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“Ready?” Malin frowns, a crease in his perfect brow as he ties on his obsidian mask, hiding the injury to his cheek.


“Ready,” I reply.


Alice nods.


We have hours to prepare for the ball, to come up with a plan to stop the Warden sealing the veil between Life and Death. If we fail, the dead won’t die, souls won’t pass into Death where they belong. Unable to cross the Horizon, they’ll slowly transform until Halstett’s streets are filled with fog-wraiths and the Warden will rule over a city of the dead.


And without magic, there will be nothing we can do to stop him.


The Warden will sit in his fortified palace, immortal and untouchable, and I’ll be damned if I’ll be kneeling at his feet while he does. We’ll find a way to stop him, even if it means giving Malin my soul.


But first, I need to play the part of the Warden’s perfect little Gilded pet one more time.
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For Julia.


My bestie! Pen, Alice, and Mal wouldn’t be here without you.
I hope you can forgive him this time!









PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE
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My father died tonight.


He died instead of me.


I wish he’d died alone.


As a thorn witch, the stench of scorched flesh has filled my nights at the coven burnings for years, but tonight, the meaning is changed. When the Gilded set fire to the Resistance temple, they burned to destroy. Those who died will not return. Even thorns can’t break the second rule of Death—tonight, too many witches burned to walk alone. Already, the Gilded hunt Death for stray Resistance members. Anyone with any sense will flee into the Horizon.


Our group of survivors is quiet now, scattered around a cave open on one side to the sea. A cool breeze brushes away the sweetness of burnt flesh and replaces it with salt air, but I’ve healed so many wounds, the scent clings stubbornly to my skin. It’s dark outside, but the softness of night is lifting. The line of the horizon turns a bluish sort of grey out across the sea, illuminating empty-eyed piles of discarded Resistance masks. Witches huddle around ember-spelled fires burning on bare granite, and guards watch the rock-wall door for signs that others made it out.


In a pause between the injured needing my attention, I lean back against the cave wall and listen. Questions whisper around us. The same questions over and over again:


Who died so we might live? Who lived so the Warden might rise?


Who burned while we remain whole?


No one has the answers.


The aftermath of the Warden’s attack was a chaos of muffled screams and terrified questions. The fear and confusion settled into horrified acceptance around the same time Dante admitted the last survivors.


Then the reports of the dead began to trickle in.


Still, we watch. We wait. We pray that the next knock will bring better news.


We’re all of us unsure who to mourn, but the Resistance already turns toward revenge. I see it in Dante’s strained expression, in a storm witch’s eyes as he comforts a friend, the tense shoulders of a guard staring grimly out to sea. I sense it in the set of Malin’s shoulders as he watches me and in the slight press of Alice’s shoulder against mine.


The need for retribution unites us. Beneath the numbness protecting my emotions, I feel it too, sharp as a scab torn off before a wound fully heals. My father gave up his lifeline to forge the Sorcerer’s knife, and the Warden stole it away as he’s stolen everything I care about. Friends, family, lovers—my free will—nothing is sacred when it comes to the Warden and his immortality, and each fresh slice into the fabric of my family bleeds as painfully as the first.


There’s no news of Mother or Ella. Surely, if they’d survived, they’d have found us by now. Only Mila is accounted for. The last I saw Beatrice, she was surrounded by Gilded fire with the Sorcerer’s knife clenched in her hand. Evelyn, Sybil, and Gail faced the attack at her side. I should have been with them, and I left them alone. Guilt sits uncomfortably beside my fear, and no amount of healing will silence the nagging voice inside my head insisting that I could have done more. I should have fought Dante when he dragged me away, stayed behind until everyone was safe or shared their fate. If I’d burned with the other witches tied to the Sorcerer’s knife, maybe I could have brought them home.


I’ve worked my way through almost every survivor in our cave, healed until my fingers are sticky with ash and there’s blood under my nails. If I don’t focus, the fear of who I might have lost will drown me.


If I don’t keep busy, I will break or I will rage. And I can afford neither. There will be a time for tears, a time for anger. But first, we need to get through the night.


So, I brace myself as Dante nods stiffly at Malin and sends over the next group of injured, ignore the deepening ache of magic in my chest, and rest my hands on the lifeline of a witch with dark hair whose face I don’t recognise. A gash scrawls across one shoulder and his shirt is torn. Chips of stone pierce his flesh. And I heal.


And I heal.


And I heal.


I leave no marks, no burns to identify a Resistance member in the Colligerate hallways or incriminate a hidden witch in Halstett’s city streets. I ease splinters of rock from skin, set snapped bones, and soothe smoke-damaged lungs. What I was forced to learn in the Gilded’s cells is finally put to good use. But I cannot save them all. Some are too far gone by the time they are brought to me. Some have no lifelines left to hold.


How long will it take for my work to be undone? Bones will be rebroken, scars remade before the sun slinks back beneath the earth. How long before the Warden knows of our involvement, Malin and Alice and me?


It seems impossible that he already does not.


Magic aches in my chest, and my hope dies a little more each time I rest my hands on a new lifeline that doesn’t belong to my family or friends. I wish I could slip into Death, burn and cross the veil and search for their lifelines in the grey desert dunes. Death will be filled with the chaos of the Resistance’s defeat. If Ella is caught in that with no crystal anchoring her, she’ll never make it to the Horizon. If the Gilded are hunting … Panic wells and I swallow it down, past the lump in my throat.


I glance up at Malin beside me. Pale ash clings to his dark curls and a black scorch mark covers one side of his neck. His jaw twitches as I ask again, “When can we cross?” Each lull between patients, I’ve asked the same.


The cave wall grinds open and a Resistance messenger slips through the crack before it shuts. Malin gives my question half his attention. “The Gilded hunt in Death until dawn.”


I sit back on my heels. The sun’s nearly up. When the Gilded return, the Thorn Coven will be ordered to heal the veil, and then, we’ll never make it across without notice. “We’re nearly out of time,” I mutter.


Malin offers again, “I’ll go.”


“Then I won’t know where you are either,” I reply. “And tonight will be too late.”


“Don’t cross.” Alice’s voice wavers, and I’m not sure if she’s talking to Malin or me. Her visions have been shifting all night. “We need you here.”


Malin looks first at Alice, then at me. “As soon as I can, I’ll find out what happened to them. Everyone.”


I bite my tongue, frustrated, and watch Mila.


Aaron, the newly recovered Gilded boy, hasn’t left her side. He leans against the wall close by, watching over her with one finger tapping the golden hilt of his sword. She’s been on the other side of the cave all night working triage in a team of Resistance witches. A tide witch charmed water compresses for burns, a storm witch circulated the air around an ember witch cauterising wounds, and Mila stitched skin with a needle and thread. An efficiency to their system suggested they’ve worked together—like this—before.


Now the worst of the wounded are healed, she sits with her head in her hands, red curls lit by moonlight and escaping from her hastily pinned bun. My sister is exhausted. Her shift skirts are torn off at her knees, jagged and uneven as if she hacked at them with a knife, but she seems unharmed. Uninjured. How she escaped the temple massacre without so much as a scorch mark is beyond me. She’s safe. Here. That’s all that matters.


“Penny,” Alice says quietly, pulling me out of my thoughts. My name sounds insubstantial, and her doubt threatens to unravel both of us. She shifts so her knees are tucked up to her chest, bare toes flat against the stone like pearls peeping out beneath her skirts, and presses an enamelled mug of water we’ve been sharing into my hand. “You should rest,” Alice says.


I take the mug and examine a chip in the black enamel with one fingernail. I wish I could rest, but I don’t dare. “Not yet,” I reply. “They still need me.”


“I need you,” she says. Alice’s dark irises shine like midnight, smoke clings to her skin, and in the dark her hair glows white like a fresh page in a book not yet written. Shadows gather in the lines of her gilding, butterfly wings around her eyes glittering in the magical firelight. “Everything is tangled. I can’t see, Penny. I can’t see what happens next. I didn’t see this.”


“I know,” I tell her. If Alice can’t see, what hope is there for the rest of us? I lean into her so the warmth of her shoulder seeps through our dresses, and sip at the cold water gratefully. It washes away the taste of ash and soothes the lump in my throat. “You’re hurt, Alice. Let me help you? Please.”


“Not yet,” Alice echoes my earlier answer and closes her eyes. Her lashes flutter as if she’s dreaming. She rubs her neck absently and winces when she catches a burn on her jaw with her fingernail. So far, she’s refused to let me heal her injuries. She’s as stubborn as Malin, both putting the needs of others before their own.


Across the cave, the rock-wall door rumbles open. A low ember-flame torch highlights the exhaustion on Dante’s brow as he readies the next huddle of people to send out into the tunnels. For the last hour, Dante’s been ordering survivors out the door at intervals that won’t attract attention. As night fades, the intervals are closer, the groups smaller. I cradle the cup of water and watch him inspect each person, checking every blemish and burn has been wiped clean before they’re allowed to leave. Not a singed eyebrow will be permitted to give us away.


Dante claps a guard on the shoulder and turns toward us, and Malin leans down to ask Alice, “How long before they check your rooms?”


I’m sick of that question. It rattles Alice every time he asks. Her shoulder tenses against mine and her hands clench together in her lap. “A while … I think.” Her fingers flex and resume their dance, tracing twisted visions on smoke-suffused skirts. I hate seeing her so afraid. I’ve never seen her scared, not really, not until last night. Alice’s shock as the temple doors flew open is engraved behind my eyelids. Every time I blink I see her fear, and it’s all I can do not to gather her in my arms and hold her against me.


“Malin …” Alice begins and falters.


He softens at her distress and brushes a thumb against a dark smudge on her brow as if trying to erase it. When he pulls away, it’s still there, a curve of ash above her left eye. “We’ll work it out.”


She turns dark eyes up to his, searching for answers even Malin can’t give. Their eyes lock and something passes between them that shuts me out completely. A pinprick of jealousy stabs between my ribs, and I stare at the blood drying into the creases of my knuckles. I’m exhausted. Imagining things.


“It will settle,” Malin says gently to Alice. “It did before.”


I frown, confused; Alice’s visions have been steady since I met her, and Malin was trapped in Death before that, but Alice seems to understand exactly what he means. She exhales and her lips curve into a tiny smile. “It did.”


Malin straightens away from us, squaring up to meet Dante’s approach, and I whisper to Alice, “What was that about?”


“Before, when you arrived in Halstett,” Alice says. “Everything tangled then. It’s tangled now.”


“Maybe that’s all this is,” I murmur as Dante’s boots stamp to a halt beside us, a pair of bare witch feet behind him. “You said before that the threads of my future make your visions hazy.”


“Maybe,” Alice replies, but she doesn’t sound sure, and I think her smile was for Malin’s benefit. He’s been distracted all night by whatever his issue is with Dante.


