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Time present and time past


Are both perhaps present in time future,


And time future contained in time past.


If all time is eternally present,


All time is unredeemable.


—T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”





 


The young man said he found the Fount,


For which he had long sought.


He found it on the Golden Mount,


And all his questions brought.


He asked about the sun and he asked about the sea,


He asked about wind, moon, and fire,


The earth beneath his knees.


The Fount answered his questions


So he moved on to requests,


His reason was eternal life,


Endless, with no need to rest.


The Fount said that it wouldn’t work, It said there was no way,


Not while he was human


And a human he would stay.


So he brought his friends and lovers,


He sailed them to the Mount,


And they drank the soul of everything


Out of the gleaming Fount.


—Auverrani tavern song, outlawed in 400 BGF, when the Church was established on the mainland and the pantheon officially recognized as divine










CHAPTER ONE





Everything is everything. All powers move together and come from the same source.


—A prophecy of Elan Adabbo, Kadmaran monk. Deemed unnecessary for cataloging when sent for consideration to the Priest Exalted.





There were many things Lore didn’t feel like doing today. Getting up early. Choking down breakfast. Her head felt like it was inhabited by a thousand tiny men with hammers, courtesy of the wine she’d downed before bed to make sure she didn’t dream. The combination of ache and dry, sour mouth made even the most delicate pastries taste like something from a refuse pile. Getting dressed also wasn’t high up on her list of things she wanted to do, and she’d let Juliette, her lady’s maid, stuff her into a pale-peach gown that really did nothing for her coloring just because she didn’t have the energy to fight about it. That was typical for her, these days. Not having the energy to fight about things.


But out of all that, entering the catacombs was still number one on her list of things she absolutely, positively did not want to do.


“Are you ready?” Bastian stared into the newly opened well, his dark brows slashed low over his eyes. The gleam of the rising sun made them a lighter brown, rich and whiskey-colored. A slight golden phosphorescence swirled around his fingers, light gathered from the air, faint enough that it might be imagined.


Lore knew it wasn’t.


The Presque Mort ringing the well couldn’t see the Spiritum, since they couldn’t channel it. Still, they eyed the Sainted King with a layering of trepidation and awe that didn’t mix quite right.


For all that he was the herald of their god’s return, in power if not in flesh, the Presque Mort still didn’t seem to care much for Bastian Arceneaux.


“No,” Lore answered, even though she knew it wouldn’t make a difference. No, she wasn’t ready to go back down into the dark. No, she wasn’t ready to try to lay all those corpses to rest, the victims of the Mortem that Anton had pulled out of her and sent to kill entire villages overnight.


But they were her victims. Her responsibility.


And even as she told herself that the very last thing she wanted to do was channel Mortem, her fingers still itched for it.


Bastian glanced at her as if he’d heard the thought. Both of them. But when he turned away from the well and reached up to cup her cheek, he only addressed the first. “It wasn’t your fault, Lore,” he murmured, an endless repetition he’d kept up for the three weeks since his father had died. His coronation wasn’t until the day after tomorrow, but he held himself like a King already. “It was Anton, not you.”


But Anton wouldn’t have been able to do it without her. Lore’s ability to channel the magic leaking from the body of the Buried Goddess, interred beneath the Citadel, had made all his plans possible. Power he’d waited for, watching her grow up, watching her inch closer and closer to a destiny she couldn’t escape before bringing her here and snaring Bastian, too.


Her fault. All of it.


But Lore didn’t argue. This wasn’t something that could be left undone.


He gave her a worried look, lips drawn to a line. “You don’t have to do this. I can probably figure out a way—”


“No.” She shook her head. “No. I’m here. I’m doing it.”


Bastian searched her face, his hand still on her cheek. He touched her so casually, heedless of whoever might be watching. Lore was still getting used to that. She was so accustomed to being something secret.


Finally, he nodded.


As if waiting for the signal, the Presque Mort who’d volunteered to accompany them stepped forward. Only one of them had, though this trip underground would have official Priest Exalted dispensation. The remainders of the holy order still weren’t keen on entering the catacombs.


The Priest Exalted stood behind the open well, still dressed in black Presque Mort clothes instead of the white robe of his station. The Bleeding God’s Heart pendant hung around his neck, though, winking in the afternoon light.


He met Lore’s eyes for a heartbeat, one blue, the other hidden behind black leather. Then he looked away.


Bastian ignored the Priest Exalted entirely. But when Lore’s gaze tracked from Gabe back to him, he gave her a small, sorrow-tinged smile, as if the other man’s indifference hurt him, too.


“We’ll be fine,” Bastian murmured, low enough for only the two of them to hear. “We’ll be fine.”


The Presque Mort who would be accompanying them into the catacombs was named Jerault, and Lore was fairly certain the only reason he’d volunteered was because he and Bastian used to be lovers and the monk still held a candle for him. Apparently, Gabe was one of the only monks who took that particular vow so seriously. When Bastian laughingly told her of his and Jerault’s history last night over dinner, she’d felt the mortifying sting of tears, though she’d hidden it in her wine.


Jerault was handsome, maybe a year younger than Lore, with golden hair and gray eyes that narrowed slightly with the observance of how close the King and his deathwitch stood. When Bastian turned to the well, Jerault let out something close to a longing sigh.


It was almost funny, the way everyone was so convinced she and Bastian were sleeping together.


On the other side of the well, Gabe kept his silence, his mouth a thin line beneath the shadow of his eye patch. Lore expected him to say something, or at least to force his face into an expression that wasn’t blank with the barest seasoning of disapproval. But he did nothing.


He’d raged at the idea of her going down there with Bastian, once. It’d bothered him enough to go to Anton, to betray everything, and now he acted like he didn’t care at all.


She cared, though. It’d be so much easier if she didn’t.


Bastian mounted the spiral stairs first, climbing down the side of the well, the bright white of his shirt fading the farther he went. He held no torch, but he flicked his lighter when he was halfway down, the glimmer of flame touching a cigarette in his mouth. Of course Bastian would smoke while they went to lay an army of screaming corpses to rest.


Gods, Lore hoped they didn’t scream this time. Her head couldn’t take it this morning.


She went next, and Jerault followed behind, all of them silent. When Lore was nearly to the bottom, she looked up.


Gabe had moved, finally. He leaned over the well, his tattooed hands braced against the sides, staring down at them. He was too far for her to see his expression, but maybe it had softened, a little, shown his signature Gabe-flavored worry. She’d take anything, at this point.


If it wasn’t there, she didn’t want to see. Lore finished the climb into the well without looking up again.


The catacombs pressed in from all sides, oppressive darkness, and Lore stood close to Bastian as she fashioned a torch from the supplies left on the packed-dirt floor, her hands trembling. “Why didn’t you bring one of these?”


Bastian shrugged, taking the half-finished torch from her and completing the job. “Seemed wasteful.” He handed it back. “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Lore. We are the most powerful things down here.”


She snorted. “The Buried Goddess might beg to differ.”


“She’s dead, which makes me confident I could win an argument with Her.”


Lore gave him a weak smile and leaned in toward his body, just a bit, pulled into his gravity. He kissed her forehead, quick and quiet, fleeting enough to be imagined in the dark.


“Everything will be fine,” he murmured, a now-familiar repetition, his lips still close enough to brush her skin. “I promise I will keep you safe.”


The refrain had grown constant in the last few weeks. Bastian’s charge that he would keep her safe, keep her close, do whatever he had to do. And she would let him. Lore was too tired and cast adrift in this new life to do anything else.


Torch in hand, Bastian led the way into the tunnels. When Lore blinked, her internal map of the catacombs fell into place, but she didn’t think they’d need it. The night they’d come down here and found the rooms of corpses—the night Gabe betrayed them—was burned deep into both of their memories.


Jerault cleared his throat. “Is there . . . ah, should we be worried about . . .”


“There’s no one down here,” Lore said.


The Presque Mort’s relieved exhale was powerful enough to stir her hair. He was walking very close behind her, like he was afraid of being left in the dark. Lore couldn’t find it in herself to be annoyed.


“And if there was someone down here, that’s what we have you for.” Bastian glanced at the monk with a flirtatious smile. “I’m confident you could protect us from just about anything, Jerault. I recall your stamina.”


Jerault made a noise like he’d swallowed a mouthful of wine the wrong way. Lore rolled her eyes. Bastian ashed his cigarette with a pleased smirk.


