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For Mom, my first editor, my role model, my biggest fan. I just want to say… I’m sorry for that cliffhanger. Hope this makes up for it.








[image: image]

























Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Little Brown Young Readers logo]















[image: image] 1 [image: image]



Akeylah


Understand what I do to my enemies. You’re one of them now.


The words of the blackmailer’s latest threat rang through Akeylah’s mind, over and over, while she and Queen Rozalind hurried through Ilian Keep.


We were wrong about our aunt. Yasmin, King Andros’s overbearing twin sister, wasn’t the blackmailer. The countess, Sun accept her soul, never blackmailed or threatened Akeylah and her sisters. All Yasmin did was use the Vulgar Arts to forge a mental bond with her brother, the king.


Akeylah learned that when she suffered another vision. Another threat from the blackmailer, who was still out there. Still stalking this Keep.


She needed to find her sisters. At her side, Queen Rozalind paused to catch her breath, and flashed Akeylah a look. “Are you going to tell me what any of this is about?”


“Not yet.” Akeylah steered toward the nearest staircase as she mentally debated whether to make for Ren’s or Zofi’s suite first.


The mental bond Yasmin and Andros created meant Yasmin couldn’t have known about the girls’ treasonous secrets. Otherwise King Andros would know, too. And if her father the king ever learned what Akeylah did—that she was the source of the curse burning through his bloodstream, killing him from the inside out—he’d have her executed without a second thought.


The king’s condition had only worsened since Countess Yasmin’s death. He’d been bedridden since her funeral. Akeylah and her sisters told the Keep he was in mourning, but that excuse would only hold up for so long. Soon people would find out that more than his sister’s death was ailing him. Soon the curse Akeylah planted in his veins would take his life.


And then Yasmin’s murder wouldn’t be the only one within this Keep.


Murder.


Up until a few moments ago, Akeylah had been certain Yasmin leaped from the sky gardens of her own accord. She assumed the countess couldn’t live with the guilt of Andros learning she’d hidden his daughters’ secrets from him, or how she’d blackmailed his heirs.


But now, Yasmin’s fall from the towers looked a lot more sinister.


Did the blackmailer push her?


A shiver ran through Akeylah’s body at the memory of the blackmailer’s latest vision. They’d forced an image of Akeylah’s abusive stepfather into her mind, used him to threaten her. But threats were one thing. Could the blackmailer have escalated? Were they willing to kill someone as powerful as Yasmin?


If so, who would they turn their sights on next?


I have to talk to my sisters.


“Akeylah.” Rozalind panted behind her. Only then did Akeylah realize she’d been practically sprinting, her feet guiding her toward Ren’s chambers on autopilot. Ren, the put-together sister. Ren, the one who had the most experience with the vipers that infested this Keep. She’d know what to do. “If you don’t want to tell me what’s happening, at least tell me how I can help,” Rozalind said through labored breaths.


Akeylah paused halfway up the ash tower steps to consider. “Can you go to Zofi’s chambers and fetch her? Ask her to meet me in Ren’s rooms. We need to talk.”


Rozalind climbed close enough to reach for Akeylah’s hand, and Akeylah caught the queen’s, with only the barest glance at the empty stairwell around them. Rozalind squeezed her fingertips gently. “Are you certain you’re all right?” the queen asked, voice pitched low. “One moment you were on the floor convulsing, the next you’re sprinting out of the library, yelling that you need to find your sisters. I’m worried about you, Akeylah. You won’t tell me what’s going on.” Roz’s gaze bored into hers, a gaze that would be so easy, so simple to get lost in.


Akeylah’s heart wilted. She moved down a stair, onto the same step as Rozalind. With the queen in heels, she stood a few inches taller than Akeylah. But it was Rozalind who seemed smaller now, shrunken with worry. Akeylah cupped her cheek. Leaned in to press a single, lingering kiss to her mouth. “I promise I’ll explain everything soon,” she whispered. Then, conscious of the open halls around them, she disentangled her hand from Rozalind’s.


Akeylah resumed her climb, hurrying toward Ren’s rooms. It wasn’t until she reached the top step and turned down a side corridor that she heard the answering clack of Rozalind’s heels beginning to descend the stairs in the other direction.


Unease churned in her stomach. She wanted to reassure the queen that everything would be all right. But how could she say that, when she didn’t believe it herself?


Understand what I do to my enemies. You’re one of them now. The blackmailer had sounded different this time. Angry enough to kill, perhaps the same way they’d felt when they murdered Yasmin…


She drew up outside of Florencia’s door and banged on it. “Ren!” She pressed an ear to the wood. Listened for sounds of life inside. She heard a rustling, a soft inhalation, like a gasp. Worried, Akeylah grasped the doorknob. It turned easily in her hand, and she threw the door open, just as a figure sat straight up in bed, hair a mess.


For a split second, Akeylah thought it was Ren. Her hair was the same color, and she had that oh-so-Kolonyan regal nose. But then Akeylah noticed this girl’s wider face, higher brow, wider-set eyes. Not to mention her clothes, the kind of gown serving maids wore.


Akeylah’s face flushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


The girl, for her part, looked even more horrified and embarrassed than Akeylah. She flung herself out of the bed, straightening her gown, grabbing the covers. “No, I’m sorry, ah, my lady. I didn’t… I mean, I wasn’t…” Between her bleary eyes and the bags underneath, not to mention the mussed bed she was now hurriedly remaking, Akeylah could guess what the maid had been doing. It must be exhausting to serve ladies in this Keep. She’d need to sneak in rest where she could.


“It’s all right, really.” Akeylah spread her hands, palms up, to put the girl at ease. “I was just looking for my sister Florencia.”


The girl’s hands stilled. “Ren?”


The use of the nickname stirred Akeylah’s memory. Of course. Ren had served downstairs, must have friends among the maids.


