimed girls were being murdered, but they never found any bodies.” In a smaller voice, he added: “I hope the Sleeping Palace isn’t in Siberia.”


Enrique winced. “I think the name alone confirms it . . . The etymology of the word ‘Siberia’ isn’t exactly clear, but it does sound remarkably close to the Siberian Tatar word for sleeping land, which would be sib ir. Hence, Sleeping Palace. But maybe I’m wrong,” he added quickly when he saw the panic on Hypnos’s face. “Where are the Tezcat spectacles anyway? A bank? A museum?”


“A mansion,” said Séverin.


He tapped the Mnemo bug pinned to his lapel. The Forged creature shivered to life, its jewel-colored wings whirring and its pincers clicking as it opened its jaws and projected an image onto the bookshelf showing a huge waterfront mansion overlooking the Neva River. He’d written the street name in the margins: Angliskaya Naberezhnava. The English Embankment of St. Petersburg, Russia.


“That’s . . . a big house,” said Enrique.


“It’s in Russia?” asked Zofia, her eyes narrowing.


Séverin switched the image to another external shot of the waterfront mansion. “The Tezcat spectacles are concealed in a private collection in the home of an art dealer. The room itself is called the Chamber of Goddesses, but I could find no information—”


Enrique squeaked. “I’ve heard of that installation! It’s hundreds of years old . . . No one knows the original sculptor. If it is sculpture. At least, that’s my guess. I’ve been dying to see it!” He beamed at the room, sighing. “Can you imagine what’s in the Chamber of Goddesses?”


Zofia raised an eyebrow. “Goddesses?”


“Well, that’s just the title of the room,” sniffed Enrique.


“The title is lying?”


“No, the title is evocative of the art, but it could be something else.”


Zofia frowned. “Sometimes I don’t understand art.”


Hypnos raised a glass. “Hear, hear.”


“So, we have to go into the Chamber, find the Tezcat spectacles, get out,” said Zofia.


“Not quite,” said Séverin. “The Tezcat spectacles are like ornamented glasses, and one critical piece . . . the lens . . . is kept around the neck of the art dealer.” He paused to consult his notes: “A Monsieur Mikhail Vasiliev.”


“Why do I know that name . . . ,” said Hypnos, rubbing his jaw. “He owns the Chamber of Goddesses?”


Séverin nodded.


“But why would the Fallen House entrust him with the key to finding their ancient estate and its treasure vaults?” asked Hypnos. “What does he know?”


“And why would he wear something like that around his neck?”


“He knows nothing, apparently,” said Séverin. “According to my informant, the lens is disguised as a nostalgic keepsake, shaped like the old key that had once unlocked his lover’s bedroom.”


Laila looked down at her lap, pulling at a tassel on her dress. It was a shade of blood red that unnerved him. He didn’t want to look at it.


“But why him?” pressed Enrique.


“He’s important enough to keep his objects safe and insignificant enough that he draws no eyes,” said Séverin. “He’s not related to the Order, so he wouldn’t be brought in for questioning. The most scandalous piece of his past is an affair with a prima ballerina that soured. He got her pregnant, refused to marry her, the baby was stillborn, and she killed herself.” Enrique shuddered and crossed himself. “As a result, Vasiliev went into hiding for a few years, and that’s when he purchased the Chamber of Goddesses. He wears his guilt over the whole affair around his neck.”
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