They walked quickly, none of them wanting to stay down here longer than was absolutely necessary. The flame of Bastian’s torch flickered on the pockmarked stone, and when they reached a fork in the path, it briefly illuminated the words carved into the wall.


Divinity is never destroyed. It is only echoed.


Lore scowled at it as they passed.


It didn’t take long to reach the vault that held the young, healthy bodies from the villages. Her sense of Mortem, simmering just beneath her consciousness, rose up like a black tide, nearly overwhelming.


She closed her eyes and imagined a forest. A small grove of uniform trees, a sacred place, keeping her safe, keeping her contained.


It helped, a little. Not as much as it used to.


“No screaming.” Bastian turned from the wall to Lore, brow arched, the flickering torchlight gilding his hair. “That’s something.”


Jerault shivered. “I thought you were exaggerating that part.”


“I exaggerate absolutely nothing ever, Jerault.”


The lock Anton had made with manipulated Mortem was gone. Lore pressed her hand against the stone, just to be sure, but all she felt was the Mortem inherent to the rock. “It’ll open easily.”


Bastian nodded, all business now, no more teasing the blushing monk. “We should come up with a plan, probably,” he said, stepping up by her side, like he didn’t want her to be the first one inside the vault.


“The plan is: I go in there and give them back some death.” Now that they were here, Lore wanted this over with. Get in, channel, get out. “Honestly, I probably could’ve done it myself. You didn’t have to come.”


“I would never let you do this by yourself.”


“Thus why I didn’t argue.” She said it fondly. She didn’t want to be down here alone; he knew that. “Seemed like a waste of time.”


“A wise woman,” Bastian replied.


Lore pushed the stone door open.


The room beyond was dark. Bastian found the fuse hanging from the ceiling, like he had before, and lit it from his torch. Light slowly traveled around the room, illuminating the chamber.


The blessedly silent corpses were on their plinths. Lore didn’t know if someone had come down here and rearranged them, or if they’d cleaned themselves up, walking away from the door after Lore closed it that night, settling back on their slabs like sleepwalkers returning to bed. Each body had their hands folded over their chests, hiding the eclipse scars on their palms, mirrors of the scar she and Bastian shared.


Her fingers closed instinctually.


Lore was prepared to hold her breath, tithe her heartbeat, do everything she was used to doing to drop into that space where life and death were tangible things to be manipulated. But this time was different. Her heart tithed its beat, still, but it was easy, a simple pause before picking back up again. It felt more like an afterthought, her body going along with a remembered ritual even though there was no real need.


That should concern her, probably. The floodgates of her power had been opened, and any dams she’d built against it were long since worn away.


One moment, she saw all the dim colors of the vault, and the next, everything had faded to black and white. Knots of Mortem hovered over the chest of every corpse, inverted stars.


She looked over her shoulder, to where Bastian stood, and nearly had to pull herself back out of channeling-space again. He was so bright he hurt to look at, every inch of his body flushed in white light.


Lore recovered quickly, turning back to the task at hand. Mortem hung a bit denser over the closest corpse—the woman she’d raised that first time, the one who’d triggered the wave of rising bodies, chanting they’ve awakened, ponderously climbing off their slabs.


Might as well start with her this time, too.


“Do you need me to leave?” Bastian asked. When Spiritum had been new in him, it had canceled out her own power. It didn’t do that anymore. Whatever had happened the night of the eclipse had changed her, made her something he couldn’t snuff out.


With a shake of her head, Lore stepped up to the corpse, not wanting that particular conversation to linger. The men followed, ringing the plinth like mourners at a funeral.


Breathe in, breathe out.


Her fingers twitched as she gathered in Mortem, enough to craft a death for every corpse in the room. She pulled it from the walls, the stone, from the dry-packed dirt where nothing could grow, and from the knot hanging in the air over the dead chest of the woman on the slab. It braided around her fingers, weaving like a cat.


It didn’t feel terrible, like it used to. It felt almost . . . natural, now. The side effects were the same, the sludged pulse and tingling fingers, but they didn’t hurt. Didn’t feel uncomfortable, even. They just were.


Mortem filtered through her body, turning to her will, and slowly, slowly, Lore began to push it back out—


A muffled scream. Jerault’s.


The corpse’s hand shot up, clamped around Jerault’s throat. Black-edged nails dug in, laced with creeping rot now that Mortem came close, drawing crescents of blood as the Presque Mort’s feet shuffled ineffectually on the floor. The corpse’s face was implacable, blank eyes still staring upward, like the hand acted of its own accord.


A fail-safe. Something built into that thick knot of Mortem above the body, making it act in defense if someone tried to nullify the army once awakened.


In Lore’s black-and-white vision, she saw the spark of Spiritum in Jerault begin to dim. Long strands of white light stretched like the slow-motion collapse of a star, the ends turning dark as life alchemized into death, the inherent Mortem in Jerault blooming out of his fading life.


Another blaze next to her—Bastian, rushing toward them. All the while, the corpse’s hand squeezed tighter, tighter.


Lore’s fingers stayed over the corpse, pushing out the Mortem she’d channeled in, faster now, hoping that it’d loosen the iron grip. But it was too slow; Jerault would be dead before she could lay the corpse to rest. Bastian’s hands streaked into her vision, trailing light, scrabbling at the corpse’s hand as it closed inexorably on Jerault’s neck. She heard the snap of bone, one of the corpse’s fingers broken.


With the hand not channeling Mortem, Lore seized the Spiritum spinning out of Jerault. She channeled the bright light of it through herself, running congruent to the dark of Mortem, turning both to her will. Then she thrust the Spiritum back toward Jerault.


It was difficult work, this bifurcation, channeling death and life at once. Lore fed light into Jerault, keeping it burning, and death back into the corpse. The light coalesced in Jerault’s center, churning over itself, shining in defiance of the death that wanted to take over.


“Help?” she said quietly, her black-and-white vision turning to Bastian. He’d snapped another of the corpse’s fingers, the dry skin and bone dangling down the back of its gripping hand, but the strength left in the remaining three was still enough to choke Jerault.


Bastian let go of the corpse and held out his hands. Lore released her grip on Spiritum, letting the threads of it naturally go to Bastian, drawn by his light. It channeled through him like poured water, flowing through his body before going back to Jerault, strengthened by its proximity to the Sainted King.


A wide smile turned up Bastian’s mouth.


The hovering Mortem drifted down to the dead woman’s chest, tendrils reaching to Lore and then to the body like pieces of a broken spiderweb. The knots held tight, but Lore picked them apart with twitches of her fingers as she took them in and channeled them out, she and the corpse the center of a ragged constellation.


When it was done, the woman on the slab actually looked at peace.


Lore lurched backward, breathing hard. Her body was a mess of contradictions—her blood pulling through her veins like it was half-frozen, but faster than it should be; her lungs hauling in too much air as her limbs tingled with pins and needles.


She’d channeled them both. Mortem and Spiritum, at the same time.


Gods, and she’d thought she had a headache before.


Bastian held Jerault up by the shoulders, examining his throat. Bloody marks from the corpse’s nails scored his skin, and broken blood vessels already bloomed to nasty bruises, but other than that, he wasn’t worse for wear. He looked stricken, though, and when Bastian released him with a clap on his back, the Presque Mort gazed at Lore like he was seeing a dream and a nightmare at once.


Lore didn’t know whether to smile back or scowl, so she just stared at him blankly.


Satisfied that Jerault would live, Bastian turned toward Lore. “Let me see—”


“No, I’m fine.” She whirled toward the door, hurried out of it as quickly as she could without running. “I’m fine.”


In the dark stone corridor outside, Lore leaned back against the wall, her head tipped up, her breathing labored. The discomfort of Mortem channeling was a familiar annoyance by now, but the intense dichotomy of coming down from Mortem and Spiritum together felt like every stitch that held her together was rapidly fraying.


It was almost . . . exhilarating.


Her heart thudded in her chest, pumping great gouts of cold blood. Her lungs held so much air, but her throat felt too dry to let it all in and out as it should.


“Fuck,” Lore muttered, rubbing at her chest.


A glimmer in the corner of her vision. Something in the shadows, deeper in the tunnel.


Lore turned.


It was too dim to see any kind of detail. Just the vague shape of a person. But that was all Lore needed.