Meanwhile, the girl’s gaze darted past Akeylah, toward the windows. The sun outside cast a long shadow across Ren’s hardwood floor. “She told me I could rest here while she went to the baths. I must have dozed off… But she ought to be back soon. That was only half an hour ago at most.”


“Where are the baths?” Akeylah asked, tone sharper than she intended.


The girl tilted her head. Considered Akeylah for a moment. “I’ll walk you down there,” she said finally. “It’s a bit tricky to find on the first go.”


They strolled out of the chamber together. After a moment’s silence, the girl spoke up again. “I’d, um… I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention to anyone about me lying down on the job. It’s just, Ren and I have an understanding, and—”


“No need to explain yourself to me. Honestly,” Akeylah added when the girl flashed her a doubtful glance. “I’m Akeylah, by the way. Did you work with Ren? I mean… before all this.”


“Audrina.” She bowed, shrinking in on herself in a way Akeylah recognized all too well. “And yes. Ren and I worked together as ladies’ maids, before she found out about her heritage.”


“Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Audrina. And I completely understand why you’d need a break; I had a difficult enough time serving my own family back at home. I can’t imagine what it’s like to serve so many noblewomen here, especially given how… ah…”


“Finicky they can be?” Audrina supplied with a shy smile.


Akeylah returned it. “I was going to say spoiled.”


“If they look spoiled to you, my lady, imagine how they seem to us lowly maids.” Audrina hesitated, eyes wide again. “Begging your pardon, my lady, if I speak out of turn.”


“Of course not.” Akeylah winced. “You’re right, I can’t fathom what it must be like for you here. I can only say I sympathize. My father… Well, he treated me like something even worse than a servant. Like an abomination.”


Audrina flashed her a curious look. “Mine too,” she finally replied. Then she reached for a door. “The baths are through here, my lady.”


Akeylah tailed her into the narrow room. At first, it took a moment for the scene within to make sense. All she saw was billowing steam, thick and humid in the blindingly white room. Then enough steam cleared for her to see, and her heart dropped.


Two figures resolved through the mist. One at the edge of the bath, prone, and the other in the midst of tugging the first from the water.


“Well, don’t just stand there!” the second figure barked, and Akeylah recognized the girl Ren was always feuding with in the dining hall. Sarella.


“Do something,” Sarella snapped, and only then did Akeylah truly process what was happening.


Only then did she see her sister, clad in nothing but a strip of modesty cloth, spiky short hair plastered to her inert face.


Ren.


“Call the menders,” Akeylah ordered to Audrina, whose jaw had gone slack with shock. The shout seemed to rouse her, and Audrina dashed toward the bells that hung along the far wall, like they did in every room of the Keep, there for nobles to summon their maids or to call for help in an emergency.


At the same time, Akeylah dashed toward Ren.


“I came in for a bath.” Sarella was panting. “My damned private tub has sprung a leak, so I’m forced down here like some commoner—”


“What happened?” Akeylah dropped to her knees beside her sister. Her skirts immediately soaked through with the water puddled around Ren’s body.


“I found her floating on her stomach. I managed to pull her out, but…” Sarella gestured helplessly.


Akeylah bent to hold her cheek next to Ren’s mouth while her fingers groped under Ren’s chin. No breath. A pulse, but soft and fading fast.


Akeylah tilted her sister’s head up and back.


“What are you doing?” Sarella asked.


Akeylah had never done this before, but she’d watched sailors perform it enough times. Life in a seaside town with frequent storms meant she’d seen more than her fair share of unlucky trawlers fished out of the port and onto the docks, half-drowned and unresponsive.


Ignoring Sarella’s question, Akeylah pinched her sister’s nose and inhaled. Then she planted her mouth over Ren’s parted lips and blew.


She sat back. Watched. Waited.


Somewhere in the background, she heard the bells clang on and on, Audrina hanging on the bellpull. If they couldn’t revive her now, Akeylah knew it would be too late by the time trained menders arrived.


“Should something be happening?” Sarella tried to elbow closer.


“Give me space.” Akeylah bent over Ren again. Breathed into her sister’s lungs once more. Sat back on her heels to count to three. Fear and anger warred in her veins.


Come back, Ren. We need you.


I won’t let our enemy take you.


She inhaled. Exhaled into Ren’s mouth.


“I don’t think it’s working.” Sarella pursed her lips.


Akeylah’s heart clenched. No. She couldn’t lose Ren. Not now.


One more try. She leaned down. Breathed into her sister as hard as she could, and at the same time, offered up a prayer. Mother Ocean, please don’t let her die.


This time, a spurt of water rose up in response. Ren gurgled, then spat in Akeylah’s face.


Akeylah fell back on her heels with a cry of relief. Ren coughed, sputtered, spat again. Began to choke, and Akeylah rolled her onto her side and patted her back. Kept doing that until Ren had forced what seemed like at least half the baths out of her throat.


Next to them, Sarella cursed as Ren’s coughs spattered across her knees. The noblewoman leaped up and away, and a near-hysterical laugh threatened to bubble out of Akeylah’s mouth.


Only then did Akeylah realize she had tears streaming down her own face. Tears of fear or joy, she wasn’t sure. She kept her hand between Ren’s shoulder blades, rubbing in circles until Ren rolled onto her back. Eyes half-shut, her breathing still labored, Ren squinted at her sister.


“What happened?” Akeylah asked, voice low and urgent, even though she could already guess. She knew it the moment she saw Ren limp on the ground. Seas, even sooner—she’d felt the fear in her bones, the desperate need to find her sisters, some instinct spurring her to search for them right away, despite her own hallucination in the library.


Ren coughed again. Took a moment before she drew enough breath to reply. When she did, her answer made little sense. “The true heir” were the only words Akeylah could hear.


