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I’VE BROKEN HIM.


And I haven’t even done anything yet.


All I did was stand here, waiting quietly as the man was dragged before me. My guards dropped him unceremoniously at the foot of the cathedral steps. He lifted his eyes, beheld my form, and in an instant, he was sobbing like a baby.


It’s been going on for about ten seconds. But it already feels like an hour.


“I didn’t mean it, Highest Lady Emanuela,” the man manages to choke out. “I didn’t mean it.”


“Oh, so you’re not even going to try and deny it?” I say. “Good. We can get this over with quickly.”


“I didn’t mean to insult you,” he insists. “I simply had too much wine at the party, and I mixed up my words.”


“And what were your words again, exactly?” I say.


The man hesitates, trembling, his eyes on the stairs. “I didn’t mean it—”


“What were your words?” I say, sharper.


The man’s bottom lip wobbles treacherously. He looks around at the assembled crowd. They’re huddled at the edges of the cathedral square, watching the proceedings in wide-eyed silence.


All of my prisoners have this exact same moment of desperation. They hope that, against all odds, someone is going to leap out of the safety of the throng and help them. This man’s clothing is finely stitched, his jacket a rich shade of green and the gold buttons polished within an inch of their lives. He thinks people will care about him because he’s wealthy. If not that, then surely his mother, or his best friend, or paramour will come to his defense.


They’re not coming. They never do.


“I didn’t mean it—” the man tries again.


“Guard?” I say.


One of my guards, who’s standing stiffly at the man’s side, unfolds a sheet of paper and begins to read.


“All I’m saying is that it’s strange. Our old ruler lived for a thousand years, and now she’s just gone? What gives this girl the right to take over and change everything? Why does she hide behind all those veils? And why is she so short? If you ask me, she’s nothing but an ugly child pretending to have magic. She can’t actually make us any water. It will dry up soon, and she’ll be unmasked as the murdering fraud she is. You’ll see.”


Silence.


The man kneeling on the ground has gone extremely still.


“Anything else you’d like to add?” I say.


Apparently not.


I gesture at the guards, and they pick the prisoner up.


“Wait!” The man comes back to life, flailing uselessly in their grasp. “Please, Highest Lady Emanuela. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I don’t want to die.”


“Well, you should have considered that before you disrespected me,” I say.


And then he’s gone. The guards drag him, sniveling and pleading, around to the back of the cathedral. Another guard in a red coat approaches from the edge of the crowd and bows to me.


“That was the last of them, Highest Lady Emanuela,” he says.


The entire crowd holds their breath, waiting for me to declare that I’m satisfied. For one long, delicious moment, I stay silent and let them imagine what could happen if I’m not.


“Very well,” I say finally.


I turn and march up the cathedral steps, my long red cloak streaming behind me. The people gathered around the square don’t move. They won’t move until I pull the double doors shut. Then, they’ll go back to their lives, and they’ll wait for the next appearance of the mysterious Highest Lady Emanuela. And, if they’re smart, they won’t go around telling people that I’m an ugly child.


I proceed through the dim foyer of the cathedral. Two guards are poised at the entrance to the inner chamber, waiting for me on either side of the tall arched doorway.


“The prisoners are ready, Highest Lady Emanuela,” one of them says.


I sweep past them without a word of acknowledgment. This building used to be the center of life in the city called Auge. They had worship and weddings and every single holiday celebration here. They spent almost as much time in it as they did their own houses. But now, the cathedral belongs to me.


The room has been emptied out. In the center, sitting alone on the black-and-white tile floor, is an enormous glass tank shaped like a dome. The prisoners of the day—about twenty in total—are trapped inside. As always, they’re scrambling for freedom, clawing at the door the guards have bolted shut. The man I just had arrested is kicking futilely at the thick wall. When they see me coming for them, the frenzy only intensifies.


As I stop before the tank, my guards shut the doors to the inner chamber with a dull thud. Highest Lady Emanuela always does her magic in private.