She leaned against the stone wall, trying to make her body re-regulate after so much magic, staring at her mother.


The Night Priestess stared back. Her hand rose, just slightly, the half-reach of someone who knew whatever they strove for was impossible to grasp.


Then she turned and disappeared into the dark.










CHAPTER TWO





The art of dreamwalking is more about concentration than magic, though magic is necessary. While dreaming was thought to be under the jurisdiction of Lereal, the most important factor is that both parties—the dreamer and the dreamwalker—are able to use magic from the same source. Therefore, strong Mortem channelers are often able to achieve dreamwalking. One can only assume that right after the Godsfall, when elemental magic was still in the world, those who could channel any sort of power could also walk in each other’s dreams.


—Mortem and Non-Death Applications, page 113, by Antoinette Harleone





You saved him.”


It was the third time in an hour Bastian had said the words, in a voice of shock and awe, shaking his head with a smile on his face. The first time had been shortly after they sat down to a private dinner laid out in the solar, the second time had been over the soup course, and now he said it again as the remains of dessert—which Lore had only picked at, her stomach still unsettled—were tidied by silent servants. Each time, she’d only given him a tight smile in return and shot conspicuous looks at the people around them, hoping he would take the hint that she didn’t necessarily want this bit of news all over the Citadel.


But Bastian was oblivious, so this time, she spoke up. “He probably would’ve been fine if you’d kept breaking fingers.”


“No, he wouldn’t,” Bastian scoffed. “He was being strangled, Lore, and you stopped it. You channeled Mortem and Spiritum together to stop it. That’s incredible.”


The servants had kept their faces impassive up to this point, but now their eyes slid toward one another, slightly widened. Lore slumped in her seat.


“How did you do it?” Bastian asked, pouring himself more wine. Lore pushed forward her own glass, and he refilled it nearly to the top. “Do you remember specifics? What it felt like?”


He asked like someone who wanted to re-create an experiment. If he’d had pen and paper handy, he’d probably be taking notes. Lore slid farther down in her chair and took a too-large gulp of her wine, eyeing the servants. She didn’t want to get too far into details when anything she said would be woven into rumor before the sun had fully set.


“I didn’t really do it on purpose,” she said. “I just . . . acted. It was instinctual.”


That seemed to please him, oddly. In the greenery-crowded windows, the sun was well on its way to setting, the light thick and golden as honey. “So it came naturally,” he said, sitting back. “You didn’t have to . . . to do anything special, to channel them both together. It just felt right.”


Right wasn’t exactly the way she’d put it, but Lore wasn’t interested in making this an argument. That would mean they’d have to discuss it longer. She took another un-lady-like swallow and set down her glass. “I’d really rather not talk about it anymore, Bastian.”


He set down his own, drained to the dregs. “Lore . . .”


“No.” She waved a negating hand. “Please choose a different topic of conversation, Your Majesty.”


Her use of his title seemed to knock him out of whatever spiral he’d found himself in. The sun finally slid behind the curve of the earth, and as the golden glow changed to soft twilight, Bastian sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry. I don’t know, I just felt like I should . . .” He trailed off. “What would you rather discuss?”


Gabe. She wanted to discuss Gabe, wanted to ask Bastian what he’d thought of his stoicism as they climbed down into the catacombs today, if he’d managed to have any real conversations with their former friend since raising him to Priest Exalted. She knew they met together. He was a key leader of the Church, and one of Bastian’s official advisers. All of her own conversations with Gabe had been during sessions to keep up her mental forest, and he’d carefully avoided speaking of anything else. It felt like talking to a statue.


But she wouldn’t talk about Gabe, not now, when rumors were being spun out of the air by everyone within hearing distance. It was too raw a wound, still. It needed a bandage in mixed company.


Instead Lore took up her fork and picked a little more at her nearly untouched dessert—fruit and cream and some kind of flaky pastry. “Horse,” she said finally. “I know you were going to make a party of laying him to rest—”


“The florist is on standby. For Claude.”


She gave him a weak smile. “But would it be all right to leave him for a bit? He isn’t hurting anyone.” And she liked visiting him, sometimes. It was a nice reminder that she could do things that weren’t awful, that Mortem was a tool that could be turned to good occasionally.


“That’s perfectly fine with me,” Bastian said. “I’m rather fond of him, repulsive as he is.” He’d finished all of his dessert, so he reached across with his fork and took some of hers. She smacked at his hand halfheartedly, smearing cream across his thumb, but he just licked it off. “Maybe we can rent him out for parties,” he continued around a strawberry. “That’d be one way to raise money for the next citizen payment. Maybe it’d make the treasurers hate me less.”


“As long as you’re making payments to commoners, they’re going to hate you.” Lore finished off the rest of the dessert before he could steal more.


“The glamorous life of a monarch.” Bastian rose from his chair. “Speaking of, I have meetings.”


“At night?”


“Church meetings.”


The momentary lightness she’d felt crashed back down around her again, the subject she’d been avoiding finding them anyway.


Maybe Gabe and Bastian were both better at this than she was. Maybe they could put all the mess of a month ago behind them for the greater good.


Lore had never been very interested in the greater good.


Bastian came around the table and kissed her on the forehead. It was new for him, this sweetness. The easy intimacy that had risen between them before had never been the delicate kind, but lately, it seemed he wanted it to grow in that direction. There was almost a tentativeness to it, as if he expected to be rebuffed. But she never did. Sweetness was as foreign to her as it was to him, and she craved it.


Though she always thought of Gabe, every time.


“Don’t wait up,” he said. “I’ll be late.”


Then he was gone, and the servants came over silently to clear the rest of the dishes. Lore watched the sky through the window, honey and lavender and encroaching indigo. No moon tonight.


[image: illustration]


Lore tried not to drink herself to sleep. Most nights, she was successful. But the threat of dreams always hung around her head, knocking at her temples, and when they were loud, an extra glass or two was the only way she knew to drown them out.


Dreaming was dangerous. Dreaming had made her a weapon. And though Anton wasn’t here to manipulate her anymore, Lore still didn’t like dreaming. She wanted her head blank and her mind empty when she lay down, wanted to have no thoughts at all until she woke up in the morning.


So when she closed her eyes, she was not at all pleased to find herself here.


It was obviously a dream. Lore was in her forest, the one Gabe had taught her to grow around her mind, with its uniform trees that looked too perfect to be real. Smoke twisted through the sky, billowing into the air from some nearby fire.


One she was setting herself, apparently. Lore watched her hand, through no directive of her own, reach out with a lit torch, touch it to a tree. She stepped back, a silent passenger in her own head, and watched the trees catch, joining the blazing inferno of the others, trapping her in a ring of fire.


She lifted her face and screamed.


Then, with a wrenching feeling like tearing off a bandage, Lore woke up, sweat-sheened and gasping.


Her consciousness came back to her body slowly as she panted into the dark, twitching her fingers, her toes, small tests to ensure she was awake.


The dream felt like nonsense to her. That was good. At least, she thought it was. It certainly didn’t feel like the dreams she’d had when Anton was pulling at her power, and that was good enough.


Catacombs, her mind whispered.


Lore scowled into the dark. Some vestige of that dream must still cling to her, even though she couldn’t remember it having anything to do with the catacombs. Dream-logic, detritus caught in the current of her thoughts like trash in a storm drain.


She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes, pulled them away only once she’d pressed so hard she saw stars.


Back in the southeast turret, her bed had no canopy, and her bed linens had been a shade of mustard-yellow that even she knew was years out of fashion. Here, in one of the many spare bedrooms in Bastian’s palatial apartment, the canopy floating above her in the breeze through the open window was the same gauzy fabric as the deep-summer gowns in her closet, ghost-white and billowing.


Even with the window open, the air in the room was stifling. Summer in Auverraine was ridiculously warm and humid, hot as boiled piss both at midnight and midday, and this year was shaping up to be worse than most.


A bottle of wine sat in a bucket of melted ice on her nightstand, half drunk already. Lore stared at it for a moment, weighing whether or not the dry mouth and pounding head in the morning would be worth the hope of dreamless sleep.


She decided it wasn’t, but still pulled the bottle out of the ice to press the cool glass against her forehead. The dream had banished any hope of a restful night, and if she went back to sleep, she’d probably dream some more. Still, she’d rather her inevitable morning headache be due to sleeplessness than alcohol. She’d been down that road before, when an indulgence flirted with becoming a dependence, and the Citadel was too treacherous a place for that.