Dante saved me from the inferno, his relief when we found Alice alive and unhurt was palpable, but he was disappointed to find Malin unharmed beyond a burned hand and a wound on one cheek. Tension has sparked between the two men all night, some past argument shoved aside and simmering.


“How many injured left to heal?” Malin demands of Dante, curt and sharp. They’re the same height, eyeball to eyeball, and there’s a challenge to Dante’s authority in Malin’s question.


Dante’s top lip curls as he answers in military-clipped tones, “Four. Minor injuries. If you need to leave, we’ll manage.”


Both men look to Alice for an answer. “Soon,” she says. “Soon, but not yet.”


“Right.” Dante’s eyes are tight. There’s blood on his hands and a stiffness to one knee that makes him subtly shift his weight to compensate.


“You’re hurt?” My question feels gritty like sand and tickles a cough in my throat.


“I’m fine,” Dante replies abruptly.


He’s as stubborn as Malin. I raise an eyebrow. “You’re clearly not fine.”


Dante ignores Malin’s low grumble and drops to a crouch so no one else can hear. “Maybe. But you, Penelope Albright, are not touching my lifeline.” He glances at my hands, straightens, and stalks away to round up the last of the wounded, leaving a storm witch with a broken wrist behind and Malin glaring after him.


“What’s his problem?” I ask Alice under my breath.


Alice gives me a faint smile. “He’s seen what you can do with lifelines.”


I’m not sure I believe her. All I’ve done in front of Dante is help people. I bite my lip and heal the storm witch without speaking, unsettled by Dante’s tone and the way Malin’s hands clench and unclench with a rhythmic anger I feel deep in my chest. Even Alice is tense beside me, her gaze flitting from Malin, to Dante, to me like a butterfly in flight. I heal the next three witches Dante brings over, quietly resting my fingers on their lifelines and knitting their flesh and bones together. Making them whole even as the drain on my magic aches down my spine.


Our magic.


Malin’s power bolsters mine with a depth that prickles my veins. Magic ebbs and flows between us along our joined lifeline. Mostly, it’s gentle enough, but when I work I feel Malin holding back, stopping it surging against my constraints like ice melt off the mountains in spring. Beyond his restraints, I sense a bottomless dark. A pit of magic without an end. If I think about it too long … what we could be together, Malin and I … what we could do with so much power … It’s almost more terrifying than the Sorcerer’s knife in the Warden’s control.


And even together, Malin and I are not enough to stand against the man who moulded us into what we have become. The temple inferno proved that. The Warden and his Gilded army are too strong and too many to defeat.


The last injured Resistance member rises to her feet and offers us an uneasy half bow. There’s a clean line of new brown skin on her elbow where a moment ago it was charred down to the bone. “Summon the dark,” she says in way of thanks.


I blink at her helplessly. Lost in my own thoughts, I was barely aware of her and the healing. I need to stop. I need to sleep. Alice is right, I should rest, but the minute we leave this cave, we have to face what happens next. Reality is about to hit us in the face.


When I don’t return the Resistance pledge, Malin answers for me, “Surrender the light.”


I hate those words. I’d scowl, but Dante throws a glance of undiluted scorn at Malin for speaking on my behalf, and his contempt doesn’t need feeding. Especially not right as Malin drops his guard. He’s staring after the woman walking away, his brow furrowed, bottom lip dimpled between his teeth. A curl of dark hair is stuck to the cut on his cheekbone, and I long to heal him too. His hands are burned. The skin around one knuckle flexes and splits as he inspects his fingers.


He doesn’t flinch at the pain, but his eyes are heavy when he turns to me. Gone is the sarcastic Lord of the Manor. Behind his calm facade, Malin is as shaken as the rest of us. “I should have seen this coming.” His lips twist, and I want to reassure him as he reassured Alice. “Every step that brought us here, every move, every cruelty, the Warden’s gloated over every single one. That he didn’t this time … There were no signs. Nothing. If I’ve lost his trust …”


Malin’s unease is as unsettling as Alice’s fear of the future. He’s always been so sure, always known what to do next. “You’re still breathing,” I offer, but it’s a pale comfort. “He trusts you enough to let you live.”


“Or I’m more use to him alive than dead,” Malin says. He runs his fingers through his hair and cups the back of his neck where the gold is branded into his skin. The Warden’s spire insignia is marked up Malin’s spine, a reminder of the last time he had a use for Malin and kept him alive in Death.


Alice cocks her head a little to one side. “Someone told him—they betrayed us. Took our plans to the Warden’s ears and hid it from my sight.” She pauses as if she’s listening to the quiet and blinks. Her tiny smile smooths the worry from Malin’s expression more than my feeble attempt at reassurance. “A thorn witch gave us up,” she finishes.


Malin’s frown reforms, digs deeper between his brows. “We can’t win this.”


He sounds so defeated, I want to yank Alice to her feet and run, beg Malin to come with us. But the Warden sees all inside Halstett, and Death is more hospitable than the barren wastelands outside the walls. There’s nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.


Instead, I force myself to look away to where Aaron sits beside Mila, who’s pouring tea from a tin kettle. It seems impossible that the boy whose gilding ceremony I assisted Grandmother with is drinking tea with my sister. One of my hopes was realised tonight—the gilding really can be undone. Witches trapped behind the Warden’s gold masks can be healed, their souls reconnected to their bodies, their brutalised lifelines made whole. But I thought they’d need me. Clearly, I underestimated Mila and Tobias, or had an overinflated sense of my own importance.


Mila’s eyes shine too bright and she swipes the heels of her hands across her cheeks. She’s worrying about Mother and Ella. Our cousin Carlotta. Evelyn. Oh, Holy Dark Mother. So many friends were in the firing line tonight. She says something to Aaron and pats his forearm in an oddly intimate gesture. He gives her shoulder a gentle squeeze, and I wonder what part my sister played in anchoring his soul back inside his body.


If they set Aaron free, how many Gilded could we return to themselves before the end begins again? Would it be enough? We need a legion to stand against the Warden’s Gilded armies, but if we stole his army from under his nose and bolstered our Resistance numbers before the Warden makes his next move …


Aaron flexes one shoulder as he scans the cave. He catches me watching, and the lingering effects of my own gilding claw into my mind. Our eyes meet. My thoughts crumble. The ungilded half of his mouth smiles. Instinctively, I drop my gaze and rub my palms against my skirts.


As dawn fully breaks, silvering the low-slung clouds, I stare at my fingers, soot-black and stained with blood. I’ve worked too many healings, touched too many lifelines, and the memory of each clings in sticky layers to my skin. I shove my emotions aside. We can’t hide here much longer. Last night might not have been our end, but it wasn’t the Warden’s either.


We’ve done worse than fail. The Warden’s goal is still the same: immortality. He means to seal the veil between Life and Death, and we gave him the tool he needs to do it. We forged the knife and handed it to our enemy. If the Warden cuts his lifeline free of the veil, the dead will be trapped beside the living. Unable to cross, they’ll twist into fog-wraiths.


The Colligerate walls will hold them out for a while, the Gilded will protect the Warden, but the city will fall and Death will be a distant dream for us all.


The time allotted to our wound licking has been spent. Now we need to rise.


And I have no idea how, when it seems impossible to even stand up.


A wave of nausea hits deep in my stomach, and Alice’s fingers clench on my wrist, nails digging into my skin where it’s sore from the gold cuff. She yanks me to my feet and turns to Malin without releasing her hold on me. The gold mask around her eyes stands out ghastly yellow as the colour fades from her cheeks. “They’re coming.”


She seems so small beside him, delicate like a dandelion seed. Malin talks more gently to her than I’ve ever heard him speak to me. “Easy, Alice. They won’t hurt you, not again. It will all work out, I promise.”


He’s promised that before. I didn’t believe him then. I definitely don’t believe him now. I ask carefully, “What about our rooms? Can we get there without being caught?”


“Too late,” she says and squeezes her eyes shut, dark lashes fanning against pale cheeks. When she opens them, they’re still a little too wide, her irises too dark, but something behind them has shifted, settled, and her voice is steadier. “They’re in my room. Right by my loom. They can’t see us, but I see them.”


“Malin’s rooms,” I offer shakily. “Can we go there?”


Malin nods grimly. “If they haven’t checked already.”


“They haven’t,” Alice says. “Not yet.” Her nail twitches on my skin, fingers dancing even in her panic.


“Do you think …” Malin falls silent as Dante wheels to face us, breaking away from the witch he was speaking to; he shoves a note at her and gestures at the rock wall exit. She waves her hands in emphasis, and Dante snaps an order. Malin says firmly to me, “You need a bath.”


“A bath!” I sound incredulous. “I want a bath as much as the next person, but—”


Malin interrupts, “You’re covered in soot, Alice the same. The instant the Gilded set eyes on you, they’ll know where you’ve been.”


“What about you?” I ask.


Malin flexes his burned fingers. “I can deal with a few Gilded.” He shoves me gently toward the magical rock wall and presses his hand against Alice’s back, shepherding her in the same direction.


Alice says, “Not just Gilded.”


“The Warden?” I ask, and she nods. “He won’t catch us, Alice. He won’t.” I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince her or myself.


Teeth gritted, Dante slaps a palm against the wall as we approach, activating the ore spell woven into the rock. Magic sparkles along quartz veins, flaring away from his hand, and the door grates open. Dank air hits us. The thin light of a far-away torch does nothing to lift the below-ground darkness.


Dante blocks our exit, feet apart, arms folded. He speaks roughly to Malin: “They’ve located more survivors deeper in the tunnels.”


“Who?” I ask.


Dante addresses Malin over my head as if I didn’t speak. “The Gilded have returned.”


I slip free of Alice’s hold on my wrist, frustrated. “Dante, who survived? Have they found Bea or the others? Ella and Mother? Tobias? Clair?”


Dante ignores me. “The Warden’s ordered a headcount and locked down the Colligerate. Get out and get your alibis straight. She has to be untouchable—if the Warden doubts her, we’re lost.”


Malin replies coldly, “Penny is my concern, not yours.”


Dante smiles. “Yet, you left her behind in the temple.” He moves aside, standing back to clear our escape.


I want to hit them both. I duck away from Malin and square up to Dante. He looks down at me in mild surprise, and I snarl at him, “You’ll wish you left me behind in the temple if you don’t tell me who they found!”


“No one important,” Dante replies.


“Is anyone hurt?” I glare at him, and he shakes his head dismissively. If someone dies because they won’t let me help … Dante’s opinion of who’s important is irrelevant, but there’s a note in his hand, names written upside down. I snatch for it, but Dante waves it out of reach. “Shit!” I swear and lunge for Dante again, but Malin wraps one arm around my waist, pulling me away and stopping me picking a fight we have no time for. Dante grins and tucks the note in his shirt pocket.


“Stop,” Malin hisses as I try to twist free. “Dante’s a prick. He’s trying to get a rise out of you.”