Akeylah looked up to find Audrina bending down next to her. “The menders are on their way,” the girl murmured.


Sarella stood a little off to the side, staring down at the scene, her mouth a moue of disgust.


Ren groaned, and all their eyes fixed on her once more. Suddenly, with an apparent surge of energy, Ren grasped the collar of Akeylah’s gown and dragged her down, close. “The true heir is coming.” With that, Ren fainted.


Akeylah and Audrina stared at each other, their faces mirror images of confusion, just as the hall outside exploded with the shouts of the menders.
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Florencia


Ren’s eyelids fluttered. In her head, all she could see, hear, smell was Burnt Bay. She saw the ships aflame. Heard the screams of the sailors as they drowned. Tasted saltwater and gunpowder on her tongue. And above it all, she listened to the blackmailer’s laughter, sharp and hollow.


It’s time for me to take your place.


It’s time for the true heir to rise.


The true heir. She thrashed, surged upright with a gasp… and found herself staring at a roomful of people.


She grabbed the covers of the bed in which she lay and tugged them over her chest, instinctive, as she surveyed the room. Akeylah. Zofi. Audrina. Mama at her side, in a chair pulled up close to the bed.


And on her other side, a woman she didn’t recognize, dressed in mender’s robes.


“Hi,” Ren told her audience after a pause.


“How are you feeling?” Mama caught one of her hands, pressed it between her own slim fingers.


“What happened?” Ren’s voice came out like a croak. She touched her throat, belatedly registering the pain. It felt like she’d swallowed fire.


“The important thing is that you’re awake,” the mender interrupted, all business. She took Ren’s arm roughly, turned it over to feel her pulse. “Do you know your name? The day?”


“Ren. Uh, Florencia.” She glanced around the room. “And it’s still Syxmonth. Countess Yasmin’s funeral was two days ago.”


A murmur of Sun accept her soul passed through the crowded room. As it did, Ren realized what this meant.


The vision. The true heir.


Yasmin wasn’t their enemy. She was just another victim.


The mender flashed a mirror before Ren’s eyes, tearing her back to the present. Ren flinched at the overbright reflection shining into her pupils. “Any pain?” the mender prompted.


Ren’s hand drifted back to her throat.


“That’s to be expected.” She glanced past Ren to address her mother. “I see no residual signs of mental distress, but if her breathing slows, or if she grows confused about her whereabouts, ring the bell immediately. For the time being, what she needs is rest. She can try to eat in a couple of hours, something easy on the throat. Soup, perhaps.”


With that, the mender stepped outside. Ren’s mother threw the rest of the group a pointed look. “You heard her. Ren needs to rest.”


“In a moment, Mama,” Ren replied. Behind her mother’s back, Akeylah waved to catch her attention and widened her eyes with significance. “First, I need to speak with my sisters.”


“What you need is some sleep,” Mama began, but Ren slid her hand from her mother’s.


“Alone, please.” Ren stared at her mother until, with an exasperated sigh, Mama turned to leave. Audrina trailed after, though not before she offered Ren a quick, reassuring smile.


Her sisters waited until the door latched. Then Akeylah and Zofi hurried over, one on each side of the bed.


“What did you see?” Akeylah whispered. “Was it another vision?”


Ren closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids, the terrible hallucination awaited. Ships aflame, bodies broken across the waves of the bay. “I couldn’t move,” Ren said, avoiding the question. She couldn’t talk about it all. About what she did. About the terrible secret she carried like a tumor inside. Burnt Bay, a rebel attack in which thousands of Kolonyan soldiers died… It was her fault. “My limbs, my whole body, got so heavy I sank to the bottom of the baths. Even once I realized what was happening, I couldn’t move. The force was so real, so strong.…”


“It’s escalating,” Zofi said, fists balled. “First letters, then hallucinations, now this. What next? Will this blackmailer curse us, plant poison in our veins? Or just push us off a tower like Yasmin.”


“You said something to me,” Akeylah murmured. “After the baths, before you lost consciousness again. You said, ‘The true heir is coming.’”


A chill trickled down Ren’s spine. She felt hairs rise along her arms, at the nape of her neck. “That’s what they called themself. As I was drowning, the blackmailer spoke in my mind. ‘It’s time for the true heir to rise.’”


“What does that mean?” Zofi interrupted.


Ren looked from her to Akeylah. “What we already guessed. Whoever’s doing this to us, they want the throne. They believe it belongs to them, and they’ll do whatever it takes to get us out of the way. Even kill us.”


“We need to protect ourselves.” Zofi’s fingertips danced around the knife she wore at her waist.


“We’ll likely have a couple of days.” Akeylah tugged on one of her thin Eastern-style plaits. “The heir must be spent after using the Vulgar Arts twice in a row.”


“Twice?” Ren’s tone sharpened.


Akeylah hesitated. Cleared her throat. “I had a vision, too. Not long before yours, Ren.”


Ren sat forward, then winced at a pinch in her rib cage. She sank back against the pillows. “What did you see?”


Her sister paused again. Ren could sympathize. She didn’t exactly want to share the details of her own experience either. “A figure from my past,” Akeylah finally said. Then, to Ren’s surprise, she added, “My stepfather. He… he’s not a nice person. To put it mildly.” From the way her normally calm sister wound a plait tighter and tighter around one fingertip, Ren guessed that was a vast understatement. “The heir used him to threaten me. They said, ‘Understand what I do to my enemies. You’re one of them now.’” Akeylah swallowed audibly. “And then…” She straightened, seemed to recall something. “They showed me a book.”


She explained how during her vision, Rozalind watched her thrash and knock a book off the shelf. Inside it, Akeylah had found a note written by the acolyte who helped Yasmin work the Vulgar Arts. Acolyte Casca, who later met a grisly end—murder via a poisoned bloodletter.