With a sigh, Lore got out of bed. Stretched. Found the silk dressing gown she’d left wadded on the floor and shrugged into it, not bothering to tie it closed. She’d grown fairly adept at avoiding stray courtiers on these frequent night wanderings, and it was a fair bet that anyone she ran into would be more scandalously dressed than she was. While the older courtiers were drawing in on themselves, wary and angered by Bastian’s new measures, the younger set seemed to welcome the advent of a new royal paradigm. She wondered how long that would last once the tax increases started.


Her throat hurt. She should find a glass of water, probably. She could call a servant to fetch one for her, but she was loath to wake them up. Of course, this thought led to the notion that she could go ask Bastian for a glass of water, since he would know where to find one in his own apartments. Surely he was back from his meeting with Gabe by now.


But the last thing she needed was to wander half clothed into Bastian’s rooms in the middle of the night.


The attraction between them was obvious. The want was there. But this situation was already fucked through all seven days without adding actual fucking to the equation.


She snorted, remembering having a similar thought weeks ago, when she felt caught between Gabe and Bastian, drawn to them both. The feeling hadn’t abated.


And she’d thought things were complicated then.


Sulfur smell, ember snap; she struck the match in her hand and saw it spark. Lore put flame to wick and shook it out, throwing the spent match back in the basket meant for the purpose, then picked up the candle and crept out of her room.


Outside her door was a hall with one side open to the main room of Bastian’s quarters: the marble-and-gold solar where she’d had tea with Alie weeks ago. A wide staircase in the middle of the hall led to the floor of the solar, lined with lush green ferns. Three spare bedrooms made up the second floor, and a smaller spiral staircase at the end of the open corridor led to Bastian’s rooms above, taking up the entire third story.


Lore stared at the spiral stairs for a moment, lip between her teeth. Then she shook her head and started for the main door.


When she moved in, Bastian had gotten rid of the peacocks—thank all the gods—and so, other than the soft patter of water from the fountain in the room’s center, the solar was silent and still. Plants stood clustered by the windows, casting jagged shadows across the iron-striped floor.


She scuffed her slippered foot along one of the iron bars. They were thinner here, slivers of metal in the tile rather than the thick pieces on the Citadel’s ground floor, but they served the same purpose. Reminders of holy authority, holy responsibility. An Arceneaux King was charged with keeping Mortem contained and the Buried Goddess . . . well, buried. And here Bastian was, harboring a deathwitch as he sat on the throne, Apollius’s chosen ruling at last.


If anything was proof that the gods were all dead—or at least past caring—it was that. Anton had been so adamant that Apollius wanted Lore gone once she’d fulfilled her purpose, so sure that Bastian’s power was the sign of His return. But there was no sign of Apollius, and Lore was still here, and the world hadn’t ended yet.


She stalked out into the hallways of the northwest turret.


The windows were sparser, here, framing the moonless sky, the stars shining brighter for its absence. Lore wandered with no destination in mind, changing direction anytime she heard voices.


Eventually, her wandering brought her down to the main floor of the Citadel. She’d grown more familiar with its warren-like corridors, the openings leading into opulent rooms filled with statuary or fountains or art. The steady motion of her footsteps dulled her mind, her vision narrowed to the floor in front of her. This felt more restful than sleep. At least she didn’t have to worry about dreaming.


The floor in front of her changed, became the threshold of the Citadel door.


Lore looked up. There were supposed to be guards here, but she saw no one—they’d abandoned their posts for more pleasurable pursuits, probably.


She pushed open the door.


Outside, the muggy air lay over the grass in whirls of fog. The lack of a moon turned everything to fuzzy-edged shadows, amorphous, easy for the mind to turn to monsters.


Lore stopped beside a topiary, turned her face starward. The night wrapped around her like a blanket.


Rose thorns picked at the silk of her dressing gown as Lore wandered through the gardens. The dressing gown was Bastian’s, really; his initials were embroidered across the chest. He’d given it to her the night after the ritual, when he’d brought her to his apartments, cold and bloody and numb with shock.


I will take care of you, she remembered him saying. His hands still glowed golden, his eyes almost the same, his voice with more resonance than it should have. You’re mine.


At least, she thought that’s what he’d said. Her memories were fuzzy. She recalled that he’d looked different when she woke up the next day, as the sun was fading down to dusk. Tired, eyes dark. When she’d come to him, stepping silently to his side as he stood by the window, he’d wrapped his arms around her in silence.


The wrought-iron fence guarding the Presque Mort’s stone garden loomed from the mist. Lore didn’t pause to wonder if she should enter. She just did, some instinct pulling her forward.


Stone flowers, stone leaves. In the far corner, a greenhouse, one she’d never ventured into.


Lore wandered forward, toward the well.


She stopped when she saw the person standing in front of it.


“Daughter,” her mother said quietly, her voice carrying through the fog.










CHAPTER THREE





The past comes back, endlessly. Nothing is set in stone until we are dead.


—Amita Giro, Kirythean poet





Lore’s feet felt frozen to the ground. Everything in her ran hot and cold, the urge to run and the urge to stay still tugging at her equally so her muscles tensed but would not move.


Her mother was haggard. In the dim starlight, she could see the circles beneath her hazel eyes, the tired lines bracketing her face. She looked like she hadn’t slept any more than Lore had, lately.


When the Night Priestess stepped forward, Lore moved back, keeping the distance the same between them. Her mother sighed.


“Why are you here?” Lore’s voice came out rough; she really should’ve found a glass of water. “What do you want?”


Eyes that matched her own stared her down. “I don’t . . .” Her mother trailed off, her lips pressing into a line. She looked away, as if she’d find the words she lacked somewhere in the garden.


“You lost,” Lore hissed. “Don’t you get that? Whatever doomsday prophecy you and Anton and the others believed in, it was a lie. I’m alive, and the world hasn’t ended.”


“Endings take their time,” her mother murmured, still not looking at her.


Lore swallowed, hard.


The Night Priestess kept her distance, not coming any closer. With a sigh, she made eye contact again, though it seemed to pain her. “You think you know why I’m here. You don’t.”


“Shut up.” Lore shook her head, clenched her fists at her sides. The ridges of her scar rubbed together painfully. “It’s over. You won’t convince me to die.”


“I’m not trying to,” her mother said. “I came here to stop you.”


Lore’s mouth was already open, ready for a poisonous retort. She snapped it closed, teeth ringing together. She’d had the dream, woken up, started wandering. The voice in her head, whispering catacombs, the one she’d thought was her own subconscious picking through the events of the day . . .


“You felt the call,” the Night Priestess murmured. “We felt it go out. Things are coalescing, Lore. Time is short. You have to go.” The last word seemed forced out, as if her throat had tried to close around it. “You have to run.”


A sharp breath of humid, flower-tinged air; it almost felt too thick to breathe. “What are you playing at?” Lore wrapped Bastian’s robe more tightly around herself despite the heat. “Three weeks ago you wanted me to die, and now you want me to run? You think that will cover up the fact that you’re wrong, that your whole religion is based on lies? There’s no apocalypse coming, Night Priestess—”


“Lilia,” her mother whispered.


“And even if there was—” But the name barreled into her, crumpled Lore’s words together like a carriage crash.


“I’d never ask you to call me Mother,” the Night Priestess said. Her eyes closed. “Not after . . . but my name is Lilia.”


None of the Night Sisters used names. They all called one another Sister, their individuality folded up and hidden in the vastness of their mission. How long had it been since this woman used her name?


Lore didn’t know what to say. Sweat pricked at the back of her neck, even as a cold, seeping chill wound its way all down her spine.


“If you run, there might be a chance,” her mother—Lilia—continued. “The powers are sharpened by closeness, and now that you’re here, the others will begin to awaken. If you go, you can be saved. You can all be saved.”


“So you don’t want me dead,” Lore said, her lips numb. “But you still want me gone. Away and alone.” A short noise burst from her throat, something she couldn’t categorize into any specific emotion. “You can’t stand the thought of me having anything.”


A tear squeezed itself out of Lilia’s still-closed eyes. “I deserve your anger,” she said, her voice measured and even. “And I don’t deserve your trust. But Lore, I promise, everything I have done has been for good reasons.”