“Ella’s missing. If anything happens to her because he can’t answer a simple question …”


Malin huffs quietly. “If he lets anything happen to Ella, I’ll help you kill him, Pen. But if we’re caught up in the fallout of this, there’ll be nothing left of us by the time the Warden’s finished.”


“Fine,” I mutter, admitting defeat, but I look back as we hurry away, reluctant to leave Mila behind. Never look back, I know the rules as well as the next witch, but I don’t know when I’ll see her again. I don’t know if she’ll be alive when I do—if I’ll be in control of myself and my magic.


Fear hits me square in the centre of my chest as Dante catches Mila around the waist, stopping her running after me. But she snatches the note from Dante’s pocket and grins as she skims it. Her shout follows us into the shadows. “Tobias survived.”


Hope shines through my fear. Tobias would never let Ella fall. If he survived, then so did she.









CHAPTER TWO
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Dust and hope burn my throat as we hurry through the arched passageways beneath the Colligerate. Malin lights the way back to his rooms, the dim lantern swaying as he walks. Alice’s hold on my wrist is so tight I’ll have bruises before the sun sets tonight.


Tonight.


Oh, Holy Dark Mother.


Today is Samhain.


Tonight the Warden intends to end magic. I pull Alice to a halt and she stares at me in the growing dark as Malin strides away.


“The Warden’s ball,” I whisper. “If magic falls, it won’t matter who survived last night.”


Malin realises we’ve stopped and turns back, shielding the lantern with his hand so he doesn’t blind us.


“He’ll fail,” Alice murmurs, glancing up at Malin as he rejoins us. A look passes between them that I don’t quite understand. There’s more to Alice and Malin than either of them have told me, and I’m not sure I like the idea of them plotting without me.


“How?” I look from Alice to Malin. “Do you two have a contingency plan I don’t know about?” Alice shakes her head, and I frown at Malin. “Do the Resistance?”


“Dante always has a contingency plan,” Malin says, steady as always, not shaken like me. The lantern light slipping through his fingers paints shadows up his face, illuminating his exhaustion.


“We have to stop the ball,” I tell him.


“We can’t,” Malin replies and presses one hand lightly against my back. “And if we’re not in my rooms when the Gilded knock, we won’t be able to do anything.”


His fingers splay across the space between my shoulder blades, pushing me gently to start walking. With three of us side by side, Malin’s elbow brushes against the wall.


Alice links her arm with mine, giving him space. “We’ll get the knife back.”


Malin’s hand tenses, and his thumb runs down my spine as he shifts closer. “The Gilded will wipe out the rest of the Resistance if we try to reclaim it.”


My idea isn’t much more convincing. It’s a ghost of a plan with no substance. “How many gildings can we undo before tonight?”


I feel a pressure in my lifeline … our lifeline. Malin’s testing it, testing me and how much strength I have left. “Not enough,” he says. Frustration roughens his exhale even as he tries to hide it. “You’re exhausted.”


“So are you,” I counter.


As we round a corner and the tunnel begins to slope upward, Malin walks faster. “I should have got you out of the cave sooner.”


“Then there’d barely be a Resistance left. We saved lives tonight.” I shrug away from his hand and think furiously. I didn’t watch my father fade into nothing just to stand back and let the Warden win. Malin has power left, and I’ve not hit the bottom of mine in spite of his assessment. This isn’t the time to conserve magic. If the Warden isn’t stopped, there will be no magic.


But the Warden’s whole plan hinges on sealing the veil. Maybe the answer is as simple as reopening it. The Warden shattered Malin’s crystal and locked him in Death, forcing Malin’s lifeline to fuel the veil until I set him free and the burden fell back on the Warden. Now, with Malin’s lifeline bound to mine, we could reopen it together. “If we crossed into Death—”


Malin cuts me off. “No.”


I stare at him. “You don’t know what I was going to say!”


He sighs, his exhale grating against his teeth. “If we’re in Death, we could take Guardianship of the veil as the Warden gives it up. You mean to replace his lifeline with ours, take his immortality, and let the poison in his wound finish him off.”


“But we can’t do anything this side of the veil,” I try again. If I want to burn, I’ll need Malin’s help.


Alice shakes her head, pale hair shimmering in the dark. “If you cross, the Warden will know. The Gilded will come after you.”


“And if I’m missing at the ball, he won’t make a move,” Malin adds. “He wiped out an entire continent to get this far. He brought me back from Death once, he’ll make damned sure I’m on the right side of the veil before he seals it.”


I huff quietly. It wasn’t much of a plan anyway. And it would solve only half the problem. The loss of magic? I’m not entirely sure how the Warden intends to achieve that. I try to ignore the slow creep of defeat. The sense of failure. The sheer bloody, bone-deep exhaustion. “It can’t all be for nothing.”


“Find Beatrice,” Alice says, her voice drifting into a future that Malin and I can’t see. “Evelyn and the others. The Warden has the knife, but he can’t use it.” It’s the first reassuring thing I’ve heard since my father disintegrated right in front of us.


We fall silent as we reach the stairs to Malin’s suite. He snuffs out the lamp, hangs it on a hook, and we creep up the rest of the way in the dark, fingers running along the walls to guide us. Malin unhitches the panel, cracks it half an inch, and we hold our breath as we listen to the shadows of his suite.


It is quiet. No sound. No soft wheeze of a Gilded’s inhale, no smell of weapon oil. No metallic scent of burnished gold.


Satisfied his rooms are empty, Malin eases open the panel and hurries me and Alice straight into the bathing chamber. He twists the taps on full, shoves a bottle of bath elixir at me, and leaves us in the doorway. I watch him light the lamps and twist up the bedsheets, hurriedly and effectively transforming his untouched rooms into the aftermath of a night’s entertainment befitting the Warden’s son.


In the warm light of Malin’s bathroom, Alice is paler than she seemed in the cave. The burn on her face worse. Her eyes darken behind her mask as I unpeel her fingers from my wrist to dump out half a bottle of tide-spelled elixir. Bubbles erupt and I turn off the water before it overflows.


Absently, Alice slips her shift from her shoulders and steps into the bath. “I see,” she whispers. Bubbles rise up around her shoulders and puff into little dandelion drifts that dance about her hair. Steam beads on the gold butterfly wings of the mask the Warden used to bind her, and water runs down her cheeks like tears.


“What?” I ask softly. “What do you see, Alice?”


“They’re coming,” Alice murmurs.


“They’re here,” Malin says behind me. His hair is all dishevelled and his rose-enamelled mask hangs from black ribbons twisted around his fingers. He’s so calm. How is he this calm with evidence of our elicit activities burned into our skin and the Gilded at the door? He collects Alice’s shift from the tiled floor, scrunching it into one hand as if he hates it. “Are you all right?” he asks her quietly.


“Burn everything,” Alice says. “And we’ll be fine.”


Malin gives her a grim nod. “You’ve seen after this?” His calm wavers as he gestures at the door, the Gilded outside it. A clench of his fist around his mask, a hardening of his jaw as his lips tighten into a flat line.


Alice gives him a faint curve of a smile. “I’ve seen Penny after this.”


He exhales heavily and says to me, “Heal Alice. But then no more magic.”


I nod and stop myself reaching to smooth his shirt collar, wishing I could offer him a reassurance like Alice did. He was with me last night all the way to the end, exactly as he promised. It feels wrong to let him face this alone.


Except it wasn’t the end. I wonder if this was the Warden’s plan all along and we’ve just been playing neatly into his hands. Maybe last night was the beginning of the end the Warden desires, and everything we’ve done has been for nothing.


Alice whispers, “No. No. I let you go.”


“We’ll work it out, Alice,” Malin says, urgent now. “Please, Penny. Stay here.” I shrug out of my shift and pass it to him. His gaze flickers down my shoulders, a tiny glance of longing that makes me blush before he wafts me toward the bath.


Gilded boots stamp to a halt; a slow clatter of armour fills the hallway. Metal-clad knuckles rap on the door.


Fear snaps down my spine.


“What about you?” I reach for him, but he steps back, ruined shifts in one hand and his mask in the other, enamel roses sparkling on obsidian metal. “Be careful,” I tell him.


With a grimace, Malin leaves us alone, Alice and me, in the steam-clad quiet.


I climb into the bath beside her. It’s an unexpected relief, the heat of the water, the blissful warmth washing away soot and ash and blood. Images flash through my mind: The woman whose body we committed to the sea. The man who bled out with a shard of glass in his neck, his lifeline fading even as I grasped it.


“Malin’s right,” Alice says. “We will work it out.”


“Do you see?” Maybe her visions are reforming, maybe the future is clearing. My heart sinks as she bites her lip.


“We’ll win,” she says softly. “In every end I spun, you always win.”


That’s what she told the Sorcerer on the ninth floor. Except in one, she said then. The end where she didn’t let go of me.


And here I am, still alive, still existing. “But you didn’t see this?” I ask. The softness of my tone does nothing to gentle the question.


“No.” The clarity of her eyes dulls, and she brushes her fingers gingerly against the burn on her jaw.


The Gilded knock again at Malin’s door. Louder. Insistent and demanding. Malin barks a reply, his words slightly slurred, his tone sharp and irritated. A glass smashes in the sitting room. Alice and I flinch together as I imagine it hitting the wall.


“Please, Penny,” Alice whispers. “I can’t be found.” Her eyes are bright with stars in the steam. “Heal me. Help me hide.”


I can’t see her lifeline, but I sense it, the shimmering line stretching from the centre of her chest out into the future and finally into the Horizon in Death. It shivers as I reach for it, and I freeze, my hand paused so close I feel the warmth of her skin. “Alice?” This is a line we haven’t crossed while we’ve been ourselves. I healed her fingers, but I was Gilded and under the Warden’s control when I did that, and she was too. This is an intimacy we haven’t fully shared. Healing the injured Resistance last night was different, the same as the prisoners in the barracks: a transaction of my magic in exchange for repair. I was nothing more than a tool in their recovery. An overpowered poultice.


With Alice it is more. More than the nights we’ve spent in each other’s arms. More than kisses and caresses. When Malin touched my lifeline, it nearly undid me—the idea of touching Alice’s threatens the same.


I never imagined Alice and I would cross this line trying to hide our involvement with the Resistance. But when has anything turned out how I imagined?


Her eyes meet mine, our gazes lock, and she murmurs her consent: “It’s all right.”


Voices rise in Malin’s sitting room. I bite the inside of my lip hard and gently press my fingers against Alice’s chest. Her lifeline sparks against my palm. She exhales shakily, and I go to pull away. I nearly ruined everything when I manipulated Malin’s lifeline. I can’t make the same mistake with her. I’ve done so many stupid things, risking myself and Malin and everyone else over and over again. I can’t hurt Alice. But she catches my shoulder, and her thumb presses against my collarbone, holding me close with the softest of touches. “I’ve got you,” she says quietly. “I’ve got us.”