“The note explained what Yasmin did. It wasn’t a curse against a relative. And she didn’t work it alone either.” Akeylah drew a deep breath. “Yasmin and Andros worked the Vulgar Arts together. This curse—or tithe, whatever you want to call it—it bound their minds. Permanently.”


Ren blinked in surprise. A permanent bond?


“What, like… mind reading?” Zofi’s eyebrows rose. From her expression, Ren guessed even her best-traveled sister hadn’t heard of this before.


“I didn’t know that was possible,” Ren said. And even if it were, why would the heir show them this book? Unless they wanted to taunt the girls. Prove just how wrong they’d been about their aunt…


“Neither did the acolyte, from the tone of this note,” Akeylah replied. “He called this tithe as much a curse as a blessing, since it can’t be undone. You work it, you’re stuck splitting your mind with someone else forever.”


“Every single thought?” Zofi frowned. “Then when we confronted Yasmin about blackmailing us…”


“Andros would’ve heard, too,” Ren finished.


Akeylah released the plait she’d curled around her finger. “Maybe. I don’t know how it works precisely, whether you choose what thoughts to share, but…”


“Either way, whether our father knows we’re hiding secrets or not, this heir person could reveal them at any moment. Or worse, attack one of us again.” Zofi straightened to attention, almost like a Talon. “We can’t be alone, especially not somewhere vulnerable like the baths. We need trusted people with us at all times.”


“So basically just each other,” Ren drawled.


“Or your mother,” Akeylah pointed out. “Rozalind, Danton perhaps.” She ignored Ren’s grimace. “Your friend Audrina, she called the menders for you. Seas, even Sarella helped.”


“Sarella?” Ren’s jaw dropped.


“She’s the one who found you.” Akeylah half smiled, though she also rolled her eyes. “She spent half the time I was rescuscitating you complaining about her private baths, but she did single-handedly drag you from the water before Audrina and I arrived. If not for her, I shudder to think…”


Ren did, too. She grimaced and studied her hands. She didn’t know how to feel about bitter-spirited Lady Sarella suddenly acting generous, but she’d dwell on that later. “We can’t tell anyone else what’s going on,” Ren said. “It’s bad enough the heir knows our secrets. Plus, helping us may put our friends in danger. Look what happened to Yasmin.”


“We can’t do this alone,” Akeylah protested.


To Ren’s surprise, Zofi nodded. “Ren, your mother already knows something’s wrong. So does your friend Audrina. And Rozalind. Sands, probably even Vidal. We don’t need to tell anyone why we need help. But we can ask them to watch our backs. Besides, nonrelatives are good. They’re immune to the heir’s curses. Well, assuming the heir doesn’t come from your mother’s side, Ren,” she added with an attempt at a smile.


Ren managed a weak one in return. “Let’s hope I’m not their relative twice over.” Then she groaned and sank back into her cushions.


“We’ll let you get some rest,” Akeylah said, intuitive as always.


“In the meantime, Akeylah and I will research the curses the heir has used. See if there’s a way to defend ourselves.” Zofi reached over to squeeze her shoulder. “We’ll figure this out.”


Ren bobbed her head. Smiled weakly as the girls left the room. A moment later, her mother returned, her face the very picture of disapproval.


“Mama…”


“I won’t keep you up,” Mama said. “You need sleep. I just wanted to tell you I’m here if you need me.” She set a full tumbler of water on the bedside table. “Your friend Audrina had to work, but she asked me to let you know she’ll visit soon.”


Ren nodded, eyelids already fluttering shut. “Thanks,” she managed.


Mama tucked the covers under her chin. The last thing Ren heard before she drifted off was her mother murmuring, “You’re safe now.”


Even half-asleep, she knew it for a lie.
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Zofi


Did you know Lord Rueno is our cousin from two different lines?” Akeylah asked from across the table where they sat, deep in the bowels of the library, alone save for the muttering librarian at the distant front desk. “That makes Lexana our third cousin, but twice over.”


“I still doubt she’s a close enough relative to work curses as strong as the heir’s,” Zofi replied with a distracted frown at her own book. “Keep looking into it, though.”


“What have you found? Anything?” Akeylah nodded toward the textbook.


“I’ve been reviewing shield tithes.”


Akeylah tilted her head. “Never heard of them.”


“My mother taught me when I was little, but I’d forgotten.… Travelers don’t find much use for defensive tithes.”


“Because you prefer offense?” Akeylah guessed.


“Because we don’t keep angry blood relatives around to curse us in the first place.” Zofi laid the book flat. On the page was a hyperrealistic drawing of a man spread-eagled with a grayish outline overlaying his skin. “It’s kind of like the impervious tithe—you know, the one that turns your skin silver, makes blades glance off you like they’re hitting stone.”


Akeylah squinted at the drawing. “I remember it.”


“A shield tithe works like that, except it guards you against curses instead of blades. And it lasts far longer than the impervious tithe—or any tithe. It lasts a whole day, one sun cycle.”


Akeylah whistled softly. “Why wouldn’t people use it all the time, if it’s so effective?”


Zofi traced the outline of the drawing. “Because it closes you off. Nobody can curse you, but you can’t tithe either, for as long as the shield lasts. You can’t heal yourself from a knife wound; you can’t tithe for speed or strength, nothing.”


Even boosts wouldn’t work. Mother had taken great care to warn Zofi about how dangerous it would be to try, back when Zofi was little. “Boosting with a shield tithe is like lighting a fire under your own feet,” she’d said. The tithe would have nowhere to go but into your veins.


“Doesn’t sound so bad to me,” Akeylah was saying. “Being shielded would be like being Genalese.”