“But those reasons were never me,” Lore replied. “Maybe you thought they were good, but I’m your daughter. Were they good enough to kill me?”


“I saved you.”


“You abandoned me.” She could have yelled it. She meant to. But when the words left Lore’s mouth, they were simple and matter-of-fact. “I was a child, and you sent me away, all alone to a world you knew I had little chance of surviving. So was that really saving me, or just making sure your hands were kept clean?” Lore stepped forward like a predator, fog curling around her, all the night’s dark at her heels. “You would have killed me three weeks ago, for a god who you don’t know exists. And now that it seems you were wrong, you change your mind?” Another step forward. Lilia took a tiny, cringing one back. “Tell me it was for the greater good. I dare you.”


“Hello?”


The voice came from behind the well, the part of the garden backed up against the walls of the Church.


Gabe.


Both of them froze. The Night Priestess looked terrified; Bastian had never filed the paperwork that made the Buried Watch an official part of the Church again. They still, officially, didn’t exist, and if Gabe found one of them in the stone garden, it was not likely to go well.


“Don’t tell him,” her mother whispered, the mist making her movements ghostlike as she turned back to the open well and mounted the stairs. There was no other invective, no other plea. Just a mother to a daughter.


And damn her, even after everything she’d just said, Lore knew she wouldn’t.


Lilia stopped halfway sunk into the dark and looked up at Lore. “If you change your mind,” she said, “I’ll help you. Drop a rose into the well.”


Then she was gone.


Gabe stalked into Lore’s view a heartbeat later, mist swirling around him like the hem of a cloak. He held a gas-flame lantern in one tattooed hand, swinging reckless light around the quiet garden, bouncing off his pendant. The well was still open, and he frowned at it, not even noticing Lore yet. “I was certain we closed that.” There was a tired edge to his voice; Lore wondered if he’d slept at all.


She also wondered if she should bolt. Slip backward into the fog, hope her pale dressing gown camouflaged her as she made her way to the gate, into the Citadel, to her bed in Bastian’s apartment. The place she hadn’t really chosen, but had ended up, Gabe’s actions forcing a decision she wasn’t yet sure how to make. Didn’t want to make.


The lantern light swung again as Gabe looked up from the well, splashing yellow glow across Lore’s face. It was bright, and she cringed away, the movement sending curls of fog around her face.


“Lore?”


Shit.


She’d wanted to have a real conversation with Gabe for so long, wanted to ask him how he was doing, wanted to rage at him, wanted to hold him. But now she didn’t know what to do. They just stared at each other across the stone flowers.


“I . . .” Gabe trailed off, rubbed a hand beneath his eye patch. “Why are you here?”


It sounded both plaintive and accusatory at once. Lore drew herself up, glowering. “Couldn’t sleep. Took a walk.”


His one eye glanced at the embroidery across her chest, his jaw ticking like he could read it clearly in the dim light. “Long way to walk, from the Sainted King’s quarters.”


He had no right to sound like that. As if she were the one who’d somehow betrayed him. Whatever spark had once been between them was long since snuffed out, smothered by what he’d done. Lore wasn’t one to trust easily, and when it was gone, it was gone.


Yet here she was. Still caring. Still wishing they could find their way to friendship again, even if they could never have anything else. She wanted one piece of him, at least.


“I needed some fresh air,” she responded, and didn’t match his vitriol.


Gabe noticed. He deflated, shoulders sinking, his head turning away so all she saw was the shadow of his patch. When he spoke next, it was low, earnest. “Has he been good to you?”


Of course he wanted to talk about Bastian. But it was a genuine question, so she gave it a genuine answer. “Very good.” She still felt the phantom breath of his kiss on her forehead, that sweetness she didn’t feel equipped to accept or show. “It’s not like that with us, though. Not really.”


He looked up, brow arched over his blue eye. “But you want it to be.”


Not a question. Just a statement. Lore gave a slight shake of her head, but it wasn’t a negation. It was an attempt to heal the look on Gabe’s face, to glaze it over and make this easier. She didn’t want to hurt either of them, and that seemed impossible to hold, a knife that was all blade and no hilt.


Gabe straightened, physically shaking off the conversation and steering it elsewhere. “Is anyone else here with you? I thought I heard two voices.”


“No,” she said before she could think about it too hard. “Just me. Talking to myself.”


“New habit?”


“Have to pass the days somehow.” She gave him a wobbly smile. “I’m better company than most courtiers.”


“Never thought you’d be good at all that,” Gabe said. “Rubbing elbows with the elite.”


“You’re one of those elite, Mort.”


“And look at us now, skulking around in the dark.” Still a joke, but with a sharp end to it, offered gingerly.


He scratched at his chin, the reddish-gold stubble growing in there, angled his eye at the ground. “Alie said you were doing well,” he said. “When I asked her last. But I’m glad to hear it from you.”


“Alie’s helped.” Her friend’s direction during official state functions was a lifesaver, and that was not an understatement. Lore’s strange, precarious position in the Citadel meant that no one really knew how to treat her at things like balls and dinners, of which there had been far too many since Bastian became King, and of which there would be many more after his official coronation. He hadn’t hosted any, but the invitations inevitably came. He didn’t turn them down, not even from the courtiers that treated them both with suspicion, and Lore sometimes with outright disdain. Alie’s calming presence at Lore’s side had diffused many a situation that could’ve ended with wine to the face, or a fist if the mood hit.


They lapsed into silence again.


“You know I’m sorry, right?” Gabe finally said, whisper-low. “I don’t . . . I don’t know that what I did was wrong . . .” His eye darted to the corner of the stone garden, the shadows of the greenhouse lurking there by the overgrown walls. “But I’m sorry it hurt you, Lore. I was just trying to do the best I could.”


“We all were.”


Tell me it’s for the greater good. She didn’t forgive him, but she wanted to, and the want came so much easier for Gabe than it did for her mother. Lore knew that wasn’t fair. She couldn’t change it.


Gabe nodded. Then he turned, headed back in the direction he’d come, the lantern swinging in his hand. Briefly, she considered calling after him, but the conversation had come to a natural close, and she didn’t know how to pry it open again.


Lore stood alone in the garden, a million stars staring down at her. First her mother, then Gabe. Already everything felt surreal, her thoughts as churning as the fog. The night had often seemed like a time outside of reality, when things were more ethereal and less concrete.


What a time for awkward conversations.


Dew soaked her hem, dragging it along the ground as Lore let herself out of the stone garden, wound her way through rosebushes and topiaries, pushed open the Citadel door. A soft trek back up through the mazes of wealth to Bastian’s apartment, to her own bed.


Something in her was unsettled. Some pull that hadn’t been answered.


Catacombs, the back of her mind whispered again, but Lore was already falling asleep. This time, it was dreamless.










CHAPTER FOUR





Does it matter if he hasn’t married her? The boy treats her as his Queen. It’s as if he doesn’t understand what we’ve done for him. Though things did not go as planned, he has still been installed in the position we desired.


The situation can be remedied, if the girl is taken care of.


—Correspondence from Count Alphonse Levett to Duke Alan Lavigne, while the former was on house arrest following the eclipse ritual. Intercepted and presented to Bastian Arceneaux, the Sainted King. Reports say he smiled.





Time to wake up, dearest.”


The words might’ve been gentle, but the way Bastian pulled the covers off the bed decidedly was not. Lore curled up on her side with her arms over her face to block out the light. “Why?”


“Because it’s another delightful summer day in the Court of the Citadel.” Bastian put a delicate mug of coffee on the table with an audible clink. He waved his hand over the steam, wafting it toward her face as if the smell would entice her from her mattress. “And because we have to go to the farmlands today. Or did you forget?”


She had forgotten, what with the chaos of yesterday. But the reminder of a royal appointment out on the very edges of Dellaire—in the farmlands that she’d had a hand in destroying—did not make her any more eager to wake up. Quite the opposite, in fact. Lore pulled her pillow over her head. “Why do I have to go?”


Her words were muffled by goose down, but the plaintive wheedle in her voice was clear. So was Bastian’s sigh. “Because you are my deathwitch, Lore. The highest office in the court.”


“An office you made up.”


“And made the highest.” The mattress bent as he sat. “Staying near me is also best for your safety. But I won’t rehash that conversation.”


“If I never have another conversation about staying close to you, it will be too soon.” Still under her pillow, Lore scrunched her eyes shut. “We don’t even know if I can get as far as the farmlands.”