She’s been wrong before too, but I trust her more than I trust myself. Slowly, I inhale and close my fingers around her lifeline.


Light blinds me. Everything fades. Fear, pain, and exhaustion—all are extinguished in the brightness that is Alice.


Her magic steals my breath. My magic needs no persuading when it comes to her. My power meets hers in a heady rush. I feel the edges of her wounds, the burn of her injuries, and wipe them clean with barely a thought.


Alice is sparkling. Her power unimaginable.


The spaces in my magic, tiny fissures created by my gilding, are embroidered with the sheer strands of hers. Little fractures in her magic welcome mine, folding me into her and her into me. Frayed edges weave together. Scars remain below the surface of our skin; the temple massacre wrote its devastation deep into our flesh, but we are stronger together for our mending.


I go to pull back, reluctantly releasing my hold on her lifeline, and pause, my focus entirely on Alice’s lifeline against the palm of my hand. Beyond Alice’s physical hurt, hidden deep inside where her soul is anchored, there is a dark space in the light of her magic. A void I can’t quite reach.


I’ve healed Gilded before, touched the edges of the damage it’s caused, but never have I felt it so clearly, never have I dared stray so near their bonds. Now, I sense the damage the Warden has inflicted upon Alice, how it digs deeper than any other gilding I’ve felt, the potential it has for hurt and harm.


It feels just like mine. And infinitely, subtly different.


Where I am snarled around the Warden’s will, Alice is tied to her loom. The muted clicks and clacks of its shuttle vibrate through my magic when I brush against a fiery binding thread. I feel her shiver, hear her sigh against my cheek as I follow the web of power holding her captive, locking her life to the loom.


I cannot untangle it, but I do find the thread that might unravel it.


With the right stitch, the tiniest of precise cuts, she could be free.


Gently, I probe the edges of this darkness at Alice’s heart and shudder at the familiarity of the magic that imprisons her. The same magic resides in the crystal hung around my grandmother’s throat. Thorn witch magic mixed with the magic I held so briefly in my hand last night. The same magic that threw me into the dark after my gilding. The Sorcerer’s magic.


Someone used the Sorcerer’s stolen power to bind all three of us, Malin and Alice and me.


But who stole it? Who chained us to the Warden’s control and tried to throw away the key? And who left behind a way to set Alice free that only I might find?


Somewhere in another world, another place and life outside of Alice and me, I hear Malin sidestep a question, his temper sharpening.


Then, Alice yanks my hand away from her lifeline, and the bathroom reforms around me. We blink at each other, silently gasping in the lamplight as my body remembers it has a desperate need for air. “Alice,” I murmur.


Her eyes are shining behind the butterfly gold of her mask, her jawline perfectly healed. She presses a finger against my lips. “Hide,” she breathes through the steam.


But I’m still reeling. If I can sense how to heal Alice, how to fix such an intricate knot of power, surely I can undo enough gildings to make a real stand against the Warden tonight? With Malin’s and Alice’s magic joined to mine, it would almost be simple.


The door handle turns, and Malin snaps, “They’re mine until noon. That was the deal.”


“Hide, Penny!” Alice whispers desperately.


I stare back at her in confusion. We’re in a marble-tiled bathroom with gold taps and a white bath. There’s nowhere to hide. Steam whirls as the door swings open.


The stench of the Warden hits me.


Alice’s eyes lose their focus. Her fingers slide up my wrists, my elbows, my shoulders, smoothing water through my hair.


I exhale slowly as I close my eyes, finally catching up with Alice’s meaning.


I must become the Death-Weaver, the Warden’s Gilded pet. Blank and placid. I make my breathing softer, my shoulders relax, and bury my hope and anger as his footsteps draw near. The decay of his wounded leg spreads through the moisture in the air. Gooseflesh prickles my shoulders in a draught of cold air, but when I open my eyes again, I am calm and compliant.


Alice gently pulls my hand beneath the bubbles as the Gilded march into the bathroom. Her face is blank, emotionless, but when the Warden sweeps in, dressed in gold brocade, the hem of his glittering cloak dark with blood, her fingers tremble against mine.


We face the Warden together, heads tilting at the same angle as our chins raise in unison, our eyes flitting to his masked face and sliding away when he gifts us a patronising smile. Steam condenses on the Warden’s gold skull mask like sparkles of frost on a windowpane. The shoulders of his golden tunic are padded beneath the cloth and the skin on the backs of his hands is too thin. Not enough flesh holds his bones together. He will summon my grandmother before the ball, order her to heal him before he appears in public.


Behind him, the Gilded stand in a rigid line of half-masked obedience under the Warden’s perfect control. Barbed lifelines stretch from their chests at unnatural angles. Even as my fingers ache to heal them, to undo the Warden’s army before he seals the veil and snatches magic from the world, I see why Malin said it couldn’t be done.


Five Gilded at the Warden’s back make him invincible. Our Resistance is in pieces, but his Gilded are not. The Warden seems small beside them, yet he commands the same power and respect once afforded to the Sorcerer he imprisoned in the library. He stares at us, considering a moment as if Alice and I are pieces on a game board and it’s his turn to play. Above the waterline that is exactly what we are, we are nothing more than a tool in the Warden’s arsenal.


But beneath the suds, Alice’s hand stops trembling. Her fingers begin to trace pictures against the back of my hand. Sure now. Certain.


“My pets,” the Warden greets us. “Would you like to play a little game?”


Together, we nod, water dripping from our hair, and I feel my heart settle inside. The Warden does not suspect our involvement with the forging of the knife last night. Malin stands freely beside him. The Gilded are an escort, not a protection or a force meant to drag us away.


“A game,” Malin says, quietly taunting. “You go back on your word, Father? You gifted them to me and now you wish to play with them.”


The Warden’s reply is as oily as the pus seeping through his black silk pants. “My son, has the last decade taught you nothing?”


Alice squeezes my hand, reminding me not to react. I squeeze back, telling her I’m fine. I’ve heard worse than this. We listen with our eyes on the bubbles. I count them as they pop, glad the Warden cannot see what really lies beneath. Our hands joined. Alice lending me her strength; me sharing mine.


“Power,” the Warden continues. “At the end, that’s all that matters. Not your flimsy contracts and deals, Malin. And my power outweighs yours, does it not? Come now, don’t look so insulted. I’m not confiscating your toys. You may have them to play with for the afternoon.”


“Last time you returned them broken,” Malin replies, mildly irritated.


“So there’s nothing wrong with your memory … and yet, it seems you forget yourself.” The Warden’s lifeline stiffens beside the toe of his gold-scrolled boot, and I want to warn Malin to stop, to not push too far. The Warden’s silence has jagged edges.


I risk a glance. Malin’s eyes are hard, but the anger I sense through our lifeline is firmly restrained. Sometimes, I forget what Malin has already endured. Locked in solitary confinement for years, unable to escape the chilled deserts of Death, he’s spent his life patiently plotting revenge. “My apologies, Father,” he says smoothly as if the word father doesn’t stick in his throat.


The Warden exhales with a moist whistle and continues as if Malin hadn’t spoken. “Several curious things came into my possession overnight.”


“Things?” Malin asks, feigning disinterest.


“A surprise,” the Warden replies. “Trust me, you’ll enjoy it.” The Warden snaps his fingers, his pretence at benevolence waning. In the sitting room, I hear the tread of more Gilded boots, the metallic swish of oiled armour. “Bring the Death-Weaver to my throne room in an hour. I find myself in need of her particular skill set this morning.”


A little noise slips free before I can stop it, a low sound of disgust.


The Gilded stiffen, metal-clad hands clenching. The Warden’s glare slices down to my bones. Reginald Halstett’s attention is scalding. He examines me as a mantis examines its prey, I feel him watching the set of my shoulders as tension builds down my spine. I cannot let him see, not here. Not now. If I falter, if I give one sign that I am me, I will destroy Alice and Malin along with myself.


And I have no desire to be dragged from the bath by the Gilded.


Finally, he scoffs, a mockery of my helplessness, and turns awkwardly on his heel to leave, taking the fetid stench of his wounded leg with him. Malin stalks after him, and the Gilded empty from the bathroom, giving us the privacy to breathe.


Beneath the rhythmic grate of armour, the Warden issues Malin his orders. “Bring me my Death-Weaver. Assist me as you have done so dazzlingly in the past. There are those on my council who are baying for your blood, Lord Malin Halstett. Thus far, I have been inclined to deny them. Might I suggest you do not provide a reason to change my mind?”









CHAPTER THREE
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We dry in silence in Malin’s bedchamber, preparing ourselves to face the Warden in his court. Heavy silver drapes around the bed are tied back neatly with a black velvet bow, and the matching curtains at the window are drawn wide so the autumn morning brightens the room. Someone has tidied Malin’s hasty dishevelment of the room whilst we finished in the bath.


It’s entirely too cheerful a day outside to follow the horrors of the night. The mist that came with the dawn has burned away and a bird chirrups out across the courtyard.


I pull on the black dress Malin threw on the bed before he went to prepare himself to face his father in court. I have no words, just questions without answers. I’m terrified the Warden was referring to our friends when he ordered us to attend court this morning … but he said things, not witches. Surely, he has to mean the knife.


My teeth sink into my lip, harder and harder as I try to find a better answer, and watch Alice run a golden comb through her hair, silvery-blonde strands still wet from the bath.


“Alice,” I whisper, “what happened to the others?”


Alice stills, her fingers clenched on the comb, and she leans back against the dressing table, a monstrous thing of dark wood with a huge oval mirror framed in gilt scrolls. “They fell while we burned.”


“Fell?”


Alice’s eyes shine brighter as she sets the comb down on Malin’s dressing table and traces patterns across the gleaming mahogany, slow pictures drawn in water drips from her hair. “As we were lost, so now are they.”


“Alice?”


Alice goes to crouch by the fire, rubbing her hair between her hands in an attempt to dry it, but her fingers are dancing, spinning the invisible threads of our futures on her loom. “It won’t stop shifting,” she says, frustrated. She shoves her hair back over her shoulders and clenches her hands in her lap.


Silently, I kneel beside her and twist her hair into a neat braid that hides the dampness. She looks so unsure. I hate that for her. “There has to be something we can do,” I try to reassure her. There must be a clear path forward; Alice just needs time to see it. But time is swiftly running out.


A frown furrows right between her pale eyebrows, a little crease I want to smooth away with my thumb. She wrings her fingers together and talks to the fire in the grate, not me. “The knife needs witches. The Warden has the knife. He needs the witches. If they are his, so is the knife.”


“But he doesn’t have them?” I ask, and she shakes her head. “And he doesn’t have me either.”


“Not yet,” Alice whispers.


“Not ever,” I reply, trying to sound surer than I feel.


“Already he lays the path before your feet. You’ll walk it.” She’s making no sense. I’m used to Alice’s mystical way with words, but she’s beginning to scare me. And I was already scared enough. Her whisper rises, sharp with panic. “I can’t help you. Can’t stop him. I can’t see what to do. You’ll beg him, Penny, before the end.”


