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To all the video game soundtracks that got me through countless hours of realm hopping. I’m looking at you, Bloodborne.


And of course, to my parents. Thank you for indulging my skull obsession.
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THE FOUR NOBLE HOUSES OF NEXUS


House Mardova
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Heads of House: Adela and August,* Miko


Heirs: Angelica, Kikou,† Eiko†


Realms: Vitae


Power: Elementalist


God: Deia


House Cyr
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Heads of House: Waren* and Madeia


Heirs: Nikolas, Rian


Realms: Vitae / Solara


Power: Lumin


God: Phos


House Lastrider
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Heads of House: Elena and Cormin


Heirs: Dante, Taesia, Brailee


Realms: Vitae / Noctus


Power: Shade


God: Nyx


House Vakara
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Heads of House: Rath and Darsha


Heirs: Risha, Saya


Realms: Vitae / Mortri


Power: Necromancy


God: Thana


* deceased


† adopted










When the moon wept the stars fell,


And when the stars fell the sky opened,


And when the sky opened we emerged from its sanctum,


For Nyx is the pale moon’s light and we


the celestial shadows beyond,


Given to the night,


Given shelter of the dark,


Here in our midnight kingdom.


—Noctan prayer










Can You Hear Me?


There is much you do not know of the universe or how it came to be. But I am here now, and I will tell you.


To describe the pandemonium of Beginning would be inadequate. No word exists for it; not even storm can conjure that heat and rage and lust, that cycle of pensive violence. A cycle of things born and killed and born again.


But then there was this: a thread of quintessence, shimmering, eager, stubbornly riding out the storm. So stubborn it took some of that storm into itself, themself, holding it close to where the heart would beat, would that we had any.


(We had the freedom to choose, once, across a spectrum—which parts, which appendages, which forms. We became beasts to savor in savagery, and we became humans only to find they were beasts of a different nature. After the division, we could change no longer. The others might begrudge me this.)


The thread grew and learned from its stark surroundings in the battering storm. It desired to be crafted, and shaped, and realized. The thread became a sphere, or what some would more romantically call a star.


Are you paying attention? This is the important part.


The star of quintessence devoured the storm. As much as it could stomach.


We call that star and what came from it Orsus


No—Orsus. The first, the Beginning, the maker of the doorways.


(I still remember the turbulent heat of it, the flashes of cognizance like emerging from deep water, with small sustaining gasps. But most of that time is now lost.)


Orsus allowed quintessence to do as it pleased, lending a hand when they wished to, delighting in the process of conception and fabrication.


Can you see where this is going?


The sphere, the star, gradually became a world. So many of you emerge into the light screaming and struggling, which is to say there was a great deal of pain involved. For with life comes death, withering, and loss.


Perhaps that is why Orsus set their sights on Mortri first. Then came Vitae, for the elements were unruly strands that required a loom.


Between Nyx and I, it is hard to say who emerged first. As Orsus was fond of saying, there is no dark without light.


(No, I will not speak of it now.)


I simply want you to understand: Ostium was built of a violent, longing storm, and Orsus gave to us what they could have easily kept for themself. Their realm became the commonway, the material from which to build.


You must realize why I whispered in Deia’s ear, why I gave away my body to those who did not deserve it, why I grasped at the flesh Orsus had gifted themself and swallowed. Why Deia, upon finding out, took their remains and fled before the doorways shut.


We do not have hearts. But this was Orsus’s: the spinning sphere of a storm, violet and crimson, with the power to make and shatter worlds.


And now a thread grows within me.


As it will grow within you.










Part I


The Dead and the Dark










I


Taesia Lastrider dreamed of color and woke to darkness.


The waking was against her will, and she struggled. A grunt of pain sounded beside her.


“It’s all right,” a low voice said. “You were having a nightmare.”


Taesia stared at the ceiling above her, slanted stone washed in shadow, and evened out her breathing. Her back ached, and twin flares of pain lit up her wrists when she lifted her arms. They were shackled with a heavy, dark material, bitterly cold against her skin.


She reached for Umbra, for the shadows around her. Nothing happened. It was as if a pit had grown in her core, swallowing what made her a Shade, a Lastrider, a being forged from godsblood. It left her dizzy and weak. Panicked.