I say nothing to my prisoners. I simply reach up and start to pull aside the veils covering my face.


All the clamor inside the tank stops. The prisoners turn to watch, transfixed in spite of their terror. I haven’t looked in a mirror in a long time, but I know I’m very pretty, with tiny sharp features and chin-length hair that I cut to perfection myself. And then, of course, there’s the thing everyone notices first—my viciously dark eyes.


Things used to be different in these cities. People died for something they couldn’t control. They got a silly little mark on their skin, called an omen, and they were forced to hand themselves over to their ruler. She locked them in her tower and killed them slowly, draining their blood through a little needle in their neck. They wasted away for days, feeling every drop of life being squeezed out of their body.


I changed all of that. I control who lives and dies now. People who respect me are rewarded. People who don’t are shoved into this glass dome for execution. I’m not like their old leader. I don’t put them through long, agonizing deaths alone in a cell. I allow them to die on their feet, surrounded by their fellow misguided citizens.


And as a little treat, the last thing they ever see is my face.


I blink, and my magic floods into my eyes, cold and hungry. My new vision strips away everything else about the people in front of me, leaving the only piece of them it wants—their blood. Just like that, the prisoners have become nothing but intricate, pulsating webs of veins.


They barely even have time to scream. A moment later, they’re all gone, exploded out of their skins, and the inside of the dome is soaked with blood.


“That’s what you get,” I inform them.


And then I’m gone, waltzing through a side door without looking back.


I make my way through a familiar maze of narrow halls, winding up pitch-black staircases. The veil outside is approaching the dark red of evening, but I don’t bother to light any lanterns. I’m used to the dark.


The cathedral has four spires, one at each corner. I’ve claimed the one at the top right as my personal quarters. It’s a small, unassuming space—aggressively neat, the way I prefer it. On one side of the round room is a small red love seat. In the middle is my sewing table, draped in swathes of vivid red fabric, a half-completed gown on a mannequin. And over by the window is my desk.


This doesn’t look like a living space that could sustain a normal human, with all their normal human needs. Because it’s not.


I approach my desk, pulling off my crown and depositing it carefully in my tank of pet spiders. I let them weave fresh webs among the thorns each night to achieve that perfect, shimmery effect. Then I sit down, and for a moment, against my will, my eyes go to the darkening veil outside. It’s hard to ignore. At the top of this spire, the noise of the streets below is far away, and there’s nothing but the two of us—the girl that looms over the city, and the veil that looms over the girl.


To everyone else, the veil is a presence as constant and inevitable as air. It stretches above our heads, surrounding our manors with a glowing presence that turns red in the day and black at night. My people used to say it’s where our souls dwell before we’re born, and it’s where they return when we die. Everyone in every city believes, more or less, the same thing. We live our little lives until the veil puts omens on our skin. When the omens cover us, we die, and we have no control over any of it.


When I took over, I told people that we weren’t going to let our omens have so much power over us. I told them that the first mark isn’t the death sentence they used to believe, and that some people live for years before their omens spread and kill them—a fact their previous ruler conveniently glossed over so she could terrify everyone into giving themselves up to her tower. The people were uneasy at first, but a few months later, they’d all seen the truth of it for themselves. My favored citizens—the ones who are wise enough to show me respect—see this for the gift it is. Now, in Auge, they happily walk around with omens exposed, even going out of their way to show them off if they’re feeling bold. The old wives have come up with ways to divulge meaning from their location—they claim people who get marked on the face first are the luckiest, and so on and so on. When someone’s omens do spread, as they always will, they’re in their own homes, going out on their own terms.


I’ve made things so much better for so many people. Right now, somewhere in the streets below, there could be a little girl sitting on her bed, staring at the red mark that just appeared on her skin for no reason at all. Now that I’m here, she doesn’t have to die.