“Alice, please.” I shake her shoulders gently, and when she turns, her eyes are wild and desperate.


She plucks the air around us as if catching flyaway seeds on the wind and presses a handful of nothing against my chest. Her fingertips brush my lifeline as she pulls away. We freeze as pleasure shivers through me. Fear slams after it, racing down my lifeline and stabbing me right behind my navel. We jolt apart in shock. Alice’s eyes are turned wholly black with the same horror that’s knitting into my gut, her focus off, staring right through me to something no one else can see.


I want to tell her it’s okay. That whatever she just saw isn’t real. It can change. We can change it. But I’m not sure we can, and I don’t have the strength to form a believable lie.


Malin knocks lightly on his bedroom door before cracking it an inch, breaking the tension between us. “We need to attend to the Warden,” he says apologetically, glancing from Alice to me, aware he’s interrupted something—if only I knew what it was. “If we’re late,” Malin continues, “he’ll shut me out of his plans again, and if I’m not party to his next moves, we’re up a very deep proverbial creek with a regrettably absent paddle.”


“Are you the paddle?” I force a morbid grin and take his offered hand, letting him help me to my feet, grateful for the gentle pressure of his strong fingers around mine.


“That would make you the creek,” he parries with a quirk of his lips and a comforting hitch of one eyebrow. There’s a question there though, hidden in a squeeze of my hand. Are you all right? He’s sensed the disturbance between me and Alice, but how could he not? The air is thick with it.


Alice holds out a hand for me to pull her to her feet, and my attempt at humour seems so out of place, Malin’s response crass, but she picks it up and runs with it. “Penny is the current carrying us along. And the creek will clear to crystal if we ride it to the end. I can’t see how,” she says softly. “But you will see, Penny. Somehow, you always seem to see more than me.”


But I didn’t see what just made Alice so terrified. Now, she sounds as if she’s accepting something, and I don’t see what that is either.


I clasp her hand, and my smile wavers. “What’s gone right hasn’t been me. Most of it’s been everyone else picking up the pieces of my mistakes and finding a pattern in them. The knife … the fire …” I press my lips together, composing myself. “Last night—I didn’t see that.”


“Nor did I,” Alice mutters.


Malin holds open the door and gives us both a reassuring sort of nod. “You do yourself a disservice, Alice.”


Alice’s head tilts a little to one side as she looks up at him. “You did not see it, Malin.” I’m not sure if she’s asking a question or stating a fact. “You could not have seen it. Yet you punish yourself for missing what was not there to be missed. Why?”


Malin opens his mouth and closes it again, seeming lost for words. Or unwilling to answer. His expression suggests he’s asked himself the same question. I see an apology in Alice’s eyes, and I’m hit with the feeling of being in the middle of something I don’t fully understand. I’m a naive fool who stumbles into decisions without gathering all the facts. I thought I was being brave—binding Malin’s lifeline to mine, giving up my lifeline for the knife, creating my friends’ crystals—when maybe I’ve just been a catalyst for the villain to act out his plans all along.


“Penny?” Malin says quietly, pulling me back to reality.


Alice’s frown has deepened and she’s focused on me now. “What do you see?” she asks.


“Nothing,” I reply. “I wish I did.”


Malin helpfully adds, “I suspect she’s blaming herself for last night.”


“I’m not!” I absolutely was, but that’s a rabbit hole of a conversation I’m not falling down.


Alice nods, backing up Malin, not me. “Why, Penny?” she asks, and it sounds innocent enough, but I see the spark of her gentle teasing. She knows exactly what I was thinking.


“We don’t have time for questions with complicated answers.” I don’t hide my irritation. Tiredness prickles behind my eyes. “Magic is about to be destroyed and we have no plan beyond an audience with the Warden.”


“About that …” Malin squares his shoulders, and a tendon flickers in the side of his neck. “We have to stop him—”


“Yes, I got that. Thanks for clarifying.” I shouldn’t snap, but if we don’t have time to untangle Alice’s wavering visions, we definitely don’t have time to state the obvious.


Malin presses his lips together in a tight line, but there’s a little indent in the bottom one. “We need the knife.”


“If you have an idea, spit it …” I trail off as Malin’s eyes darken and finish flatly, “… out.”


“Penny,” he says again and stops, biting my name in half with the snap of his teeth. Slowly, he squares his shoulders and blocks the doorway, facing up to me in the same manner as he did to Dante earlier, and the words he’s struggling to find are delivered in the same hard tone. “If the Warden orders you to heal him—”


“You want me to break our contract?” I ask.


Malin watches me carefully, concern hiding behind his sternness. I rub the little rosebud mark on my wrist, squeezing a finger under the Warden’s gold cuff. Our original contract was fifty pages of clauses and small print and a hell of a lot of burning to provide Malin with information on the Warden’s court.


Our current contract is one clause: Don’t heal the Warden.


The collateral is the same: My soul.


“I can’t.” I feel my shoulders soften, my resolve faltering, and double down with a glare. “Don’t you dare tell me I have to.”


Breaking the contract Malin worded so carefully to set me free will put me in his possession. Neither of us wants that.


Malin’s aware of precisely what he’s asking, and the hardness of his tone doesn’t hide his regret. “If you refuse, there’ll be nothing of you left by the time the Warden’s finished. He’s done playing games. All the pieces are lined up, he’ll seal the veil tonight. Now he has the knife, there’ll be no stalling it, no stopping him. Alice needs you. The Resistance needs you.” He pauses and steps a little closer. We’re caught in the doorway, the three of us, so close together I can see the soft little hairs on his neck below his ear, the slow throb of his pulse in his throat beating to the same rhythm as mine.


The chill of him spans the space between us, cooling my skin, and I stare up at him, summoning the strength to deny him again.


I cannot do what he asks. It’s not even an argument.


Then, he softens. “I need you.”


“I need my soul,” I answer.


“Can you trust me?” Malin asks. “Please.”


Reluctantly, I nod. “Your contract … it’s not easy to get past. I can’t heal the Warden, my magic refuses.” I swallow hard. “But we could kill him. Together, before anyone else gets hurt. With your magic tied to mine …” Malin looks like he’s about to shake me, and I fold my arms in defiance. “I can’t touch the Warden’s lifeline with ill intent, but with both of us …”


“He has safeguards in place, wards and protections worked by the Gilded. He knows our lifelines are bound.” Malin frowns, considering a moment before he continues. “But you’ve been using my magic all night; use it again in the throne room. Direct my magic to push past the contract binding yours.”


Alice adds, “Then Penny keeps her soul?”


“No.” Malin’s fingers circle my wrist above the Warden’s cuff and his thumb runs underneath the metal, finding the mark of our contract by memory. The gentle pressure takes some of the sting out of what he’s asking. “Heal him slowly, as little as you can get away with. Buy me time to locate the knife.”


Alice leans a little closer to me and says, “I can undo it. The contract. When today is done. I see the threads that bind you.”


Malin exhales with relief at Alice backing his plan.


I’m less convinced. “How will you get the knife? The Warden won’t have it hung on his belt.”


“No. But he’ll have the key to where he’s locked it. He won’t have trusted that to anyone else.” Malin rolls his shoulders as if he’s preparing for battle, setting muscles rippling down his spine beneath his perfectly pressed black silk shirt. “Do exactly as the Warden commands, whatever he orders, and I’ll help you. Don’t give yourself away, don’t try to manipulate the magic protecting him, we only get one shot at this.”


He brushes a curl of dark hair out of his eyes and turns away to collect his mask from the sitting room mantelpiece. The golden spire burned into his spine shimmers above his black silk collar in the morning light.


How is it still morning? How is it already Samhain? How are we so damned far behind every move the Warden makes? A shiver of dread runs down my back.


“Ready?” Malin frowns, a crease in his perfect brow as he ties on his obsidian mask, hiding the injury to his cheek.


“Ready,” I reply.


Alice nods.


We have hours to prepare for the ball, to come up with a plan to stop the Warden sealing the veil between Life and Death. If we fail, the dead won’t die, souls won’t pass into Death where they belong. Unable to cross the Horizon, they’ll slowly transform until Halstett’s streets are filled with fog-wraiths and the Warden will rule over a city of the dead.


And without magic, there will be nothing we can do to stop him.


The Warden will sit in his fortified palace, immortal and untouchable, and I’ll be damned if I’ll be kneeling at his feet while he does. We’ll find a way to stop him, even if it means giving Malin my soul.


But first, I need to play the part of the Warden’s perfect little Gilded pet one more time.









CHAPTER FOUR
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Every lantern in the throne room is lit even with the morning sun drawing rectangles of light across the chequerboard floor. Chandeliers drip rainbows across rows of empty golden chairs, mocking the Warden’s monochrome restrictions with their brightness. I keep my eyes down as the doors thud shut, hide the flutter of unease in my chest when the Gilded block our exit. Alice is here. Malin is with us. We have a plan.


But something is wrong. And I can’t put my finger on what. I try not to shiver and obey Malin’s sharp order to walk. I hate the quietness of my submission. Hate the Warden for the resentment I feel toward Malin’s control over us. Even if it’s a pretence, it’s an imbalance of power. None of this is fair.


I glance up and falter. The Warden lounges on his throne of Gilded masks, and every empty eye socket is fixed on me. So is the Warden’s attention. A slow smile forms as he recognises my fear.


I can’t react. I can’t not.


The walls close in and panic freezes me where I stand. Malin steadies me, gripping my wrist with a snapped order, “Walk.” Under the guise of an impatient shove, he gets me moving, and the coolness of his palm against my bare back threads steel down my spine. I miss it when it’s gone.


A smirk paints itself across the Warden’s gold skull mask; his eyes brighten as Alice and I climb the dais steps and fold neatly to our knees at his feet. I’ve knelt before him so many times, but this time, something is different. A sense of wrongness that crawls across my skin. I’m one of the few inside Halstett who’s seen the Warden unmasked and lived to tell the tale of it, but today, his masked face is worse than what hides beneath. That smirk, the hint of raised eyebrow that’s so horribly like Malin’s, chills my blood, and I itch to reach for Alice’s hand.


“Eyes down,” Malin orders as he lounges in the throne beside the Warden’s. I fix my gaze on my skirts, on Alice’s knees so close to mine.


“Bring them in,” the Warden hisses. The effort of his order sets him coughing, a phlegmy noise that rattles the air.


Them? Who?


Behind him, a door swings open with the tiniest of creaks. My heart clenches and the soft pat of witch feet sends it racing. The stamp of Gilded boots sends ice through my veins.


It takes everything I have not to look. To keep my head bowed, my shoulders soft, as the witches are marched to stand behind the Warden’s throne where I cannot see them. Their feet keep perfect time with their guards. There’s no struggle, no fight, but the wrongness that greeted us as we entered the throne room solidifies.