Flashes of memory like the winking facets of a gem: the unraveled cosmos of sky, the distant screams, the hands forcing her away and down, down into the underbelly of the Bone Palace. The lightsbane shoved over her hands.


And the person next to her—


Taesia clumsily pushed Julian away and sat up. “Fuck. Fuck. Why did you wake me up?”


Julian was mostly an outline in the dark, though she sensed his heat and smelled the dried sweat on his skin. Yet his eyes found hers unerringly, the flecks of green in his hazel irises like glowing embers in a banked fire.


“You were thrashing,” he said. “I didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”


Taesia scooted back until she could lean against the cold wall. Behind her eyelids hid an afterimage of a cyclone of color, and in her ears echoed the faraway cry of a voice so familiar it made her chest ache.


“Brailee,” she rasped. “She’s a dream walker. She was trying to find me.”


“I’m sorry.”


She wanted to hold on to that flare of anger, but there was no point in it. No way to tell how long they had been down here, or what was happening above. No way to contact anyone in Vitae unless Brailee was able to locate her.


The last she had seen of Vitae was the chaos of Godsnight. In the aftermath—if there had been an aftermath—had Risha and Angelica shed their gods’ possession? Had Dante been able to escape?


Were they even alive?


“Why am I alive?” she murmured. “Why hasn’t he killed us by now?”


Julian settled down beside her. “I’m still not entirely sure who he is.”


She tried to swallow, but her throat was too dry. She vaguely recalled Julian coaxing her to eat something that had been thrown into their cell, but it might as well have been air for how it filled her stomach.


“Rian Cyr,” she said. “Nik’s younger brother. He . . . We all thought he died years ago. I don’t know how he got here, how Phos possessed him.” She shuddered at recalling Nyx’s presence within her, using his power to close the portal her aunt had unleashed over Nexus. “I don’t know. I don’t . . . I don’t know.”


When Julian pressed his shoulder to hers it was warm. Unconsciously she leaned into it, the lightsbane weighing down her wrists.


Julian reached for her hands. Gently, so carefully he could have been handling a just-hatched fledgling, he adjusted the shackles and brushed a thumb over the welts they’d made on her skin.


“Why aren’t you tied up?” she muttered.


“Maybe he doesn’t think I’m a threat.”


But she had seen Julian in the Bone Palace’s courtyard, eyes blazing green, pupils thinned to slits, black veins crawling over his skin. The bone-aching presence of him as she’d held him up.


Phos was an idiot to not consider him a threat.


“Your mother,” she whispered. “Is she . . . ?”


“When I left, she was alive and in the care of the Hunters.”


Some of the built‑up pressure in her chest released. “I didn’t know what my aunt was planning. If I did, I would have done everything I could to stop it.”


He hummed vaguely. He was still inspecting her wounds, and her fingers twitched under his attention.


“Nik said you were the fifth heir.” At her cautious words, Julian paused. “What does that mean?”


What are you?


She heard the click in his throat when he swallowed. “I’m not sure. My beastspeaking, it . . .” He sighed, stirring the small hairs on her forehead. “It’s derived from a demonic ability.”


“You’re a demon?”


He winced. “No.”


“Then—”


“I don’t know how I got it.” His voice turned brittle, and his fingertips pressed harder into her skin. “All this stuff about Ostium and demons, I . . . I don’t understand it. And I might never get answers.”


Because we’ll die here, Taesia thought. Far from their home, and the people who loved them.


She didn’t know how many hours passed in a daze by the time someone came down the steps. Julian shifted to stand in front of her, muscles tensing. A small sound left his throat, not quite a growl, that raised the hairs along her arms.


The person heading for their cell carried a faint nimbus around them, edging away the darkness as if refusing to be touched by it. The light illuminated a tall, lithe form, caressing the planes of a familiar face that looked at her with unfamiliar eyes, burning sun-bright gold.


Taesia staggered toward the bars. “Nik,” she croaked. “Nik.”


Under Phos’s thrall, his expression was as rigid as the stone around them. Gone was the way he’d raise his pale eyebrows, or smile shyly with just the corner of his mouth, or squint his crystalline eyes when she’d said something particularly crass.