And the best part is that I’m just getting started. The old rulers devoted themselves to keeping things exactly the same for a thousand years. Their lack of vision was tragic—not to mention dull—but fortunately, that’s all over with, and a much worthier successor has taken their place.


I finally light my lantern, and I turn my attention to the map on my desk. It shows the eight cities, arranged in a ring, barely overlapping with their neighbors. In the center of the cities is the veil. Outside of the cities is the veil. Everything except us is the veil.


There are two cities I’ve left unlabeled. I never look at them. I only bother with the six I control. I make a little tick mark next to Auge to indicate today’s successful visit.


As I set down my pen, I become aware that the hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end. Someone else is in the room. And they’re right behind me.


There’s only one person in the six cities who can sneak up on me like this. It takes skill to move through the darkness as easily as I do.


I hastily fiddle with my outfit, making sure it’s perfect. When I stand up and turn around, I make a show of being casual about it, but my heart is thrumming.


“Fancy seeing you here,” I say.


“Oh, believe me,” the intruder says. “I don’t fancy it.”


There’s one very important thing that sets me apart as the ruler of the six cities. I have magic, and it makes me dangerous and immortal and untouchable. It creates water from blood and keeps my people alive. It’s a power that no one else has.


No one else, that is, except the girl in front of me.


Beneath my veils, I smile. It’s always nice to see an old enemy.
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LAST YEAR, VERENE AND I WERE IMPRISONED TOGETHER. And we spent every day fighting over napkins.


The bundles of food always came at the same time. I figured that out because I had nothing to do but count the minutes, so I did. It didn’t surprise me—Verene’s brother was the one sending the food down to the very bottom of the catacombs, and he’d struck me as the sort of person who was devastatingly punctual.


The predictability made it an event. As the moment drew nearer, Verene and I would pace on opposite sides of our small iron cell. Right before, we would stand poised in our fighting positions. And the second the food fell from above and hit the floor, we attacked.


Our cell was pitch black, so the fight was always a messy affair. We scrambled at the bundles, and at each other. We let the bread and carefully packed bowls of pasta fall by the wayside, because all we really wanted was the rectangle of fabric they were wrapped in.


Not long into our captivity, my mortal enemy had accidentally blurted out her whole escape plan—to make a rope long enough to hook around the latch at the top of our cell and climb out. It wasn’t that I didn’t have my own brilliant ideas for getting out of a smooth, tall cell made entirely of iron. I just decided that stealing Verene’s plan sounded like more fun. Mostly because of all the napkin fighting.


“Stop biting me!” Verene shrieked, writhing around underneath me.


“Stop taking my napkin,” I said—clumsily, as my teeth were still clamped onto her wrist.


“You are—” She slapped at my face. “The most vile—disgusting—appalling—”


I yanked the napkin out of her hands and retreated to my side of the cell, victorious. In the middle, Verene was still panting.


“I’m going to bite your finger off tomorrow,” she said.


“I look forward to you trying,” I said.


I tied my new napkin onto my budding rope and wrapped the whole thing around myself in a pathetic attempt at a blanket. It was always cold in our cell, but it felt especially cold right after one of our fights. Verene was soft and warm, even when she was furiously whacking me in the head.


She crawled back over to her side of the cell, and I heard her fussing with her own rope. I settled in for another day-long wait. Verene and I didn’t talk between our fights. We schemed in silence.


“Do you know what I’ve realized?” she said.


“That your efforts to escape before me are futile?” I said. “Finally.”


I could tell she was glaring at me, even in total darkness. We were just so powerfully connected in that way.


“I’ve realized that I don’t know anything about you,” she said.


I fiddled with the end of my rope, making sure the knots were perfect. “I think I’ve been pretty clear about who I am.”


“Yes, I know that you’re a terrible person who only cares about yourself,” she said. “But you know much more about me. When you invaded Iris, you saw my whole life.”