“Look,” the Warden says to Malin, ignoring Alice and me. “See what I have made.”


“You’re getting yourself quite the collection,” Malin replies dryly, and the back of his hand brushes my shoulder. His knuckles graze my skin, stilling me as his horror trickles through our lifeline.


“Yes. Maybe that’s what I’ll call them. My Collection,” the Warden says, a smirk in his voice. “Here stands the last bastion of magic in a soon-to-be-magicless world, and they all belong to me.”


Malin scoffs. “You made a mess of them.” He’s hiding a warning in the callousness of his answer, a warning to me and Alice not to react. “One witch from every coven,” he continues steadily, but I hear the raised eyebrow in his tone as clearly as I hear the warning in his words. “What did these particular wretches do to earn the honour of joining your court?”


“They made me a knife,” the Warden replies.


Dread prickles my throat. It tastes like bile and burns the same. I know what I am about to see—who stands behind the Warden’s throne.


Beatrice, Evelyn, Sybil, and Gail. The witches I bound to the Sorcerer’s knife.


I should have seen this coming. Yet somehow, it shocks me. Alice didn’t see it either. Her breath catches, and I hide it with a cough and cover my mouth with my hand as my temper sparks.


The pieces of the Warden’s plans gather together. He’s not about to order me to heal him at all. He wants me to gild my friends.


Malin said to do as the Warden commands, but I cannot. Healing him would be easier than this.


I can’t hurt Beatrice. I can’t look her in the eyes and take her free will without reacting. I’ll give all of us away. Whichever deity handed out our powers made a ridiculous mistake when they gave a black crystal to me. I’m not strong enough for this. Tobias wouldn’t flinch. Malin held my hand while it was done to me without an eyelash out of place. And I can barely breathe past the knot of anger stuck deep in my chest.


I smell the gold then, the cooling burnt flesh, and my anger disintegrates into confusion. It’s already done.


“Look, Death-Weaver,” the Warden says, anticipation in his order. He’s waiting for my reaction.


I can give him none.


“On your feet,” Malin orders, and I force myself to stand, to raise my eyes. To not react. Oh, Holy Dark Mother. I want to be sick. I want to kill the bastard who did this to my friends. Fury trembles deep in my chest, fear evaporates.


What he has done to Beatrice and the others is worse than the mask he inflicted on me, or Alice. Worse than the spire marked up Malin’s spine when he was a child. Even the Gilded’s masks are nothing compared to the half-masks the Warden has forced upon my friends.


He has Gilded them with twisted recreations of his own mask, a skull exposed and bent into a mockery of their magic. A diagonal line divides their features from above one temple down to the opposite jaw, and where their skin meets the metal is red raw and blistered. They are in the Warden’s perfect control. Silent and emotionless in black shifts bound with the Warden’s gold braid. Cuffs like mine and Alice’s circle their wrists.


I swallow my revulsion and cling to my fraying temper. We need the knife to make the Warden pay. One way or another, he has to fall tonight. Even if I have to drag him into the Horizon myself. If the witches bound to the knife are under the Warden’s control at the Samhain ball, the Resistance will lose before we begin.


The Warden smiles. “My pets,” he says, addressing us directly. “All together at last.” He sucks in a breath and his lifeline dribbles pus into a puddle by Malin’s feet. “So patiently, I waited for you to show yourselves. First my son, then my witches, one by one. Finally, my little ore witch found the spell to make my knife. That one was particularly satisfying to bend to my will, Malin. You’ll enjoy her. Ore is so breathtakingly tolerant to pain.”


He pauses, giving space for Malin’s reply. Malin gives no answer but silence, and I feel his hatred dart through our joined lifelines. The Warden takes a breath, damp and short as if his lungs are clogged with sand, and continues, “You, my dears, are all that will remain of magic when dawn breaks across my new world. A tribute to the Sorcerer who created you.”


Outside, I am silent and still. Inside, I smile, a plan forming at the Warden’s mention of the Sorcerer. The Sorcerer promised me help before in exchange for remaking the knife. Maybe he’d be keen to renegotiate. I meant to burn last night, but the Resistance burned instead. I won’t make that mistake twice. Tonight, when I step into the flames, I’ll take the Warden with me—


“Death-Weaver!” the Warden snaps.


Malin adds, “Did you not hear my father’s orders?”


I blink up at him, wide-eyed, but Malin sees the spark of my anger, and I see him recoil behind his mask. A tiny jerk of one eyebrow that threatens to give us away. The toe of his boot begins to tap against the floor, a pretence of impatience.


I bow my head to the Warden and answer, “Forgive me.”


He repeats his order with poisoned patience, “Heal my witches, Death-Weaver. Make them pleasing on the eye. Smooth their blemishes and mend their skin. I would have my jewels shine so bright they are blinding.”


“Your wish,” I say placidly. “I will make it so.”


A Gilded in obsidian armour clamps one metal hand on my shoulder as the first of my friends is brought to stand before me. He’s so close, his breath brushes my hair, and out of the corner of my eye I see him watching me. I sense Malin stiffen, the bounce of his foot against the stone platform stills.


I can’t react. I don’t react. But shock ripples through me as I see Beatrice’s gilding close up. Her lifeline is dull and dark, and her copper eyes have lost their sheen, irises flat and tarnished, pupils dilated. The recreation of the Warden’s skull is ornately woven, scalloped against the smooth dark of her cheek. Emeralds are embedded in the gold along her cheekbone, sapphires speckle her temple, and a line of tiny rubies shine where her eyebrow should be. She glitters with gruesome beauty, and I wish I could take it away.


But I cannot. So, I wait for the Warden’s order to begin.


“Weave,” he says. He licks his lips and his gold mask ripples. “Wipe the tale of her defiance from her skin.”


Injuries run down Beatrice’s arms, slices and cuts that show how she fought, her refusal to bend and submit. I wonder how they broke her. What they used against her.


I keep my face as blank as hers as I lay my hand on her breastbone and feel my grandmother’s magic written in the slow pulse of Beatrice’s lifeline against my palm. She’s not there. No hint of life behind the absence of her stare. There’s no resistance when I let my magic flow.


I work gently, delicately pulling the edges of her cuts and burns together, weaving new skin from blisters, mending a dislocated little finger bone. Quietly, slowly, I mend the surface hurt, but beneath the Warden’s notice, I dig deeper. Malin’s magic entwines with mine, helping me delve into the heart of Bea as I did with Alice in the bath before. I expect to hit stone, a wall of the gilding’s prison between Beatrice and me. A place I cannot reach but it might show me how to fix the disconnect between Beatrice’s body and her soul.


I find nothing. No wall. No prison. Nothing.


A void.


Holy Dark Mother, what has he done? What terrible new spell work has been twisted into the gold that binds my friend?


My throat twitches, nausea makes my head spin, and I fight to hide it, blinking hard as Beatrice stares at me. Through me. As if I’m not there. I want to shake her and beg her to come back. But I remember the overwhelming nature of the nothing that lies behind the gilding. The smothering magic, the pain of being removed from your own will. Beatrice is buried deeper than me.


Here, now, all I can do is work as slowly and as carefully as I can to heal these witches who trusted me to take their blood into Death and make their crystals. Who tied their magic to the Sorcerer’s knife.


The knife that Malin needs time to locate.


I’m vaguely aware of Malin speaking as I reluctantly lift my hands from Beatrice’s chest. I cannot focus on the words of Malin’s conversation, but I feel his gaze against my back, his worry threading through our lifeline. Malin knows, then, that I strayed into the magic that binds Bea to the Warden. Thankfully, the Warden’s low chuckle suggests that he does not.


Evelyn is next, the fire in her eyes damped down to an ember, her pupils softened to a dark circle of ash. Nothing about Evelyn should be soft, she’s all sharp corners and confidence. Her shoulders bear the worst of her injuries, deep burns cover her collarbones as if they spilled molten gilding gold across her skin. She blinks absently, and my fingers tremble against her chest. Evelyn never blinked without purpose. She wielded her unblinking stare like a weapon, her glare as sharp as her tongue. Seeing her like this—so completely broken—chills my anger.


Evelyn was stronger than me, braver. Now, she is locked behind fiery markings on a skull-shaped mask.


Gingerly, I probe deeper, ignoring Malin’s warning cough. Holy Dark Mother, let me find more than emptiness at the heart of her. I hit nothing. Nothing.


How is there nothing?


How is Evelyn so far gone that I cannot find her?


Hatred rises as Evelyn is led away. I stare at the Gilded’s back, longing to get my fingers on his barbed lifeline, and wonder what I would find if I delved into his heart. What I might have found if I dug deeper into my father’s before he … I take a measured breath, shove the thought away for later, and face Sybil’s blank emerald eyes. Her mask is less precise than the others, a fine green haze ripples across it like a river in the mist on an autumn day. Little waves slide across her cheeks. I whisper a silent sorry as I let my magic flow, gently healing, quietly weaving.


A gash on the back of her calf has torn through muscle and into the bone. It takes longer to mend, and Malin’s power runs faster into mine until I hear the scrape of his nail against his throne as he shifts against the cushions.


The void inside Sybil consolidates my fear. I don’t know how to heal what is not there. Even with all Malin’s magic and mine combined, I cannot undo her gilding. Or Bea’s or Evelyn’s.


I flex my fingers as Sybil is led away, preparing myself to heal the last of my empty-eyed friends, and blink slowly as Gail is brought before me. Her mask weeps sapphire enamel tears down a gold-boned cheek, a wicked acknowledgement of the storm magic the Warden has claimed for his own.


Her injuries are less than the others. Burns mark her face, but her skin is clean of the wounds that tracked Beatrice’s arms and Evelyn’s shoulders, Sybil’s calves. I try not to frown as I work, gently delving down to the heart of her. I expect to find nothing. An absence. A void.


I hit a wall of ice. And retreat, coiling my magic back inside myself. I am finished with my healing, but I keep my hand pressed against Gail’s breastbone, my fingertips just brushing her lifeline, not ready to let her go. Behind us, the Warden hacks out a rattling wheeze, and Malin asks him a question I don’t hear. When the Warden answers with a barked request of the obsidian guard, I look Gail square in the eyes.


Blue sparks flicker, a ring around her irises.


Her gaze meets mine.


Gail is still here. Still herself. I exhale shakily, wishing I could say something, anything to reassure her that we have a plan. Not much of a plan, but a plan. I risk a single word, forming the shape of it without a sound. Tonight.


She replies with a blink a fraction longer than the rest and the tiniest incline of her chin.


Reluctantly, I let my arms fall limp to my sides and watch as Gail is escorted back behind the Warden’s throne. If the Warden succeeds tonight, we will all of us become ornaments to his power. Fragments of magic in an empty world. I don’t know what would be worse. At least Bea is unaware. Being no more than a breath inside a golden shell has its mercies. Clinging tight to yourself has a price. Gail will know every awful moment of magic’s fall.