The Mortem strung all through her, the magic that had never let her leave Dellaire, seemed to have loosened its hold somewhat ever since the ritual. Not that she’d tested it—she hadn’t left the Citadel since then—but she could feel it. Something about holding both Spiritum and Mortem had made the chains of one loosen, opened up the world for her. She supposed she should be grateful for that.


“Seems as good a day as any to find out,” Bastian said. “If you don’t drink that coffee, I’m going to. You have thirty seconds.”


Reluctantly, she pulled her pillow off her head.


Bastian looked just as stunningly beautiful as he always did. His dark hair curled around his collar, the golden circlet studded with rubies across his brow, bisecting the well-healed scar slashing from his forehead to the outside corner of his right eye. He hadn’t used Spiritum to soften it, to make it heal as less than brutal.


He arched a brow at her when she sat up, her coffee cup held teasingly close to his own mouth. She held out her hand, and he surrendered the bone china. “You look like you need it. When did you go to bed, ten minutes before sunrise?”


Lore blew across the top of the coffee before taking a sip. “I went to bed right after dinner, thank you. I just didn’t sleep particularly well. Bad dreams.”


His teasingly arched brow slashed low instead, suddenly serious. “You’re dreaming again?”


Burning trees, screaming sky. She’d dreamed, all right, but it hadn’t been the same. More like a memory than a dream at all.


Lore set the coffee aside, stood up to rummage through her closet. “Yes, but not anything important. Not like before.” Lore swallowed hard as she dug through gowns. In summer, the courtiers of the Citadel dressed in things that either showed as much skin as possible, or touched skin as little as they could. Lore went for the second option, gauzy tentlike gowns that floated around her like a cloud.


But Bastian wasn’t swayed. “I thought he was supposed to be teaching you to guard your mind.”


He. They hardly ever said Gabe’s name to each other, as if he were a haunting. “He is.”


“Not well, apparently. I’ll have to talk to—”


“No, Bastian.” Lore whipped around, a gown she’d barely looked at clutched to her chest. Deep, bloody red, not really appropriate for summer. “This isn’t about him, it’s about me.”


Her fear. Her shame. Her selfishness.


You are the seed of the apocalypse, her mother had said in the dark of the eclipse. Endings take time, she’d said by the well last night.


Bastian sighed, tipping back his head. When he came toward her, it was careful. Warm hands on her shoulders, placed light before settling firm.


She didn’t look up, staring at her bare feet on the plush carpet.


“You have to let it go, Lore,” he murmured.


But she never would. The dreams with the smoke twisting over the sky weren’t the only ones she was afraid of—the regular nightmares were just as bad. Where she saw the child in the vaults with his black eyes, mouth unhinged and spilling whispers. Where she saw obsidian walls closing around her, and she couldn’t scream no matter how hard she tried.


“The power is yours,” Bastian said fiercely, almost like he was trying to convince himself as well as her. “You control it. No one else.”


Lore kneaded the red dress in her hands to soothe the itch in her fingers. She could still feel Mortem in inanimate things, if she tried, reaching past the bounds of the forest she’d grown in her mind. It was almost soothing. “I know,” she murmured. “I know the power is mine.”


And though it wasn’t the complete thought, she left it there, because the rest of what she felt about her magic wasn’t easily put into words. She didn’t want to admit she was afraid. Didn’t want to tell him that sometimes her entire mind turned toward the terror that maybe Anton was right. Maybe the more she used her power, the more like Nyxara she would become.


Lore didn’t believe that. Refused to. And yet.


“Maybe I should stay here today,” she said. “There’s no reason for me to go with you to the farmlands, is there?”


His hands on her shoulders tightened, just a bit, before falling to the dress she held. “The reason,” he said, “is because I want you to.”


“Not quite good enough.”


“Lore.” There were so many ways he said her name. Teasing, imploring, longing. But this was imperious. Almost like the beginning of an order.


That made her bristle. But there was no real time or energy to fight for the sake of fighting. Who she’d been before would have done it, but she wasn’t that person now.


She didn’t really know who she was now.


So Lore nodded.


Bastian pulled the dress away from her, lip curling. “But you aren’t wearing this.” He stepped around her to the disaster she’d made of the closet. “I’ll choose your gown, since you’ve demonstrated time and again your taste runs toward questionable, and call up Juliette to do something about your hair.”


[image: illustration]


An hour and many muttered curses from Juliette later, they were on the road.


When August was the Sainted King, he was rarely seen outside the Citadel. Business that needed attending beyond the walls was delegated to other nobles or bloodcoats, with precious little oversight of either. On the rare occasions that August went out among the rabble, it was in a fully covered carriage guarded by a phalanx of guards. Most citizens of Dellaire didn’t know what their former King had looked like beyond the oil paintings in the South Sanctuary, which Lore thought were a bit more generous than they should be.


In this, as in all things, Bastian was different. He often rode out to view the many construction projects he’d begun to improve Dellaire, and never hid in a carriage to do so. His coronation tomorrow was open to everyone, commoner and noble alike, and held in the South Sanctuary rather than the North. The captain of the guard—Curly Mustache, her old nemesis who’d aided in her capture after raising Horse, and whose name she’d never bothered to learn—was nearly apoplectic at the perceived security risk. But Bastian was adamant that the citizens of Auverraine should know their King.


And no one could argue that it wasn’t a good idea, that Auverraine wouldn’t benefit from building more trust between King and subject. News had spread quickly that there was a new Arceneaux on the throne, and reports from the Burnt Isles said that there were more sightings of Kirythean warships on open waters than usual. Now was decidedly not the time for upheaval within their borders, as the signs of imminent war increased without.


Lore hadn’t even known there was a complete military outpost on the Isles until recently. Apparently, the burned-out archipelago was useful for more than just a prison.


The open carriage lurched over the cobblestones, and Lore grabbed the side with a soft curse. Mortem was a slow spiral of darkness in her middle, tempered with the gold of Spiritum. It was calming, to feel them there, but her nerves were still on a fast trigger.


“Carriages make me nauseous, too,” Alie murmured. She looked straight ahead with the concentration of someone sighting in a gunshot. “I have to keep my eyes on the road ahead or I feel like my whole stomach is going to come out my mouth.”


“You didn’t have to come,” Lore said as they hit a pothole. The streets were brittle from the amount of Mortem the Presque Mort had channeled into the rock, back when leaks were more common. Fixing them was one more item on Bastian’s list. “I promise, I’ll be fine. We can have them take you back—”


“We’re already almost out of the city.” Alie tossed Lore a quick smile, then hurriedly looked forward again. “And I didn’t have anything else to do. Bastian made me an adviser; I thought it was best to come along. He stays in need of advising.”


Another lurch made Lore clutch the side of the carriage harder. “True.”


The edge of the city drew nearer. Up ahead, on a black charger brushed to high sheen, Bastian halted, turned to look at Lore. The anxiety churning her stomach was reflected on his face.


Part of her wished he would come back here and ride with them, just in case things went sideways and the magic didn’t let her leave. He’d been confident it wouldn’t be a problem, and she’d tried to borrow some of that confidence, but now she felt it slipping through her fingers, and she couldn’t find a handhold.


Bastian turned on his horse, rode past the border of the city. Moments later, the wheels of the carriage rolled over the boundary line that marked Dellaire’s edge.


Nothing happened.


For the first time in her entire life, she was outside of Dellaire.


Bastian’s horse wheeled around. He grinned, big and bright, and Lore returned it. Mortem and Spiritum thrummed a minor harmony in her marrow, the thing that was supposed to kill her setting her free instead.


The King turned his charger, cantered back to the front of the procession. The Presque Mort fell in around him. Bastian had taken to keeping the monks as bodyguards rather than the bloodcoats. There were only a few of them left—those who’d been with Malcolm on the night of the ritual, who hadn’t been part of Anton’s scheme—and while no one’s loyalty was a guaranteed thing, they were easier to trust than anyone else at this point. Malcolm himself rode closest to the King.


Gabe wasn’t here.


I don’t know that what I did was wrong, he’d said last night, wreathed in fog and lantern glow. The fact that he even presented it with a dusting of doubt was an improvement, she guessed. Stupid of her to want more.