Zofi scrunched her forehead. “Maybe. But like Genalese soldiers facing our Talons, it would leave you defenseless against any other kind of attack, by sword or cannon or—”


“You said it lasts an entire day?” Akeylah interrupted, clearly not wanting to dwell on the morbid possibilities.


Zofi nodded. “If you perform a shield tithe at sunup, it lasts until the following dawn. It’s nicknamed Father Sun’s Favorite.”


Akeylah met her gaze. “Do you think we should start using it?”


It would leave them vulnerable to normal attacks. But normal attacks weren’t their concern just now. All she could think about was what would’ve happened if Sarella hadn’t stumbled across Ren in the baths yesterday, or if Akeylah hadn’t known what to do with a drowning victim.


“I think so,” Zofi finally answered. Better to shield than die like Ren nearly did.


“Can you show me how?” Akeylah offered up her own bloodletter. “We can teach Ren when we visit her this afternoon.”


Zofi talked Akeylah through it first. Then she shielded herself. One shallow, paper-thin cut and the tithe flooded her veins. She saw her body in her mind’s eye, bright with the Arts. She caught all that brilliant potential and spread it out like a blanket. Wrapped it around her body as if to ward off a chill on a cold night. The moment it engulfed her, she lost the ability to feel the Arts.


It was like stuffing her fingers in her ears or pinching her nose. The world took on a duller shine, with a sense of something important missing. But that was reassuring. If she couldn’t sense the Arts, the heir couldn’t reach her either.


Not today, anyway.
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That evening, Zofi skipped dinner and started walking back to her chambers early. A day of reading had left her eyelids drooping and her head afloat.


Aside from the shield tithe, she’d found nothing else useful. Akeylah had started a list of second and third cousins, with Lexana’s name at the top, but no one else stood out.


Zofi wondered whether she ought to stoop to the heir’s level. “The Vulgar Arts are not to be taken lightly,” Zofi’s mother used to say, “but they’re like any other weapon. There can be a time and a place where they’re proper.” Zofi had never worked the Vulgar Arts, but she’d been to the sorts of festivals where curseworkers plied their wares.


Was it possible to curse someone she didn’t know? More than that, could she?


It didn’t matter. Zofi didn’t have time to ride around looking for a curseworker. And even if she found one, the thought of doing that, of tithing into someone else’s bloodstream, leaving a permanent scar on her own body, made Zofi’s skin crawl.


She didn’t have the stomach to curse someone. Even her worst enemy.


Deep in thought, she barely noticed the footsteps behind her in the hall. Didn’t register the sound of leather on leather, instead of the usual swish of satin the nobility preferred. That should have been her first clue.


Instead, assuming the footfall belonged to a passing servant, Zofi kept walking, eyes fixed on her chambers ahead. Right up until a firm hand clamped around her biceps. Even then, she didn’t put up her defenses. She whirled to find Vidal at her side and smiled, on instinct.


Until she registered the dread in his eyes. I’m sorry, he mouthed.


The rest of the hallway swam into focus. A full contingent of Talons surrounded her. Eight, armed to the teeth. Their swords remained sheathed, at least, though their fingers lingered on the hilts.


“What’s happened?” Zofi straightened, her posture mimicking theirs. “Is everyone all right?” Her thoughts raced to Ren, Akeylah, her father.


“I’m going to have to ask you to come with us, Lady Zofi,” said the lead Talon, a captain Zofi recognized from the practice fields.


She frowned. “Why?”


“King’s orders, my lady.” His expression was stoic. “I don’t know anything more.”


Zofi didn’t like his tone. Or the words king’s orders. If Father wanted a simple visit with his daughter, he wouldn’t send eight armed men to fetch her. Zofi glanced over her shoulder. Her chamber door was only a few paces away. Should she run? From her chambers, she could jump over the balcony, climb to the ground floor.…“Can I have a minute to dress for the king?”


“Certainly, my lady.” The Talon raised a fist. Three other Talons—all women—stepped forward. “My compatriots will accompany you while you prepare.”


Zofi’s chest tightened. Vidal avoided her eye.


If the Talons refused to let her dress without guards, that could only mean one of two things. Either they’d been ordered to follow Zofi and her sisters, like after Yasmin’s death, when the king feared for his family’s safety, or… She swallowed hard.


Or these guards had been sent to arrest her.


“On second thought, this outfit is the nicest thing I own, anyway.” Zofi pivoted in a way that kept the lump of her longknife hidden beneath her shirt, and took the lead, striding toward the cherry tower and the king’s residence.


The Talons fell into step around her. More than once, she stole glances at Vidal’s miserable, regret-filled expression.


A memory flashed through her mind. The sky gardens on the night of Yasmin’s murder. Dancing with Vidal. Slipping away with him under the veil trees. His face tilting toward hers, their lips a mere breath apart when Yasmin screamed.


Zofi hadn’t seen him since. But despite the weeklong absence, her pulse sped up at the sight of him. She brushed his arm as they walked, deliberate.


Vidal stiffened. After a moment’s pause, he grazed a finger along the back of her hand in response.


She forced a small, sharp smile. I’ll be fine. She didn’t know if she was trying to convince him or herself.


The Keep looked eerie in the triple moonlight, which zigzagged through the windows, casting patchwork shadows. The corridors stood empty, the only sound the march of their boots. One small Traveler girl flanked by eight soldiers dressed for battle.


It might seem like overkill, but only to someone who hadn’t seen Zofi drill in a melee against these Talons. At least whatever Father thought of Zofi, he did not underestimate her.


Finally, they reached the king’s suites. The captain knocked.


“Send her in,” came her father’s voice.


Zofi obeyed. Father looked worse than the last time she’d seen him, sunken against his bedding.


“Leave us,” the king told the captain.


The Talon hesitated. “Your Majesty, we have been tasked with ensuring your safety—”


“I need to speak with my daughter,” Andros snapped. “Alone.”