“Oh, are you referring to your cathedral, which I burned down?” I said. “Or your housekeeper, whom I murdered? Or the entire city, which I turned against you?”


“Yes, I’m referring to all of that.” Her teeth were obviously clenched. “It’s not fair.” She paused. “Tell me something about you.”


“Hmm,” I said. “No.”


“What is your family like?” she said. “What is your city like? Why did you leave it and come to Iris? You still never told me. Not really.”


And then it all flashed through my head—the city of Occhia as it had once been, full of dutiful people with a great love for tradition, and elaborate superstitions, and very strong opinions about food. But almost immediately, all the memories in my head vanished, replaced by an image of our cathedral as I’d last seen it, filled with nothing but blood and the crumpled remains of clothes.


“Why do you care?” I said viciously.


Even from across the cell, I felt the way Verene withdrew.


“I don’t,” she said.


She’d obviously remembered who she was talking to. We both went back to our usual silence, preparing for the next napkin fight.


But after that day, the food bundles stopped coming. At first, I assumed I’d dozed off and gotten my counting wrong. I didn’t dare admit that out loud, though, so I just waited. And waited. Finally, after endless hours in the darkness, Verene spoke up.


“Theo knows that I don’t actually need to eat like a normal person, now that I have magic,” she said. “He must have decided it wasn’t worth the effort anymore. He said he was going to leave me down here until he had a better way to keep everyone safe from me, so… he can spend as long as he wants figuring out what that is.”


“Well, that’s more than I got from my accomplice,” I said without thinking.


Then we both went quiet, because we realized what we’d just done. We’d gotten so good at not talking about the boys who’d sent us away. I didn’t even think about mine most days, because I didn’t let myself. I refused to remember, and I refused to wonder. But all it took was one slip—one moment where I wasn’t actively fighting against it—and he was back in my head.


“You told me once that Alessandro wasn’t your paramour,” Verene said, her voice cautious. “So what was he to you? Really?”


I couldn’t believe she was trying to breach this wall between us—a wall the two of us had built with all our stealing and stabbing and merciless ploys to destroy each other. If I wasn’t going to talk to her about my city, I certainly wasn’t going to talk to her about this.


“He was my accomplice,” I insisted.


“No,” she said. “No, Emanuela. Don’t lie. I saw the way you looked at me after I… well. You know what I did to him.”


She cut out his eye. I saw him bleed, and I heard him scream, and I wasn’t fast enough to stop it.


“You looked at me like all you wanted was to see me dead,” she continued.


“Isn’t that how I always look at you?” I said.


“This was different,” she said. “He meant something to you. You were working together. But obviously, things went wrong, and that’s why he put you down here.”


She’d already seen more than I wanted her to, clearly. So I decided that, in the safety of the darkness, I could tell her one thing about myself. Just one.


“He was my best friend,” I said.


She didn’t even acknowledge the words. But I knew she was listening. And it felt worthwhile, somehow, for her to know something about me and the boy I tried so hard not to think about. There was no one else left alive to know about us.


The silence stretched on again. We were both used to silence at this point. We were used to waiting, so we did. And still, the food didn’t come.


“So?” Verene said finally.


“So?” I said.


“We do have a weakness, even with our magic,” she said. “We’ll still die if we get a mortal wound. That’s the one thing that will bring our omens back.”


“Are you asking me to mortally wound you?” I said. “Again?”


“No,” she said. “I’m just saying… if there are no more napkins coming…”


Then we’d have to fight over the ones that we already had.


I wasn’t concerned about my ability to defeat her. Verene always put up a good fight, but at the end of the day, I knew which one of us was more ruthless. It was time to finally rid myself of her and climb out of the prison on my own. I imagined doing just that—finding my way out of the catacombs on my own, creeping into a foreign city on my own, and taking down the ancient rulers on my own.


Then, on an impulse I didn’t entirely understand, I found myself picking up my rope and crawling across the cell.