Alie reached over and patted her leg, oblivious to the monumental shift in Lore’s paradigm and mistaking her discomfort as something to do with the pockmarked road. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the bumps will only get worse from here. Nothing outside of Dellaire has gotten much maintenance lately. Not even the high roads.”


The high roads, paths that stretched between countries and connected the continent. Lore had known this was one of them—one that led directly into Kirythea, she thought, though it’d been a while since she spent time with a map—but now, with the new-found realization that Mortem no longer tied her to Dellaire, the knowledge was gilded. “He’ll fix it.”


“Maybe,” Alie said. “Though I’d think creating an easier inroad for Kirythea shouldn’t be a high priority.”


That dimmed Lore’s giddiness, just a bit. Her own life was such a mess, sometimes it was easy to forget about how the rest of the world was, too.


Alie’s chin firmed, dark-green eyes fixed straight ahead. “My father always complained bitterly about the roads. I hope that when the time is right, Bastian uses his money to repave them, specifically.”


Lore gnawed on her lip, unsure whether her friend wanted silence or something comforting. Lord Severin Bellegarde was on house arrest at one of his estates. Alie, who’d been completely in the dark about her father’s affairs, had elected to stay in court rather than accompany him. Good thing, too—Bastian had all but abolished his father’s former advisory board, and Alie had stepped in to fill Bellegarde’s shoes. Lots of shoes, in fact. As far as Lore knew, Bastian’s current council consisted of Alie, Malcolm, and herself, with Gabe representing the Church when necessary. Lore was mostly there by technicality, since gods knew no one should be taking advice from her.


August had kept a far larger council, and the fact that Bastian didn’t was yet another point of contention. But with a handful of nobles on house arrest, and more having left the court for their own holdings in protest of Bastian’s policies, it all held steady for now.


“Think we can get Bastian to take your father’s wine stores, too?” Lore said. “Doesn’t seem fair for him to stay in seclusion and drink. Sounds more like a vacation than a sentence.”


Her attempt at lightness fell heavy. Alie gave her a level, worried look. “There are better ways to make sure you don’t dream, Lore. Bastian told me you’ve been drinking too much.”


Damn man.


“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Alie said quickly, her lace-gloved hand resting on Lore’s arm. “You’ve been through so much, and things have changed so quickly—”


“Don’t.” Lore leaned back against the finely upholstered carriage cushion. “Don’t make me being a lush into some sort of martyrdom.”


“Then don’t make it into a joke.” Alie’s hand lifted; she faced the front again, jaw set. “Sooner or later, Lore, you’re going to have to deal with what happened. All three of you will.”


“I’ll deal with it when they do,” Lore grumbled.


Alie sighed. They rode in bumpy silence for a handful of heartbeats. The countryside rolled by, humidity a shimmering veil of silver over the impossible green. Placid cows grazed behind rough-hewn fences, raised soft eyes to watch them as they passed. Lore didn’t think she’d ever seen one this close before, and part of her wanted to call to the driver to stop, to see if one would let her pet them.


It smelled green, even, sharp and sweet at once, with the animalic tinge of livestock that somehow wasn’t nearly as odious out here as it was in crowded Ward markets. Lore took a deep breath, held it in her lungs.


“I’m sorry,” Lore said. She had so few friends, so little idea of how to keep them.


“Me too.” Alie held out her hand; Lore took it.


When Alie spoke again, her voice came gentle against the tramp of hooves and the clatter of carriage wheels. “How is he?”


Guilt was a rock Lore had to swallow past. Hearing the care in Alie’s voice when she talked about Gabe would always do that to her, apparently. Alie’s gentleness reminded her of her own hard edges. “As well as he can be, I guess.”


She didn’t say anything about the garden last night. That was hers.


“He should be here,” Alie murmured. “No matter what he thinks about Bastian, how he feels—he’s the Priest Exalted, and he should be here.”


Lore didn’t reply.


The ruffle of crinoline broke the silence as Alie rearranged her skirts. “He made the right decision eventually, Lore.”


When Gabe stood with them instead of Anton. When he saved her. I still don’t know if what I did was wrong. Did that mean he wasn’t sure if choosing them in the end was right, either?


“Just try to remember that,” Alie finished softly. “Remember that he saved you, when all was said and done.”


Lore twined the pale-peach ribbon of her sleeve around her finger until the tip of it purpled. “I know. These things just . . . they take time.”


“Hopefully we have it.” Alie shook her head. “Did you hear the latest report? A Kirythean contingent was spotted near the Eroccan border two days ago.”


Lore’s fingertip went numb. “What did Bastian say?”


Worry twisted Alie’s mouth. “He said there’s no use panicking until they actually cross over. And it was a small group; less than fifty. Just traveling if we’re lucky, scouting if we aren’t.”


There had been very few times in the last couple months that Lore would count any of them as lucky.


“I assume they stopped in Erocca,” Alie continued. “If they’d kept going, they’d be in Auverraine right now. And surely we’d know.”


“Surely,” Lore agreed quietly.


When the endless green of the countryside changed, it was abrupt. Gone were the lush fields and trees—well, not gone, really. Just changed.


Gray, now, instead of green. Lifeless stone, like the Presque Mort’s garden, every leaf and blade frozen in rock. The procession slowed, everyone struck speechless.


Lore remembered that day of the leak, Malcolm running into the throne room as she and Gabe prepared to lie to August. How Anton let her come along. How the Mortem surged. Coming for her, drawing her out, another trap she’d fallen into so easily.


Gods, and she used to think she was a good spy. Good enough for poison running, maybe. The court was a completely different game.


Lore still wasn’t sure who’d set that particular trap, though. Not Anton, for all that he’d used the leak to his advantage—shaped the Mortem, made it increase her power so he could use it as a weapon. But he couldn’t have made the leak happen. She didn’t think her mother and the other Night Sisters could have, either. A Mortem leak was power pouring directly from Nyxara’s body, and even the most powerful channelers couldn’t pull magic from the goddess Herself.


Which meant the leak had to be a coincidence, didn’t it? Not a trap at all.


She couldn’t quite convince herself of that.


Alie’s eyes flicked from the ruined farmland to her. She didn’t say anything, and Lore was grateful.


Up ahead, Bastian finally pulled his reins, bringing the black charger to a halt and raising his hand. The Presque Mort around him stopped obediently, the few bloodcoats on the fringes following suit. Behind him, Malcolm nervously patted at his own horse’s neck, murmuring calming nothings in its flicking ears.


Down the road, coming in the opposite direction, a collection of small carriages made their way toward them. The farmers whose fields Lore had channeled all that Mortem into, the ones who’d lost livelihoods because of the leak.


Bastian dismounted. Then he started walking toward Lore and Alie, in the opposite direction of the approaching farmers. Even from this far away, determination blazed on his face, his jaw set and his hair curling from beneath his golden circlet.


The braided magic in Lore’s center pulled tight, like someone had grabbed one end and tugged. It made her gasp, her hands closing to instinctual fists.


The Law of Opposites, making her stronger when he was near. She hadn’t felt it this keenly since the night of the ritual, and part of her wondered if he was doing it on purpose, somehow. Calling to her, pulling her forward.


Bastian came level with the carriage. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t have to. He just held out his hand.


And here was the real reason why he’d wanted her to come today. Lore knew it in a rush, so obvious now that she couldn’t believe she hadn’t caught on before.


The fields needed to be healed. And maybe Bastian could do it on his own, maybe their combined magic in him was enough. She could always refuse. But she knew innately that their power would be stronger if they did it together.


Magic sang down her bones, already coiling under her skin, Spiritum and Mortem both. And though she itched to use them, to let them go, Lore squeezed her fists tighter. Fear and eagerness tugged at her, equal in strength, enough to pull her apart.


“I don’t know if I can,” she murmured, quiet enough for only him to hear.


“I do,” he replied, his outstretched hand unwavering. “I know you can.”


That boundless confidence, affirming and oppressive at once. “No, you don’t. Bastian, I might have saved Jerault, but that is only one good thing. Mortem is death, I can’t use it for—”


“What’s life without death?” He gave her a smile, but it was a softer one than he normally used, one only a few people ever saw. “Try for me, Lore. Please.”


Life and death. Two halves of one whole. Like their scars had been, a sun and a moon, before Anton made them reflections.


Lore put her hand in Bastian’s.