“At least one soldier, Your Majesty. Please.” Before the captain had finished speaking, Vidal stepped forward, silently volunteering.


Andros sighed, then nodded. The other Talons filed out, shutting the heavy stonewood doors, and Vidal fell into guard stance at Zofi’s back. Zofi approached her father’s bedside.


He didn’t look very kingly at the moment. He hadn’t left this bed without others’ help since Yasmin’s funeral. Tonight, he’d propped himself against the headboard, five pillows barely holding him upright, his forehead slick with sweat. The illness had eaten away at his once proud features. His cheeks were sunken, his eyelids drooping.


Zofi watched him carefully. “Father.”


“Save it.” His voice was a broken, crackling thing. Normally he spoke with steel underneath. Now, he sounded like an old man. “Is it true you killed my son?”


Her heart skidded in her chest. Behind her, she could sense Vidal tensing, too.


Memories flashed through her skull, rapid-fire. Blood on her hands. Puddled around her. The Silver Prince, D’Andros Nicolen, faceup and empty-eyed at her feet.


Her half brother, she now knew. With her knife in his heart.


She swallowed, throat suddenly dry as the desert. For months now, she’d dreaded this moment. Andros learning what really happened to his son. Who was responsible.


She did what she had to do; she killed Nicolen to save Elex, her best friend. But still…


“I don’t know what you mean, Father,” Zofi finally replied. Her voice came out like his. Soft. Hollow.


“I cannot put it more plainly, daughter. Did you have a hand in my only son—my heir’s—death?”


She flinched. The true heir. The hairs on the back of her neck tickled. Could Nicolen be responsible for all this somehow? Back from the grave to avenge his own death?


Don’t get superstitious. She dug her nails into her palms and willed her face into a worried frown. “You arrested the man responsible for Prince Nicolen’s death just a couple of weeks ago, Father.” She thought about Elex. The unfair, rigged trial he would have faced. The noose he’d have worn for her. She’d broken him out of the dungeons, but he still had to live on the run. “You seemed so certain that boy did it, Father. You even ordered his execution.” She couldn’t hide the tinge of anger in her voice, at that word.


“But it was my own child I should have looked to instead,” Andros responded. Unshed tears shone at the corners of his eyes. “My sister spoke the truth. She came to me tonight, a visitation from the Blessed Sunlands. She told me of the poison in our blood. I did not want to believe it, but the look on your face tells me everything I need to know, daughter.”


Zofi froze. A vision? “Yasmin is dead, Father,” she said slowly.


“Yes. You killed her, too,” he spat, anger rising. He struggled to sit forward. “She told me everything. All the sins you’ve committed. The shame you’ve brought upon this family.”


“Your Majesty.” Vidal stepped forward.


“Vidal, be quiet,” Zofi muttered. She would not let anyone else shoulder her crimes. Not again.


He ignored her. “I was with Lady Zofi at the Sun’s Ascendance, when Countess Yasmin…” He bowed his head. “When the countess passed, Sun accept her soul. Lady Zofi and I were dancing. Zofi could not have been involved.”


“I did not ask your opinion,” the king bellowed. “Hold your tongue, soldier, or leave.”


Vidal’s mouth snapped shut.


Meanwhile, Zofi’s mind raced. She remembered the hallucination the blackmailer sent her. A vision of Nicolen back from the dead, taunting her. Just like Akeylah’s stepfather appeared to her. The blackmailer told Zofi if she didn’t leave Kolonya City, they’d reveal her secrets. Clearly this was how they’d chosen to do it—by using Yasmin’s ghost as a weapon.


But Andros didn’t know about the blackmail. He had no idea if his vision was real, or what caused it. “You’re sick, Father. You’re imagining things. Let me send for the menders.”


“I am sick! Poisoned by the gods for filling this world with murderers.”


“Father, please listen, you’ve got this all wrong—”


“Captain!” he shouted. The doors swung inward, nearly bowling Vidal over. Her gaze darted from the king to his balcony window. If she ran, would she make it?


Then what? Scale down the Keep before a Talon could fire a phantasm dart into her neck? She’d never make it down the tower, let alone through the entire city. Last time, even with Elex at her side, she’d needed Vidal’s help. And she couldn’t even tithe, because she’d shielded herself for the day.


Running suggests guilt. Vidal had told her that once. Back when she’d only just arrived in Kolonya. Back when running would have been so much simpler. When she thought the only thing she had to fear were secrets.


She looked away from the window. She wouldn’t run. It was her word against a ghost’s.


“Take Lady Zofi to the dungeons,” Andros ordered. If this surprised the captain, he didn’t let it show. A few Talons even smirked when he clamped irons on her wrists.


Zofi could guess what they were thinking. Finally, we can get rid of this drifter once and for all. Only Vidal looked sick with worry.


“Send for the menders,” Zofi begged the captain. “My father needs treatment.”


“If I’m ill, it’s only at the sight of you, daughter.” But Andros said this without venom. “How could you have betrayed me like this?” His voice broke.


“You’re making a mistake, Father.” Zofi started toward him. “There’s more at work here than you know; enemies who want to tear our family apart—”


“I’ll hear no more excuses. Lock her in the dungeons until I decide what to do with her.” Only Zofi seemed to notice the quiver in the king’s voice. He lowered his gaze, as though he couldn’t bear to watch the Talons march her from the room.


Father’s torn expression stuck with her as the captain hauled her away.


Zofi had done a lot of things others might consider unsavory. Breaking a wanted criminal from the dungeons. Killing a prince who threatened her friend. But she’d never regretted it. She did what she needed to protect her people. Now…


The Talons half dragged, half shoved her into the corridor. She stumbled, caught herself.