“What are you doing?” Verene demanded. “If you come any closer, I swear I’ll—”


She flailed around in a wild attempt to defend herself, and I shoved my rope into her hands. She went still.


“We could tie them together,” I said. “Then it might be long enough.”


“Sure,” she said. “And then we’ll climb out holding hands, I suppose? I’m not going to fall for this, Emanuela. How many times have I told you that I know exactly what sort of person you are, and I’m never going to forgive you for the things you did to me? All you want is to take the cities for yourself.”


“And what do you want?” I said.


“To save them from the rulers, of course,” she said.


“You want to become their hero,” I said.


She hesitated, just for a moment, and I wondered if she was thinking about the same moment I was—the moment in Iris when her people, who had worshipped her like a saint the day before, turned and fled from her in terror. It didn’t take much. They loved Verene because she said she would do anything for them. But people who say they want that from a girl are lying. Because when they actually get it, they’re terrified of it.


“Yes,” she said. “That’s what I’ve always wanted.”


“And what if we could both get exactly what we want?” I said.


There was a highly suspicious silence from her direction that made my heart start pounding. I felt almost like I’d just asked her to court me—which made the moment the closest I’d ever get to actually doing such a preposterous thing.


“I’m only entertaining this because I’m tired of being in this dirty cell,” she said. “But… what do you mean?”
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Now, in the dim light of my quarters, Verene holds out an expectant hand. I reach back and fumble with my top desk drawer, then pull out a bottle of red wine and hand it to her. My stash is almost out, so I make a mental note that tomorrow, when I use the catacombs to cross between cities, I’ll have to make a detour to the wine cellars near the greenhouse. Verene claimed this drawer of mine for herself months ago. Now, it’s full of hair ties and little jars of the black powder she’s taken to smearing around her eyes, and somehow, I’ve become responsible for providing her refreshments. I’m only tolerating this invasion of my personal space because now I have an easy way to poison her whenever I please.


She pops the loosened cork and takes a swig, then ducks around me and sits down on my desk, crossing her long legs. She looks exactly the same as she usually does, dressed elegantly in black. Her long curls are loose and so perfectly ethereal they’re practically floating around her head. The soft light from the desk lantern makes her brown skin glow, and behind her black, rose-covered mask, her eyes are sparkling.


She’s truly unbearable to look at. I don’t know how I’ve put up with it for this long.


“I cleaned up your mess,” she says.


She’s referring, of course, to the glass tank downstairs filled with blood. Verene insists on being the one to transform it into water, so that she can feel productive.


“How was your day?” I say. “Let me guess—you kissed some babies and made an impassioned speech on a street corner?”


“I’ll tell you one thing I didn’t do,” she says. “Murder someone for mispronouncing my name.”


“She’s lucky I didn’t take her whole family for that offense,” I say. “What’s your update? Any rumblings amongst the commoners that I should know about?”


Verene takes a slow sip of her wine, and her eyes dart over my veils. She’s the only person in our six cities who’s seen my face and lived to tell the tale. Every time she looks at me, I’m reminded of that uncomfortable fact.


“Tomorrow is our anniversary,” she says.


“Our… what?” I say.


“It will have been a year since we first met in Iris,” she says. “You didn’t remember? I, for one, will never be able to forget the day my life was ruined by the human embodiment of malevolence.”


My stomach twists itself into sudden knots. I don’t look at calendars. I just let time pass, trying to not even count my monthly bleedings. I don’t want to know how long it’s been since—


No. I can’t think about it. I won’t think about it. I swallow hard, glad my face is shielded by three layers of gauzy fabric.


“You’re giving me a gift then, I assume,” I say.


“I want to interrupt your trials,” she says. “For a rescue mission. A dramatic one.”


I stiffen. “That’s not how our arrangement works.”


“That’s exactly how our arrangement works,” she says. “You get to rule the cities, and I get to rule the hearts of the people. That’s what we agreed on.”