“Nikolas,” Julian tried. “Lord Cyr, please.” Again no reaction, not even a minute twitch.


Silently Nikolas inserted a key into the heavy lock and pried the cell door open. Julian tensed again, but Taesia brushed her fingers against his lower back.


“Don’t,” she whispered. “I don’t want to hurt him. Even if we restrain him, Phos will retaliate.”


So they allowed Nikolas to pull Julian forward and roughly bind his wrists together—not with lightsbane but common rope. Then he took each of them by the arm, his grip bruising, and hauled them toward the stairs.


Taesia was used to calluses and blades, but Nikolas had always touched her like dew rolling off a leaf or a melody hummed under one’s breath, unbearably soft. He had never handled her so roughly, not even in their most fervent moments.


It’s not him, she thought. Not really.


The doors to the throne room had been thrown open. Onyx columns soared toward the ceiling above the throne’s grand canopy, where hundreds of bones interlocked into vaults constructed of vertebrae and coving made of cleverly placed femurs, clavicles, and breastbones. Underneath the canopy of black velvet was the throne itself, gilded and padded, bearing heavy armrests and twisting branches that sprouted from the cresting rail, much like the tree at Deia’s basilica.


Lounging on that throne was Rian. One leg was hooked insouciantly over an armrest while he twirled the Sunbringer Spear in his hands. He watched as they were brought forward with a small, unfeeling smile on his lips.


Taesia had grown up with Rian, had joked with him at galas and ganged up on Nikolas at his side, had mourned him when the ash fever claimed his life.


This young man was a stranger. He had grown taller, his face leaner, his shoulders broader.


He looked like Nikolas.


Or at least, he would have if he weren’t so malnourished, so gaunt. Although his eyes had burned gold during Phos’s possession, they were now the pale blue shade she remembered. As if the longer Phos inhabited him, the more his influence was etched into Rian’s bones.


“One would think being in Noctus would make you stronger,” Phos said through Rian’s voice, which had deepened in the years since Taesia last heard it. “That bit of stone must be potent.” He dropped his gaze to Taesia’s shackles.


She smirked. “If you want a fair fight, you should take them off and give me back my sword. Then we’ll see who’s stronger.”


“I’m humble enough to recognize a bad idea when it’s presented.” Phos snapped Rian’s fingers, and Taesia startled as a figure scurried forward from the shadow of the columns. She’d been so focused on the throne that she hadn’t noticed the handful of servants cowering along the walls, on their knees with their heads down.


They must have been trapped in the Bone Palace when it was transported through the Conjuration circle. Phos had made quick work killing off King Ferdinand and his advisors, but he had left enough servants to wait on him.


Had he left anyone else alive? Taesia craned her neck to try and find her erstwhile cousin—crown prince, she couldn’t help but snarl to herself—when Julian’s intake of breath made her turn back.


Phos had sat up and leaned the Sunbringer Spear against the throne. The weapon was radiant, the feathers encased within the metal reacting to the god’s presence. The servant he’d summoned placed a bundle at his feet and scurried away. Phos leaned down and flung off the coverings.


Starfell’s black blade glittered in the wan light. Taesia longed to tear out of Nikolas’s hold and dive toward it, curl her hands around its cool grip.


“Quite an interesting weapon you’ve designed,” Phos murmured, studying the spinous ridges along the blade’s sides. “Made from astralam bones, if I’m not mistaken. Curious beasts. The power that resides within their bodies is . . . familiar.”


He reached down but paused before touching it, frowning slightly. “How much do you know of your ancestry, little Lastrider?”


Taesia shared a glance with Julian across Nikolas’s back. He shook his head a fraction.


“Enough,” she answered. “You going to give me a lesson, old man?”


Phos let out a huff. “Then surely you’ve heard that the late Lunari royal family possessed an heirloom of great power, also forged from an astralam. A crown.”


She had heard of it. A crown made of an astralam’s fangs, passed from monarch to monarch, giving them the power to erect a protective barrier around the capital city of Astrum.