She used to hate the king for raising a son like Nicolen. For allowing his Talons to run roughshod over the Reaches, abusing their power. She still disagreed with many of his decrees. Yet, in the last few weeks, she’d seen another side to him. The father who wanted to teach his daughters. A king who listened to the suggestions she made.


She still didn’t regret ridding the world of a violent man like Prince Nicolen. But thinking about the pain it caused Andros opened a strange new crack in her rib cage.


So this is what guilt feels like, she thought as the captain shoved her down the dungeon steps. And another thought, hard on its heels. One that let her stand straight again, even after they slammed the cell door shut.


The heir did this. One way or another, I’ll make them pay.
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Florencia


You look almost as bad as I feel,” Ren told Audrina with a grin, which quickly devolved into a grimace as she readjusted against her pillows.


Akeylah had stopped by last night to help her perform the shield tithe Zofi discovered. It worked but left Ren more drained than ever. The moment Akeylah departed her chambers, she’d fallen straight to sleep, only roused this morning by Audrina’s knocking.


On the far side of the bed, Aud’s face was drawn with concern. “Very funny. How are you feeling, honestly?”


“Lucky.” Ren’s smile clouded. “Thank the Sun for you and Akeylah. Otherwise…” She shuddered. She couldn’t stop thinking about the water filling her lungs, drowning out the world.


“Don’t thank the Sun. It’s the moons who favor girls like us.” Audrina winked.


It was a saying she and Ren had invented when they were young and less than faithful to Madam Oruna’s rules. According to Kolonyan lore, Syx, Nox, and Essex were the lights of lovers, spies, and thieves, respectively. The moons had a reputation for disobedience, much like Ren and Aud when they’d sneak out at night to gallivant around the Keep, nicking strongwine from the cellars or midnight snacks from the kitchens.


Ren tried for a smile at their old joke, but failed.


Audrina sighed. “Besides, if you thank anybody, it should be Sarella, believe it or not.”


“I should write to her. Express my gratitude.” Strange as it felt to thank Sarella for anything, Ren did owe the woman her life.


“I wouldn’t bother.” Audrina rolled her eyes. “I tried already. Her response was, and I quote, ‘I’m not some kind of monster. Just because Florencia’s horrible doesn’t mean she should die.’ Then she stormed off.”


Ren’s lips twitched with amusement. “That does sound more like her.”


“Speaking of unpleasant people…” Audrina hesitated. Looked away before she spoke. “Danton’s been asking after you.”


Ren sighed. “I know. He stopped by last night.” Before Akeylah had come to visit, Ren had feigned sleep and listened to her mother and Danton’s whispered conversation. He’d sounded truly concerned, voice hoarse with worry. And yet.


Danton was still engaged to marry Lexana. Something he didn’t tell Ren about when, just a couple of days before announcing the betrothal, Danton spent the night in Ren’s chambers.


She’d finally decided to trust him again. Finally opened her heart once more. And this was how he repaid her. Sun above, had he already been promised to Lexana the night they…?


“Are you thinking of seeing him again?” Audrina studied Ren from the corner of an eye.


“Of course not.” Ren groaned. “You were right to warn me off him, Aud.”


“Someday you’ll learn I’m always right.” Audrina smirked. Then her smile fell. “I am sorry, though. I know how you felt about him.”


“How are you doing?” Ren asked, suddenly conscious that she hadn’t the faintest clue what was happening in her best friend’s life of late.


“Oh, you know. The usual. Catering to impossibly pampered ladies’ every whim.”


Ren grimaced in sympathy. “Who have you been assigned to?”


“Lexana,” Audrina replied with a groan, surprising Ren.


“I always thought Lexana was one of the good ones. Taste in fiancés aside.” In fact, she pitied Lexana. For the rest of her life, she’d be yoked to Danton, a man without honor or care for others.


But Aud scowled. “Sun above, no. Or if she used to be decent, time in the Keep has spoiled her. She has me up at odd hours escorting her through the servants’ corridors, dropping concealed letters into the mail trays. Even asked me to string up privacy curtains in some unused bedchamber. Sun only knows what she gets up to in there—she had me awake all night changing the locks on it two days ago. Before… well, ah.”


Before I almost died.


Ren recalled Audrina’s wan face that morning, before the attack. Aud had asked to take a nap in her bed, and Ren couldn’t say no. So she went to the public baths to give her friend some privacy and much-needed rest.


“I had no idea Lexana would prove such a handful, Aud. Can I do anything to help?” Even as she spoke, her mind raced. Sending hidden letters, building a secret hideout?


Aud flashed a grateful look. “Would you mind asking Madam Oruna for a transfer?”


Belatedly, Ren remembered the list Akeylah had pulled together, way back before they settled on Yasmin as the likely perpetrator. Her sister had made a list of every noble descended from the outer Reaches’ former royal lineages—people who’d stand to inherit if Andros died without a viable heir. Lady D’Rueno Lexana had been on that list.


Not only that, but Lexana was a cousin.


It wasn’t much to go on, but now Lexana’s behavior sounded out of character. Ren knew her as a soft-spoken girl, polite at parties, nice to her servers. Maybe that was just a front, disguising the power-hungry blackmailer inside.


Don’t jump to conclusions. Still, evidence pointed to her hiding something.


Across the bed, Audrina groaned. “You have your plotting face on, Ren.”


“I’m just thinking Lexana’s behavior is off. Would you mind terribly staying in her service a bit longer? Just to learn what she’s been up to.”


Audrina peered at her, suspicious. “Why?”


Ren’s mind raced. She needed an excuse. One besides I think she could be involved in a blackmail plot against me. “Well, if she is sneaking around on Danton…”


“You want to break them up? I thought you just said you were finished with him.”


Ren affected a sigh. “Can’t a girl want a little revenge?”


Audrina snorted. “Far be it from me, your loyal spy, to question my mistress’s motives.”