He led her back up the dusty road, the heat of the day wavering visibly over the granite waste of the fields. Mortem and Spiritum twirled in Lore’s middle. From the corner of her eye, she saw the changes in her body, subtle: veins blackening, and a shimmer of gold outlining her skin, some sort of diseased sun. The same thing was happening to Bastian, their clasped hands a nexus of opposites, strengthening each other, life and death and night and day. She could feel the ridges of his scar, perfectly matching up to her own, the souvenirs of the botched eclipse ritual.


In the distance, the carriages holding the farmers’ contingent had finally caught up, the billow of rocky dust in their wake slowly dissipating, resettling on the barren road. There was a low murmur of voices, the coarse sound of horses whipping their tails to chase off flies. Nothing else.


In the distance, Lore thought she could see another dust cloud, as if a second contingent was approaching.


Malcolm’s hands were clasped behind his back, his black Presque Mort clothes dulled by a fine coat of grit. His dark eyes flickered between Bastian and Lore, apprehensive. “Do you know how to do this?”


“I guess we’ll find out.” Lore’s voice was hoarse. “What if I make it worse?”


He raised a brow. “Can’t be much worse.”


“Comforting.” Bastian seemed on edge, now, much more so than before they turned back to the high road. His jaw was a tense line as he watched that encroaching cloud of dust get closer.


“What is that?” Lore rose on her toes to see beyond the carriages.


“Nothing.” Bastian spun sharply, facing the farmers. “Wind.”


The murmurs of the gathered farmers quieted. They were sunleathered, rough-hewn, and looked at Bastian like they weren’t quite sure he was real.


He nodded to them smoothly. “I appreciate your presence. I know that my request was an odd one, that usually those who own the land you work would be meeting with me instead. But I specifically wanted to meet with you, who do the actual labor, rather than those who profit from it.”


Sidelong looks from the farmers’ eyes, and the stiffening of shoulders from those who were a touch more well dressed than the others—landowners, Lore assumed. Even out here, society stratified itself.


Bastian turned away and faced the stone fields. Miles of wheat and grass and trees that should be green but weren’t, perfect statues producing nothing.


All because of Lore.


Her hand was still in Bastian’s, a fact she didn’t remember until his fingers closed lightly around hers, a bolstering pressure she couldn’t quite bring herself to return.


Down the road, the dust grew closer. Began to resolve into the shapes of horses and marching men.


“We just have to feel this out,” Bastian said quietly, meant only for her. He didn’t sound nervous, for all that it was an admittance he had no idea how to do this. “Like you did yesterday.”


“Bastian.” Lore tried not to make it obvious, but her gaze kept turning to the road, to what was clearly an approaching traveling party. “There’s someone coming—”


“Never mind that.” His voice was low and sure. “Focus on us.”


Her fingers spasmed, scars and calluses in reassuring harmony.


“I can feel them both—Mortem and Spiritum, inside and out.” The corner of his lip ticked up, a slight smile. “Can you?”


She could. Inside, a twined rope of black and gold, embroidering her bones. Outside, entropy, the stasis of dead matter in rock and withered root, all the things she’d killed.


But lower, beneath all that death—a spark of life in the farmlands, still. Spiritum, the thinnest thread. So frail she was afraid she’d snap it if she reached, but there.


Lore’s eyes drifted closed, and there was her forest, the trees tall and impenetrable, guarding a dangerous mind. In the blue sky beyond, smoke twisted, and the scent of charred bark filled her nose, her lungs.


“You can do this, Lore.” Bastian’s voice, still so quiet. “I’m here. We’re here together.”


That was something to cling to. Him, being here.


Bastian stepped behind her, his chest an inch away from her back. A moment, then he held his hands to either side, slow and deliberate. Feeling this out, just like he’d said. Following deep instinct.


Lore put her hands in his, her knuckles against his palms. A slow shiver worked all the way through her, knitting the two of them together, dropping them into a space that felt outside of time.


Slowly, the forest she’d grown around her mind thinned, leaves falling until there was open space, blue sky, endless horizon.


Allowing herself to feel the fullness of her power, on purpose rather than in a moment of panic, felt like finally working out a cramp in a muscle. She didn’t realize she’d stepped closer to Bastian until she felt his chest flush against her spine.


“Can you touch them both?” His breath swept against her ear. “Grasp them together?”


She could. Bastian behind her was a current of light, an ember blown to flame. He illuminated her darkness but didn’t obliterate it; he only deepened her shadows. She could reach out and tug at Mortem and Spiritum both, the light and the dark, make them hers, make them obey.


“I couldn’t do it without you.” There was something different about Bastian’s voice, the timbre slightly more resonant than it should be. The words didn’t really sound like him, either—he wasn’t one to perform his caring, preferring action to something spoken. “None of this works without you.”


Lore didn’t know what to do with that, with a raw vulnerability that she craved but couldn’t allow herself to touch. It sounded like something she’d heard before. All of this did, really—something that had happened before and would happen again. Lore was grounded in herself, in her body, but also outside of it. Both herself and someone else.


So she pulled away. Leaned almost imperceptibly forward, just enough to put some air between them. “Are you ready?”


The space she’d forced seemed to break Bastian out of a reverie. She felt him shake his head, just slightly, as if trying to dislodge something. “As ready as I’m going to be.”


He sounded like himself again. As if that moment had been as unexpected for him as it was for her.


Lore pulled in a breath, held it. Her lungs went still and aching, her heart slowed, her vision grayed out. Except graying out wasn’t the right way to phrase it, not anymore. Everything was colorless, except for Spiritum.


Before, the magic of life had appeared as a corona of white light, blazing around the edges of every living thing. But now that she held both powers on purpose, Spiritum was gold as sun rays, and she could see it even in dead things—that thin filament of life remaining in the trees, the grass. Death to life and back again, one eternally springing from the other.


“Gods,” Bastian breathed out behind her. “Gods dead and dying, it’s everywhere.”


Her heart tithed a beat. His did, too.


Then, in tandem, their pulses picked up, drumming hard and fast, a flow of life that made her cheeks flush.


Her hands rose. His did, too, the motion sinuous and graceful, their palms still cupped together like they were trying to catch the rain. Strands of black and gold wound around their fingers and breached their skin, their bodies just continuations of each other, melded together by flesh and heart and power.


The magic channeled through them. Then it channeled back out.


Here they diverged, each breaking into their own part of this dance as naturally as if they’d done it thousands of times. The strands of Mortem diverted to Lore, flowing from Bastian and into her, and from her into the dead matter around them, encased in stone—the rocks of the road, the dry layers of topsoil, where decay hadn’t yet turned into fertility. Spiritum went to Bastian, gold flowing out from him and finding each filament of life in the stone-entombed earth. Strengthening it, coaxing it to blaze, to bloom.


This wasn’t like before, with Gabe, unraveling the rocky shroud she’d accidentally made around Milo that night in the alleyway. It could’ve been—she could’ve done this herself, only taking away the stone—but with Bastian, it became something more. They weren’t just freeing the fields from not-death, they were infusing them with new life, making them stronger and more fertile than they’d been before.


It was beautiful. It was terrifying.


And in Lore’s head, shadows were closing in. Something vast, waiting to devour her, a barrier torn down, flames in her trees and the sky filling with black smoke—


With a strangled cry, Lore tore herself out of channeling-space. Her knees hit the ground, her palms in the grass.


The grass.


She opened her eyes.


Green. Green as far as she could see, the fields restored and blooming.


Her heart felt like it was going to beat right out of her chest, the pounding all but drowning out the confused whispers of the farmers on the road.


“Lore.” Bastian knelt next to her, hand on her back. “Lore, are you all right?”


But he sounded distracted. And when Lore looked up, she saw why.


The dust cloud had cleared. In its place was a contingent of maybe fifty people, a few of them on horses, most on foot. All wore silver armor covered with a deep-blue tunic, a golden circle of laurel leaves embroidered around the collar. One of the riders in front held an unfurled pennant, hanging limp in the lack of a breeze. Another laurel crown, surrounding a rearing black stallion on a cerulean field.


It may have been a while since Lore looked at a map, but she still recognized Kirythea’s banner.


All of them were frozen, every Auverrani citizen holding their breath. All except Bastian, who stepped forward with his head held high as one of the Kirythean riders dismounted.


The Kirythean nodded. Bastian nodded back.


“Maxon Agripolus,” he said. “I see you received my invitation.”
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