But she could tip the balance between failure and success tonight.


One storm witch might sign the Warden’s final death warrant.


Malin scrapes a nail along the arm of his throne with a screech. “So, am I to see this marvellous knife, Father?” His voice is steady, but revulsion wavers through our lifeline.


“At the ball, my son. Our little thorn princess will wield it and you shall watch. Fitting, is it not, that one who walked so often in Death’s grey wastes shall eternally seal the veil between Life and Death.”


Malin raises an eyebrow. “You do not intend to make the cut yourself?”


The Warden snarls, “The Sorcerer’s curse weakens me, but it does not make me a fool. My Death-Weaver with her power so conveniently bolstered by yours will survive what I would not.”


Malin nods. “You mean to keep her then.”


“What’s left of her.” The Warden stares at me, my hands loose at my sides, my head bowed, eyes down. His silence is unbearable. It stretches and tightens until I want to scream. “Should you desire her, you may have her remains, Malin.”


Malin laughs. A dismissive sound that curdles in my stomach even though I know it’s entirely for the Warden’s benefit. “I’d rather screw a fog-wraith.”


The Warden grins, white teeth startlingly perfect between golden lips. “I was rather hoping you’d say that.” Malin opens his mouth, but the Warden claps his hands and the atmosphere chills. “Get out. Take your little toys with you.”


Relief hits me as Malin rises and snaps his fingers for Alice and me to fall in as he strides away. We’ll escape this audience without a scratch … There’s still time to think, breathe, sleep.


We make it halfway to the door before the Warden adds, “Don’t be late.”


Malin stops. My hope sinks as he swirls around and stares right past me to his father. I stutter to a halt in the face of Malin and the ice of his temper. Alice’s skirts brush mine as she stares at Malin in horror.


Anger glints in Malin’s eyes, but his answer is smooth as silk. “I wouldn’t dream of being late, Father. Until tonight, may you reign in peaceful glory over Life and Death and what lies between.”


The Warden’s eyes turn to steel. “Say that again. Give me a reason, Malin … one reason …”


Tension snipes between father and son in some challenge I don’t understand. If Malin cannot control himself, the Warden will snap and any chance we have of surviving to see dawn will die, here, on the Warden’s throne room floor.


I can’t breathe, Alice’s exhale hitches, and Malin refuses to look at me, staring icily at his father. I want to tell him to stop, but I don’t dare.


Malin smiles with a curl of his lip that bares his incisors. His teeth grate together, and I bite my lip hard, bracing myself, but he takes my wrist firmly with one hand, Alice’s with the other, and marches us away, leaving the throne room door to slam behind us.









CHAPTER FIVE
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Malin’s rooms smell of polish and fresh-changed linen. Silver brocade curtains sway in the breeze, and the chill of the mountains greets us with the crisp scent of snow. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine I was home in my village nestled into the foothills of the Wayvern Spine. Almost. But if I close my eyes for too long, sleep will whisper temptation, and my exhausted mind might cave.


Instead, I stare at the gold cuffs at my wrists as our Gilded escort’s boots fade away outside Malin’s sitting room door. “What the hell did you say to make him react like that?” I ask.


Malin unties his mask and throws it at the sofa. It bounces on the black velvet cushions and settles in a patch of sunshine. He presses one fist hard against the mahogany mantelpiece as if it’s taking every ounce of his strength to restrain his temper.


“Malin?” I ask again. He’s still seething, and I should probably let him calm down before pushing him for answers, but we’re on a tight schedule.


Alice answers for him, her sing-song reply whispering around the room, “Malin used the exact words the Sorcerer used when the Warden banished him, didn’t you, Malin? May you reign in peaceful glory over Life and Death and what lies between.”


Malin leans forward so his forehead rests against his fist. And his silence is as damning as a confession.


“Why?” I ask, genuinely dumbfounded. “Why would you rile him now? We have so little on our side, why risk—”


“I won’t allow it,” Malin snaps, cutting me off mid-question.


I exchange bewildered glances with Alice, who’s perched on one arm of Malin’s favourite armchair. “Allow what?” I ask, trying to catch up.


Malin’s knuckles crack, and he speaks slowly, each word carefully measured and forced into a calm that frightens me. “Didn’t you hear what my father plans for us tonight? I will not allow you to wield the knife.”


“No.” I cross the rug to stand behind him.


“No?” he replies without turning, his temper still sparking after the altercation with his father.


I stare at the back of his head, that bloody adorable curl behind his ear that I want to snip off right now, I’m so cross with him. “Out there, in public, we play the parts the Warden writes for us. I do as I’m told, bow my head and behave. But I’ll be damned if I’m letting you dictate what you will and won’t allow me to do. Whether I obey the Warden and wield the knife tonight is my decision, not yours.”


“That’s not what I meant.” He straightens and slowly faces me. Gone is the cold, unshakable Malin who challenged the Warden in the throne room. He’s worried and scared. The weight of Death and the veil lie heavy in his eyes. “I meant,” he says, “I won’t allow the Warden to force you into this. Even with my lifeline bound to yours, our magic shared, using the Sorcerer’s knife against the Warden’s lifeline will risk destroying you.”


“After that display of defiance, you’re hardly in a position to stand in his way.” I scowl at him, and he looks so sorry, I soften and perch on the opposite arm of his chair to Alice.


She pats the cushions between us encouragingly, and Malin reluctantly takes a seat as if his favourite chair suddenly grew poisonous spikes. I watch Alice’s fingers rest lightly on his shoulder and dance along the seam of his shirt with a familiarity that shouldn’t be there. An uncomfortable twist of confusion fastens under my ribs. It’s odd seeing the two of them together like this, Malin and Alice. There’s an unspoken bond between them, a history that I am no part of. I’ve always been so open with the two of them about the other. It hurts that they haven’t been open with me.


“Trust fate,” Alice murmurs against Malin’s ear.


“Because fate has served us so well up to here?” Malin asks sharply, but Alice doesn’t flinch. “We need an army. Is fate about to drop one into our laps?”


“Maybe it already has,” I reply, giving into the need to curl that damned lock of hair around my finger. His breath catches as my fingertip brushes the sensitive spot just below his ear lobe and I tug his curl a bit too hard. “Forging the knife was meant to be our end and we’re still here. Still breathing.” I rest the back of my hand against his neck. Even here in Life his skin is cooler than mine. “When Alice and I went to see the Sorcerer before, he agreed to help if I returned with his knife—”


Malin sighs. “We don’t have the knife.”


I ignore him. “He promised me a legion, Malin. I just need to change the terms of our agreement a little.”


Alice’s fingers tap an uneven beat against his shirtsleeve. “When the Warden said Penny would wield the knife tonight, the threads shifted and settled on the loom.” Alice looks at me over Malin’s head. “You decided then, didn’t you? What we must do?”


When I nod, Alice brightens at the confirmation. Malin picks an invisible speck of dust off my skirt and the muscles ripple in his forearm.


I lean into Malin’s silence with a shrug. “If I can’t wield the knife against his will, we need the Sorcerer’s help. I’m going to the Ninth to ask for it.”


Malin springs to his feet, brushing me and Alice away, rubs hard at his temples, and begins to pace up and down the rug.


I slide down into Malin’s seat and tuck my feet up, ignoring the protest of my empty stomach as I watch his pacing back and forth. Alice begins to unpin my hair, gently untangling a knot as she says, “Tell him what made the threads stop tangling.”


I wait for Malin’s stiff nod. “Last time, the Sorcerer said he couldn’t forge the knife—”


“Couldn’t or wouldn’t?” Malin asks.


“Couldn’t,” Alice says steadily, unflustered now her sight is clear. She tucks a strand of hair over my shoulder and starts on the next snarl of hastily pinned-up curls. “But he said if we brought the knife to him, he’d help banish the Warden.”


Malin stops by the window and braces himself against the wall, picking at the edge of a black-painted rose with his thumbnail. “Do you remember his exact words?”


I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I’ve lived and breathed the library, I know the power of words. “Don’t worry, I read the small print. He said: Return with the knife, Penelope, release me and I will lend you a legion to banish Reginald Halstett from the face of the world. So, you see …”


Malin interrupts. “The knife is locked away; I failed to get the key. How do you intend to take a knife we don’t have to the Sorcerer?”


“I don’t.” I grin at him. “I mean to negotiate his terms.”


“You’re impossible!” Malin says, exasperated.


I lean forward and rest my elbows on my criss-crossed knees. “Do you have another plan? A better one than watching the world burn down around us. The library always has the answers.”


Alice smooths my hair against my neck and slips to her feet. She crosses to Malin and murmurs something against his ear; I stiffen as I watch them, wishing I could look away. Malin’s been in Death for a decade, Alice locked in a room in Halstett—their dynamic makes no sense.


Malin stares at Alice. “I won’t let you get hurt again.”


I bite my lip, desperate to add my agreement to Malin’s statement. I refuse to let anything hurt Alice either.


Alice rests a hand on his shoulder, her pale fingers stark against the black silk of his shirt, and pushes onto tiptoe, speaking quickly. Malin closes his eyes, winces, and steps away from her. I’ve never seen Alice angry, but she is now; her eyes flash with it. And Malin seems unsurprised. “Go,” he says to me.


“Now?” I blink at them both.


Alice says, “Now is the only time we have.”


I glance at Malin, and he nods grimly. “The rest of the Resistance leaders are meeting here soon to regroup and form a plan. You’ll have to go now if you don’t want anyone else to stop you.”


“Alone?” Suddenly, my plan doesn’t seem all that clever. I can’t creep through the corridors alone without being caught or climb the stairs of the daytime library without being noticed. I’m not sure I want to leave the two of them alone either. I trust them both, I do, but we’ve never talked about this. How am I supposed to navigate something I don’t understand?


“Mila’s coming. I saw her with you.” Alice nods toward the panel in the wall where the Resistance come and go, and there’s a light knock on the other side. Alice grins. “See. You weren’t meant to do this part alone. Go, Penny. Don’t stray from the path.”


I’m on my feet and hurrying across to the panel almost before she finishes speaking, but still, Malin gets there before me.


He steps in front of the panel, blocking my exit. “One hour,” he whispers, and I see in his eyes how hard it is for him to let me go to the Ninth alone. My unease about him and Alice loosens. Whatever this is between them, Malin doesn’t want me out of the way so he can be with her. Then, he glances back to Alice and it twists tighter than before. Without thinking, I hiss, “What’s going on between you two?”


“Nothing,” Malin replies. “We knew each other as children. I told you before, Alice was held captive in the room beside mine. That’s all.”


But there’s more to it. They’re too familiar … too close. “And that’s why you want her to stay behind now?”


Malin says patiently, quietly, so Alice can’t hear, “You don’t want Alice near the Sorcerer.”


I slump a little and hide it with a frown. “I have eyes, Malin.”