In the earliest days of Noctus, the Lunaris had learned how to harvest the dust from fallen stars. After generations of exposure to this stardust, their Shade magic was the strongest in the realm. Which meant that in their hands, an astralam’s power was immense.


Now all that remained of the Lunaris lay crushed under the Bone Palace.


Phos noted the shift in her expression. “You understand, then, what the destruction of the Lunari family means.”


He wrapped a hand around Starfell’s hilt, but hardly a moment passed before he dropped it with a hiss. His hand was burned, the golden brown of his skin angrily flushed. Phos narrowed his eyes and signaled for the servant to take the sword away. Taesia again fought the urge to lunge toward it.


Phos stood, leaving the Sunbringer Spear to approach them. “Without the Lunaris’ enhanced magic or their crown, no one can shield Astrum.”


“What are you going to do?” Taesia demanded.


Phos turned toward one of the tall, narrow windows. Though they were largely comprised of stained glass, casting jewel-toned shapes across the floor, the bottom halves were clear enough to reveal a view of Nexus—that is, if the Bone Palace had been in its proper place.


Now, as Phos strolled to the window and Nikolas dragged them behind, Taesia was greeted with an entirely new sight. The palace’s courtyard was washed in nighttime gloom, a small valley of destruction left over from Godsnight. If she squinted she could just make out the misshapen forms of bodies, the corpses of the king and his advisors left to rot.


And there, at the edge of the courtyard, stood a wall of golden light. A barrier, cutting off the Bone Palace from the rest of Astrum. She couldn’t perceive the city beyond other than the vague, blurry forms of buildings in the distance, and darker figures moving along the perimeter.


But who was powering it? Taesia looked up at Nikolas’s impassive face.


“Nik,” she whispered, unable to stop herself from trying again, to keep trying until the cold light left his eyes and he regarded her the way he used to, with warmth and patience.


Even if she’d squandered that warmth, that patience. Even if she was no longer worthy of it.


“It’s no use.” Phos leaned beside the window, crossing his arms. “He can hear you, perhaps know who you are to some extent, but he won’t comprehend.”


“What are you going to do with him?”


“Other than haul you around?” He flapped a hand at the window. “You’re already looking at it.”


So he is channeling Nik’s power.


“This will give us some privacy with which to work,” Phos went on, seeming smug. “Dear Rian already helped considerably by making those circles around the city, and we have Ostium’s remains implanted within the palace. It’s only a matter of refining the spells.”


“To do what?”


“It’s not obvious?” He shrugged one bony shoulder. “You’ll see soon enough.”


Julian opened his mouth as if to speak, then thought better of it.


It didn’t escape Phos’s notice. “The heir of Ostium will play a part, naturally. I do need an offering.”


“He’s not an offering,” Taesia growled. “If you touch him, you’re dead.”


Phos lifted an eyebrow and walked over to Julian. He roughly grabbed the Hunter by the jaw and dug his fingers in, Julian’s tawny skin paling under the pressure. A dagger of blazing-hot light appeared in his other hand. He held it close to Julian’s neck, watching Taesia coolly.


“Well?” Phos said.


She wouldn’t rise to the taunt—she couldn’t. Julian’s eyes were shut tight, sweat beading at his temple and rolling down his cheek. A drop hit the dagger and sizzled into steam.


“Thought not.” The dagger disappeared and Phos let Julian go. “Maybe I should take those shackles off. I worry I’ll get bored otherwise.”


Taesia swallowed her fury, though it scorched her throat like she’d consumed that dagger. The helpless fear that had engulfed her in the dungeons now burned away with renewed purpose.


She would snap Nikolas out of Phos’s possession, at least long enough that they could escape the barrier. Rian—Phos—wouldn’t dare kill him.


She met Julian’s solemn gaze. He gave a slight dip of his chin, jaw already mottled with bruises in the shape of Rian’s fingertips.


We won’t die here.


Not if I can help it.










II


Risha Vakara walked hand in hand with a ghost.


She made sure to stand between him and the wide river they followed, keeping him as far from the water as she could while not losing sight of it. From here she heard the rushing of its grayish-green current, the faint humming calls of the spirits, the constant drip, drip, drip from the stalactites above. All around them rose arches and columns of black opal that glimmered with hints of red and green and silver.