“And you’re supposed to stay away from my cathedrals,” I say. “Unless you want your little rebel groups to find out that the two of us are conspiring to make sure we rule every square inch of these cities—”


“The Garden of Resistance is getting restless, Emanuela,” she says. “We’ve been under your thumb for a long time. And they hate you a lot—almost as much as I do, which is saying something. They want to do more. Just let me swoop in and rescue a couple of prisoners from you. That will keep them happy for a while.”


And, of course, it will remind all her followers how great she is. Verene and I are completely different, but we do have one thing in common. No matter what we have, we always want more. That’s why we started out taking one city and quickly decided we needed to take all six. That’s why she’s built an elaborate rebellion movement that’s always trying to outdo themselves with bigger and bigger demonstrations. That’s why I never go a single day without holding a trial somewhere. We have the cities firmly in the palms of our hands. But we could always hold them a little tighter.


“Fine,” I say. “Go ahead. Interrupt my trials.”


Verene eyes me for a moment. “You’re not going to try and stop me?”


“You’ll just have to wait and see,” I say.


She smiles. She has a bright, wide smile—sparkling, like the rest of her. But there’s a little edge of mischief to it. It’s such a subtle thing, and I bet her devoted followers don’t see it. But I do.


Her smile is the most unbearable thing about her. It makes me sweaty. So very sweaty. It doesn’t seem right for an immortal being like myself to sweat this much.


“I can’t wait,” she says.


She drains the last of her wine and slides off my desk, heading for the door. And just as quickly as she appeared, she’s gone.
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IT’S THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT, THE VEIL INKY BLACK AND the streets below silent. By now, Verene is surely back on the outskirts of the city—where she sleeps in a bed with a dozen of her drunken rebel friends, I assume. I don’t ask for the details of her life, so I wouldn’t know.


With our magic, the two of us don’t technically need sleep. But after months without it, I feel the absence, carving out a horrible aching pain in my head and my limbs. That’s why I’m lying on my love seat, staring at the ceiling and telling myself that tonight will finally be the night I manage to drift off.


First, I think about the tight black pants Verene has taken to wearing, and how good I would look in them. That keeps me occupied for quite a while. Then, I think about my map of the eight cities, and the careful paths I’ve drawn through the catacombs to travel between them. Then, I think about the prisoners I murdered today.


And then I’m thinking about my people. My real people. The people of Occhia, dead in the cathedral. I see their blood. I taste it, too. I hear their screams.


And before I can stop myself, I’m thinking about him.


I see my best friend, exactly as I last saw him. Ale was standing in the middle of the cathedral, his mamma’s blood splattered on his face. He was staring at me like he couldn’t comprehend what I’d just done.


I couldn’t comprehend it, either. But I’ve had a whole year to relive every second of the day I accidentally murdered everyone in my city—everyone except the boy who used to be my best friend.


My stomach seizes up, and I fling myself off the divan and retch. Nothing comes up except a horrible trail of spittle. Nothing ever comes up, because I don’t eat.


I used to love eating.


I’m on my knees, somehow, shaking madly. I force myself to breathe until it comes a little easier. Then, I get to my feet and hobble over to my sewing table. I put one of my cloaks on. I add the veils to cover my face, and I drift to the window, seeking the cool night air and the reassuring sight of a place where everything is under my control.


The city of Auge stretches out below me, with its pristine half-timber manors and charmingly narrow streets. There are lights still on in a few of the manors, and I catch a glimpse of two of my guards patrolling. There’s only one rule in my city—that people respect me. A lot of these houses belonged to the same nobles for a thousand years, but they don’t anymore. I let my most loyal citizens get the best spots.


Parliament has all but collapsed. They say I’m too disruptive. But the way things were needed to be disrupted. Also, the men of Parliament need water from me, too, so at a certain point, they had no choice but to stand down.