She said it like a joke, yet Ren still flinched, stung. “No, Aud, I didn’t mean… I’m sorry. You’re right, I’ve asked too much of you already. I’ll talk to Oruna—”


“Don’t.” Audrina pressed her lips together, clearly still annoyed. “You want to know what Lexana’s up to, so I’ll find out what she’s up to.”


“I don’t want it badly enough to keep you in a miserable situation, Aud. Your friendship means the world to me.”


“In that case, what kind of a friend would I be if I left you hanging now?” Audrina’s tone brightened, though it sounded forced. She rose and reached for the door. “I need to get back to work. I’ll report back soon, I promise.”


Ren sank back into her cushions, exhaustion and guilt warring in her chest. I’ll make it up to her somehow. Though she knew, deep down, she’d made that empty promise before.
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Footsteps creaked on the far side of the room. Ren sighed and rolled over. Bright noonday sun painted the curtains. She must have fallen back to sleep after Audrina left.


Mama had returned from her morning errands. “Try and drink a little more water.” Her mother nodded toward the tumbler at her side without quite meeting Ren’s gaze.


“I’ve had enough water.” Ren searched her mother’s face. Mama crossed to the window, hands wrung in a worried gesture Ren recognized. “What’s wrong?”


“You’ll have all the time in the world for news later. For now, you must recuperate.”


She sat upright. “Why? Is the news so distressing it will send me into a fit to hear it?”


Mama dropped into a chair. “You first, Ren. Tell me about your accident.”


“I told you already—”


“You did not slip and hit your head on the marble, Ren. You have no bruising anywhere, no sore spots.” Ren should have known Mama’s head rub last night—“to help you sleep”—was a trick. “So either you fell asleep and nearly drowned through sheer ignorance, or there’s more to this story than you’re telling me.”


Sometimes Ren wished her mother wasn’t so perceptive.


She couldn’t tell her everything. Not about the Eastern rebels or the fact that she smuggled them information that led to Burnt Bay. The less Mama knew, the safer she was.


But she knew her mother wouldn’t let up without some kind of explanation. And much as Ren hated to frighten Mama, she couldn’t carry this burden alone anymore. Not all of it.


Zofi’s advice echoed in her mind. We don’t need to tell anyone why we need help, but we can ask them to watch our backs.


“I’m being threatened,” Ren murmured.


“By whom?” Mama surged from her chair. “Have you spoken to your father? You should have an extra guard—were you attacked in those baths?”


“It’s… complicated.”


Mama froze. “Have you told your father?” she repeated, slower now.


“I just said it’s complicated, Mama—”


“Florencia.” Uh-oh. Her full name never preceded anything good. “You are the daughter of a king. Your life is no longer yours entirely. You have a duty to protect yourself.”


“I’m using a shield tithe, Mama. Zofi taught us—”


“One tithe performed by a foreign girl we barely know is supposed to reassure me?”


“Don’t talk about her like that,” Ren snapped. “She’s my sister. So is Akeylah—I’d be dead right now if not for her. You need to stop talking about them like their only defining characteristics are their origins. They’re just like you and me, Mama. They’re family.”


“We are family, Ren.” Mama reached for her hand, but Ren drew back. Hurt flashed across her mother’s face. “You’ve only known these girls for less than a month. You don’t know their backgrounds or how they were raised. Those things are important. That’s what makes a person who they are. So if you’re being threatened, attacked, you need to rely on the family you know. The family you’ve had since the day you were born.”


Family. She recalled Danton’s warning about that. Family either strengthens or kills you, he used to quote at her. Nothing in between.


Danton might be the most poisonous viper Ren had ever encountered, but he wasn’t wrong. This true heir was a blood relative. Someone with connections, spies—someone well-placed enough to not only have learned about Ren’s treason, but also whatever crimes her sisters had committed far away from Kolonya City. The heir must have eyes and ears everywhere.


Ren knew her mother would never betray her, but could Mama be used as a pawn? Played by someone she trusted in turn?


“I can’t tell you what’s going on, Mama.” Ren refused to drag her mother into this mess. It was bad enough that she, Zofi, and Akeylah were caught up in it. “Just trust me when I say I’m handling it. As you say, I’m the daughter of a king now. I must learn to face my problems without putting those I care for in danger.”


She thought of Yasmin’s broken body, splayed across the cobblestones below the Keep. Ren had been so sure the countess was guilty. Her death had only proven it in Ren’s mind. A suicide driven by shame.


Now she realized Yasmin’s death signaled something more sinister. For whatever reason—perhaps because the girls had ignored the heir’s deadline and refused to leave Kolonya City by the Sun’s Ascendance—the heir had escalated from covert threats to outright murder. First Yasmin. Then the attempt on Ren’s life.


“Don’t be silly, Ren.” Mama caressed the back of her hand with a thumb. “I carried you in my womb. For nine whole months, we were the same person, you and I.”


“So you always remind me, Mama.”


“It’s a unique bond, Ren. You’ll understand one day, if you decide to have a child. The feeling of that new life within you… And Sun above, tithing when pregnant was a high like none other. The strength of two willpowers in one body…” Mama’s gaze drifted.


“So I’ve heard. It’s why Queen Suisa insisted on leading her own troops in the Fourth Genalese War, despite being seven months pregnant with the future King Floren.” Because the queen, like all pregnant women, had been able to tithe with her blood as well as the blood of her unborn son. Twice the strength. Twice the abilities.


“Your namesake, I might add.” Mama’s eyes sparkled with humor, only for a moment. “What I’m saying is, your burdens are mine, Ren.”


“I’ll explain everything,” Ren said. “After you tell me this news you’re so worried about. What’s going on out there?”


After a moment’s hesitation, Mama took a deep breath. “Ren, my warning about trusting your sisters wasn’t just idle speculation. At least, one sister in particular…”
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