The river was the Praeteriens, sometimes referred to as the Forgetting Waters. It was where spirits accumulated once their souls made the journey to this realm, borne to different recesses of Mortri and whatever fate awaited them in the afterlife.


“Where does this lead?” Jas asked, nodding toward the river.


Risha’s chest clenched when she looked at him. He was no longer substantial, the whole of him washed in gray. Yet his smile was unchanged, the warmth of it easing her heart a little.


But she couldn’t forget that he was dead. Dead because he had tried to help.


Dead because of her.


“It branches out in four ways,” Risha said eventually. The ground was rocky and uneven under her boots. “Each leads to one of the four cities.”


Though they weren’t cities in the way Risha and Jas understood them, as they were inhabited by the dead. Jas nodded with a thoughtful expression.


“And each of those cities is ruled by one of the four kings of Mortri.”


“That’s right.”


“The founder of your House fought a war against those kings. Leshya Vakara.” Risha quirked an eyebrow at him, and he laughed softly. It had, after all, been Leshya’s finger bones Jas had stolen to fuel his Conjuration efforts.


“Yes. The kings wanted to march on Vitae and claim more souls in order to overthrow Thana, but Leshya subdued them. The decisive battle happened here in Mortri. We don’t know much about it other than it wasn’t an easy victory, and she had to abandon her weapons to make it back to Vitae in time.”


“In time for what?”


Risha drew a deep breath, taking in scents both familiar and not, of rich minerals and dust and the faint underlying sweetness of rot. Though she stood in Mortri, her body was alive, her heart pumping and her organs working to keep her that way. There were things dwelling in this realm that would catch one whiff of her fresh blood and know a feast was near.


“No living being can stay in Mortri,” she said at last. “Leshya was here for about a month before the realm attempted to claim her. That’s why she had to hurry at the end.”


Jas’s hand was cold and whisper soft, but it still tightened around hers. “Risha.”


“We’ll find a way out.” She nodded to give the words more weight. “Both of us.”


Jas was silent, but his gaze rested like a touch against her cheek, reproachful and mourning.


Truth be told, she didn’t have a plan. Didn’t even know how long they had been here. All she had to go by was how her feet ached with fatigue, how her stomach cramped with hunger, and how her throat stung with thirst. She had no rations—she had been fully prepared to die at Godsnight along with the other heirs.


Every second spent thinking about the other heirs—their unknown fates, or the one they would have suffered at her hand—twisted her stomach tighter. She’d thought at the time it would be a mercy to cut the threads of their lives, too steeped in fear to see any other alternative.


The plan had been foolish, and so was she. But she had to be better than foolish now.


They weren’t going to survive otherwise.


Far ahead she spotted an opening in the labyrinth of caves, emanating viridescent light. The river had now split, snaking left and right, deeper into caverns so dark she instinctually knew to avoid them at all costs. There was no way to cross.


Jas stared at the river, the churning current reflected in his eyes. He took a step toward it.


Risha placed herself before him. “Jas, look at me.”


His gaze was vacant. Risha remembered standing with him in Thana’s basilica and sounding the bone whistle. The spirits who had arrived at its call had stares every bit as empty as his was now.


He blinked once, twice, and focused on her face.


“Risha,” he murmured. “Maybe you should—”


“No.” It was practically a snarl. She reined in the sudden lash of fury, unsure where it had come from. “No, Jas. You didn’t deserve to die, and you don’t deserve . . .” She glanced at the river, the pale limbs and faces floating by. She swallowed. “You don’t deserve that. I’m not letting it take you.”


Something like resignation settled on his face. “You said you only had a finite time before Mortri claims you. The same is likely true of me. Instead of wasting your energy—”


“I need your help,” she blurted. “You wouldn’t leave me alone, would you?”


That made him pause. Slowly a smile touched his pallid lips, fondness creeping through the resignation.


“All right,” he whispered. “But I don’t know how long I can stay.”


For as long as I allow it, Risha thought.


She was a Vakara, a descendant of the god of death. She would find a way to bend the rules of this realm in her favor.


But first: They had to find a way to cross the river.