It’s possible that, in my early days of ruling, I made a few unwise choices. For example, perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to arrest the only workers who knew how to repair the intricate system that waters the greenhouses. But I’m learning. Next time, I’ll have new workers trained first.


This is my city now. They all are. I’ve saved everyone from dying in a tower, and they’ll never be able to forget that. They’ll never be able to forget me.


But as I lean on the windowsill, admiring my domain, a small, persistent thought creeps into my head. It’s the same thought I have every time I return to this particular cathedral.


I’ve done so much. But I could be doing more.


I turn away from the window, and slowly, my eyes drift up to the trapdoor in my ceiling. Almost against my will, I find myself walking over to pull it down—a fussy process, because I have to stand on a chair to reach. The ladder unfurls, and I look up into the darkness. The hole in my ceiling should be unassuming, but instead, it reminds me of the catacombs. It feels like something ancient that shouldn’t be intruded upon.


I shake myself, and I intrude, climbing the ladder with confidence. Inside the attic, I fumble for the lantern on the wall. The flame springs to life to reveal a woman in a red gown, chained up in a corner, a bag placed firmly over her head.


“Guess who?” I say.


The woman is silent.


It wasn’t hard to capture the old ruler of this city. It wasn’t hard to capture any of them. The mysterious women in red gowns had been all-powerful and uncontested for a thousand years. They didn’t expect two girls to crawl out of the catacombs and abruptly put a stop to that by throwing potato sacks over their heads. The rulers were all solitary creatures, spending their nights alone in their little quarters at the top of their towers. This one was playing the harp when we found her. We smashed it up and made her listen to the whole affair. We were feeling a bit petty, on account of all the people she’s killed.


Verene and I were bursting at the seams to interrogate these women. We already know one of their biggest secrets—that their blood magic isn’t innate, but acquired through a gruesome ritual. We thought we had the perfect leverage to get them to tell us everything else—everything about magic, and the eight cities, and the veil, and why it all has to be this way.


That’s what we expected.


That’s not exactly what we got.


“I know what you’re wondering,” I say. “Where are my spiders? Shall I go fetch them and allow them to say hello? Or are you finally ready to talk?”


The ruler draws in a breath, and I tense in anticipation.


“There is no other way,” she says in her throaty Augen accent.


It’s always the same. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, the words run through my head over and over.


There is no other way.


I don’t respond right away. I wait, letting my breath even out, because I refuse to sound irritated when I speak.


“I’ve already made another way,” I say. “The cities don’t need you. They need blood magic—my magic. If you’re not in the mood to talk, that’s fine. I’ll just come back later—because I’m immortal now, too, in case you’ve forgotten.”


I turn to go.


“Do you think that’s what makes a ruler?” she says. “Do you think that’s all there is to the magic? Blood and water?”


I stop short.


This is the first time in a year the ruler has said anything new. Carefully, I turn back to her.


“If not that…” I say. “Then what?”


“Our power is tied to our cities,” she says. “Our power protects our cities in ways you will never understand. And you—a random little girl who happened to stumble upon the ritual—cannot replace us.”


“A random little girl?” I echo softly. “Is that all I am?”


“You are, in the eyes of the veil,” she says. “And those are the only eyes that matter.”


A chill goes down the back of my spine.


“What does that mean?” I say.


“It means there is no other way,” she says.


I think, abruptly, about the omen that used to be on my hip. The veil marked me with that omen when I was only ten years old. I still don’t know why it happened. I still don’t know why the veil makes the choices it makes. But she does.


I want to grab the ruler and shake her until she gives me answers. I want to dump spiders on her until she explains herself. But I’m very aware of the fact that I have to think like an immortal now. She’s been locked up here for almost a year, and she barely seems fazed. This has to be handled delicately.


Besides, I know enough. I made my omen go away with the ritual. And it hasn’t come back. It will never come back.