“Beautiful ones,” he says. “Currently filled with daggers.”


“Stop it.” I go to push past him and he braces his hand against the panel, leaving me with the undignified option of trying to shove him away, or flouncing about like a jealous princess. And I’m not jealous … am I? I glare at him.


He runs his thumb slowly along the little notch in the rail along the top of the panel and when I look past him to Alice, she’s staring out the window, plaiting her hair over her shoulder, oblivious to our conversation. Malin says under his breath, “Alice and I are … complicated, but there’s nothing between us. Not really.”


I hear the quiet in his last words. The regret in his not really. The twist under my sternum knots itself tighter and it has no right to. Alice is fine with me and Malin, Malin accepts there’s more to me and Alice than friends, so if they want to be together, I should accept them … and I would. If they talked to me.


“Honestly,” Malin says gently, jolting me out of my thoughts, and I realise I’ve been staring at his thumb and I’ve bitten on my lip so hard it hurts. “I don’t know the woman Alice has become any more than she knows the man Death shaped me into.”


“Do you want to?” I ask him and run my tongue over my lip. There’s a lump where I bit it. Slightly metallic. When he doesn’t answer, I glance up, and he offers me a devastating smile and ruins it with that raised brow. “Alice,” I clarify. “Do you want to know who she’s become?”


He says carefully, “It will be difficult not to, seeing as she cares for you and I find myself completely unable to exist without you.” I open my mouth to protest. He’s given me enough shit about our lifelines. I’ve apologised enough too. But he stops me with a caress of his knuckles against the top of my arm. “I don’t want to exist without you.” My heart skips. Then Malin gives me a grim smile. “You’re wasting time. You only have an hour. Any longer and you risk being caught.”


“Penny,” Alice says from her perch by the window, “use the elevator.”


I shudder. “I hate the elevator.”


“I know.” She sounds apologetic.


“Fine,” I reply. “Take the elevator, not the stairs, and be back in an hour.” I sound ungrateful. I’m not. But the conversation with Malin has left me more confused than before, and Mila is on the other side of the wall. She might have news of Ella, Mother, or Carlotta—the others we haven’t accounted for. And I have to face the Sorcerer again. Alone, because I’m damned if I’m letting another of my sisters anywhere near the Ninth.


Alice smiles encouragingly. “Hurry back.”


“Be careful,” Malin says, and his fingers curl around my shoulder, pulling me into him a moment.


I reply into his chest, “I promise.”


“Give the Sorcerer my regards,” he says and presses the notch of beading along the top of the panel. It clicks open, and I slip inside before he can change his mind, leaving him and Alice to deal with whatever has come between them. They can explain everything to me once they’ve sorted it out themselves.


The panel clicks shut, sealing me in the dust-riddled quiet between the walls, and Mila’s here, her arms around me. “Penny,” she whispers into my neck. Just my name, nothing more.


I hold her tight and close my eyes, breathing in the soft lavender of Mother’s favourite bath salts and allowing myself a moment of quiet in the eye of the storm raging around us. “You’re all right?” I ask, despite the fact I checked her all over in the cave earlier. Twice. Thoroughly.


“I’m fine. Honestly, Pen.” Her answer is flatter than normal. She sounds exhausted. Mila squeezes my shoulders hard, as if reassuring herself I am here and real, not a figment of her overtired imagination, and I feel a little less silly for triple-checking she’s okay when she asks, “And you aren’t hurt either, right?”


I hold her tighter. “I’m fine.”


“Thank the Dark Mother,” she whispers.


I scowl at her in the dark. I’ve had enough of deities for one night. “No gods involved. Thank Dante. He got me out of the temple. Have you heard from Mother? Or …”


“Not here.” Mila pushes me away, leaving me staring at the shadow of her shape as I wait for my eyes to adjust. We’ll use a lantern farther down the tunnels, but here a sliver of light through the panelling risks exposing us. “I didn’t think Malin would let you out of his sight. I thought I’d have to fight him to let me in the room.”


“Alice convinced him.”


Mila chuckles and I hear her muffle it with her hand. “Alice could convince Grandmother to dance in the rain if she set her mind to it. So where are we going? I assume you have a plan.”


I clasp her fingers in the dark and squeeze. “I need a favour.”


Even now, after everything, I expect Mila to cross-question me before she agrees, but she says steadily, “Anything. Name it.”


“Help me get to the Ninth.”


“Somehow,” she says under her breath and squeezes my hand back, “I rather suspected you’d ask that.”


She leads the way down a set of stairs. A lantern hangs on a hook at the bottom, and she collects it with a gentle snap of her fingers to activate a dim glow. Shadows scuttle ahead of us, crouching round corners and ducking out of the pool of Mila’s light. I half expect to see little eyes in the dark, green book sprite eyes, but there are none. Book sprites cannot leave the library, I remind myself. They dwell in the dark between bookshelves, not the shadows of the catacombs where Halstett buried centuries of its dead. I’ll see them soon enough.


I tug Mila to a halt as I realise we’ve gone too deep. “This isn’t the right way.”


“It is,” Mila replies a little shakily. “Alice drew Dante a map.”


“When?” I hiss back.


“I don’t know,” Mila admits. “A few days ago, maybe. Are you coming or not?”


The tunnel slopes down and down into the dust and dark as if it’ll never stop. I think we’re under the corridors that join the spindles of the Colligerate wings, on the same level as the chamber housing the Thorn Coven’s stake. Deep as the Resistance temple.


Tons of rock press down on the ceiling above us, the space between walls grows narrow, and Mila’s hand trembles as she stops to check a scrap of notepaper covered in a rough sketch of a map. Our lantern light dances off a hollow-eyed skull, and she jumps.


Mila’s always been braver than me, more than me, calmer and wiser and older—a little bit insufferable with it—but she’s never coped well with small spaces.


Especially underground.


The first time Mother led us into the Chamber of Flame and Smoke, it wasn’t the stake that scared my oldest sister. It wasn’t the pyre or the imminent burning of our aunt Shara. It was the depth. The chill of rock above us and around us. It shook Mila to the core and made her cling discreetly to Mother’s hand. Ella teased her for it, but I felt it too.


I feel it now. And it’s worse for having lost my sense of direction five corners ago. “Where are we?” My whisper scuffs unnervingly along the walls, echoing in alcoves filled with resting bones and vacant skulls.


“I think we’re here.” Mila pauses, double-checks her scrap of paper, and uses one finger to trace a pattern against the rock wall. Veins of quartz emit a thin blue glow. Ore magic and storm magic spelled to work together sparkle like ice in the shape of a star as tall as us and just as wide.


I hear a soft snick, and a low grating noise trembles the rock beneath our feet as the wall slides back. “Mila, where are we?” I ask again.


“Beneath the library,” Mila answers as half a dozen sconces flare to life in the room beyond. At first, I think we’re in the room where Tobias and I hid the Sorcerer’s Grimoire, joined to the library by Miss Elsweather’s secret stairs. When I follow Mila inside, I’m almost disappointed that it isn’t.


A hunger that has nothing to do with my lack of breakfast gnaws at my gut. The memory of the Grimoire’s magic, the fizz of it in my fingertips, the taste of it as I drank it in. The Grimoire was dangerous before, its pages brimming with spells so powerful one witch could never work them alone, but with Malin’s magic tied to my own … If I had both keys, I’d be tempted to find the Grimoire instead of seeking an audience with the Sorcerer.


This room is painted white, the walls marked with faded black-inked swirls that remind me of the whorl of the Sorcerer’s forgotten magic. The ink on the wall ripples and I realise it’s a spell as the elevator door appears right in the centre of it.


My heart does a funny sort of skip, half relief and half dismay. Getting to the Ninth just became a thousand times easier. My hatred of the elevator just got a thousand times worse.


The concertinaed elevator door is flaked with patches of rust that weep red down the green-painted metal. There are no buttons on the wall, nothing to summon the elevator so deep below ground. And I know from experience there’s no button inside that sends it down to this level of the library, which shouldn’t exist.


Above the elevator door the dial flickers into life. A half-circle of green light illuminates an arrow, which clicks from four to three as the elevator begins a rattling descent. My name whispers as the elevator whirring grows louder. A paper-dry rasp that’s a welcome and a warning all at once.


Mila shivers beside me, staring at the dial with horrified fascination. “It’s all right, Pen, I’ll come with you.”


I try to ignore the fear gathering in my knees and reply, “Not to the Ninth, you won’t. I watched it try to hurt Toby. I won’t watch it hurt you. Stay here, wait for me. I won’t be long.”


“Are you sure?” Mila asks, but I can tell from the relief in her voice that I’ve won.


I try to sound confident. “The Sorcerer wants the knife we forged last night. He’s made a deal before, we just need to change the order of things a little.”


Mila hesitates before she asks, “Did it ever occur to you that he might just like playing games? That he doesn’t need us? He’s a god, Pen. An actual god. And you’re just …”


“I’m just me. Insignificant and mortal. Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I nudge her with my elbow to show I’m mostly joking. “Of course he’s playing games, the whole of Halstett is snarled up in them. But the Sorcerer is trapped on the Ninth. If he wants to be set free, he’ll agree to my new terms. Or he won’t. I don’t have a lot of room to negotiate.”


Mila lowers her voice as if the Sorcerer might hear. “And you think he’ll let you go if he doesn’t like what you’re asking?”


I shrug. “He did last time.”


Mila grabs my hand and pulls me a step backward, away from the creaking elevator. “Don’t do this. Please. I’ve only just got confirmation that Ella’s safe …”


“She is?” I ask.


“She’s safe.”


When Dante said Tobias made it out of the inferno, I knew Ella was okay, but hearing Mila say it out loud loosens the worry around my ribs. I didn’t realise how it hurt, how it was stopping me from taking a full breath, until I can breathe again. Mila wrings her hands together, a movement so like Mother it softens my irritation that she didn’t start with the news about Ella.


The arrow above the elevator clicks from three to two. Together, we watch the arrow click to the number one, to the letter G, where it crunches and clicks with a jittering skip, trying to find a number lower, and the elevator whirs and groans. “I can’t let you go to the Ninth on your own,” Mila says, a last mutter of resistance as the elevator grinds to a halt with a cheerful ting of a bell announcing its arrival.


“It’s a bit late for that.” I shove my hands into my dress pockets to stop myself clinging to my sister. “Can you open the door?”


Mila nods reluctantly. “You want me to shut it too?”


“Please.”


She nods again and grips the elevator handle, slamming it open with a horrible grating crunch that would risk the entire library knowing something was afoot if it wasn’t for the elevator’s habit of playing its own little games.


Inside the elevator cage, shadows drip like ink down the walls and a dull, greenish glow lights the shaft above through the grated ceiling.


“Don’t look back,” Mila says, and I think she’s trying to sound encouraging. She fails miserably, but I’m glad she used the coven words and not the Resistance ones.
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