“I’m afraid I just don’t believe you,” I say. “I know you’re upset that I’m ruling your city without you. It’s hard to believe that you could be so easily forgotten, isn’t it? But you have been. The only ruler they know now is Highest Lady Emanuela.”


“So you’ve figured everything out, then?” she says.


“Yes,” I say.


“You’ve figured out how to control your magic?” she says. “Really control it?”


My entire body flushes hot, then cold. I blink, and even through my veils, I see the ruler’s blood. She’s reduced to a spiderweb of veins in the corner.


Everyone looks the same when all you can see is their blood.


“Ah,” the ruler says. “That’s what I thought.” She pauses, and when she speaks again, her voice is almost gentle. “If you let me out, I can teach you—”


And then she’s gone.


My magic did it again.


The only thing it knows how to do.


Slowly, I leave the attic. I grab the bucket of water by my bed and carry it upstairs. And I start to clean up the bloody mess I’ve made, because I have to hide the evidence.


Verene can control her magic. I don’t know how she figured it out. All I know is that one day, she was sitting on my desk, drinking her wine, and she said, “Guess what I’ve realized? We can turn our monthly bleedings into water. Mine was all over the bedsheets this morning, but that will never be a problem again.”


“I prefer to just roll around in the blood,” I said. “It reminds me of when I stabbed you to death.”


But my mind was racing, overcome by the idea that she could do something like that. I’ve never been able to do anything like that. Every single drop of blood I try to control explodes in my face—literally.


The first person I tried to practice on was the ruler of Oga. I killed her. Then I tried to practice on the ruler of Suil. I killed her, too.


I kept trying. I couldn’t stop myself. They kept telling me in their cold, unknowable voices that there was no other way, and I kept needing to show them how wrong they were. Before I knew it, five out of the six were dead.


Now the last one is, too.


Hours later, when the mess is finally gone, I leave the attic and close the trapdoor behind me. I shove the bloody rags under a pile of fabric next to my sewing table, then straighten up and push aside my veils to peer around the room, convinced that the next time my accomplice sets foot in here, the truth will be written all over the walls.


Verene can’t know about this—any of it. We agreed I would be the one to interrogate the rulers, because I’m the one who likes making spiders crawl all over people.


She can’t know that they’re all gone, and we’re never getting any answers from them.


She can’t know that every time I catch myself staring at her for a second too long, I become treacherously close to bursting every last one of her veins.


She can’t know that I’m somehow, always, even more dangerous than she is.


Her wine bottle from earlier is empty, sitting abandoned on the sewing table. I pick it up and trace an anxious finger over the embossed label.


If Verene knew the truth, she wouldn’t want to be in an arrangement anymore. She would want to fight like the enemies we are. All these evenings together in my quarters, scheming about what to do next… that would all be gone. She would come after me tirelessly, and it would be our most violent fight of all. One of us would die. And this time, it would stick.


I look down at the wine bottle. I think about the little red mustache that got smeared onto Verene’s upper lip after one too many sips, and I press the bottle to my own mouth, suddenly convinced that the warmth of her is left behind, and that I’ll be able to feel it.


When I realize what I’m doing, I toss the bottle onto the sewing table and back away. I return to my divan, throw my veils over my face, and curl up on my side to stare at the dark, empty room.


Verene will never find out the truth. It will never come up, because we don’t need the rulers. They had no answers. All they had was lies. They claimed there was no other way, but there is. I am the other way.


Because this is what I wanted.


Because this is all I have left.















FOUR









[image: image]











BY THE NEXT AFTERNOON, I’VE TRAVELED TO THE CITY OF Glaz, and I’m ready for the day’s trials. I emerge into the foyer of their cathedral, dressed in a fresh cloak and veils, and briefly look over the notes my guards have left me. Most of today’s prisoners are people who were caught gossiping about me in the market, along with several members of the Garden of Resistance who staged a very dramatic demonstration that involved making a life-size doll of me and throwing it off a roof. I’m sure watching that was the highlight of Verene’s week.
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