Risha approached the bank. The air grew colder with each step she took, the ground laced with frost. She shivered as the whispering spirits went by.


“—could have done so much more—”


“—be remembered? I can’t think—”


“—her name, what was her name—”


The Forgetting Waters would gradually wash away their memories, their lives, until they were stripped of earthly desires and submitted fully to Thana’s judgment. If Jas were to forget himself, forget her . . .


Risha was shaken out of her thoughts when Jas pulled her back. The bodies had begun to churn violently, the turbulence creating white water. A large shadow stirred in the depths.


“What are they doing?” Jas demanded.


Spirits rose from the river, water lapping against their gray, naked bodies. There were at least a dozen, all with their heads bowed and hands lifted. Across their shoulders rested a platform made of the same black opal as the columns around them.


A bridge.


The spirits didn’t move, only holding the bridge aloft as water dripped off its edges. Uncertain, Risha moved forward and stopped right before her foot made contact with the bridge. There was a nervy feeling inside her, a kind of warning or premonition, stitched deep into her muscle.


“I have to hold my breath,” she whispered to Jas. She didn’t know how she knew, just as she didn’t know why the bridge had appeared, other than perhaps the spirits had recognized something of Thana in her. “Don’t startle me.”


“I’ll keep my shouting to a minimum,” he said dryly.


Risha filled her lungs with that dusty, mineral-rich air and pinched her nose before finally stepping onto the platform. She expected it to dip with her weight, but the spirits held it steady.


With her lungs still and her chest tight, Risha carefully made her way across. The Praeteriens was twice as wide as the Lune River that cut through Nexus, so she quickened her pace once she was confident the bridge wouldn’t suddenly give way under her. Jas was close at her heels.


Halfway across came the burn of deprivation. It didn’t help that her heart was beating wildly, fluttering at the base of her throat, urging her to go faster. Jas matched her pace, reaching out to hold her hand again, either to make her slow down or to avoid being seduced by the Forgetting Waters.


Puddles of water lingered on the platform, and her boot slipped in one near the end. A gasp ripped out of her as she stumbled, Jas’s grip preventing her from tumbling into the river below.


But the damage had been done. With her indrawn breath the spirits writhed and howled, their wails like storm sirens. The bridge tilted and Jas pitched them forward, the two of them rolling onto the far bank as the water frothed and roiled.


“Run!” Risha yelled.


They made for the green light in the distance. The wails built behind them, a foreboding chorus that rang in her ears. Like the spirits were crying for something—or someone.


Risha fell to her knees panting once they stumbled out of the caves, even as the adrenaline coursing through her begged her to keep going. Jas knelt beside her.


“We should get as far as we can in case something comes looking for us,” Jas said. Briefly she envied his phantom body’s lack of exhaustion. “Although I think that’s going to happen regardless.”


Risha sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth. “They know we’re here,” she agreed hoarsely.


Then she looked up and let out a quiet sound of disbelief.


There had been sketches of Mortrian landscapes in the books her father made her read, but nothing could prepare her for the real thing, the realm of her birthright spread out before her. The sky was a swirling mass of black and cadmium green, giving off a vaporous, otherworldly light. Underneath those clouds were valleys and fields that dipped and rose into sharp peaks, as well as the dark spine of a mountain range to the east and what looked to be a city carved into its side. Behind them, the Praeteriens emerged from the caves and split into four tributaries; one of them snaked its way toward the mountain city, the other three leading elsewhere.


Risha got to her feet. Beside her, Jas laughed mirthlessly.


“All this time,” he murmured. “All this time I longed to reach Mortri, and now I’m here.”


Risha blinked away the stinging in her eyes. They stood in a field of flowers, blossoms bending in a cold breeze. Their heads were made of compact, frilled petals, and though they were a dark green rather than orange, Risha would recognize them anywhere. Marigolds. She carefully touched one and marveled at its softness.


“ ‘A realm both beautiful and terrifying,’ ” Jas said. “I read that in a book. Or maybe it was a poem. Either way, it’s not wrong.”


Risha plucked the marigold and handed it to Jas. Surprised, he took it in both hands, cupped together like he was accepting an offering from a Parithvian priest.


Under the light, he looked even more like a ghost. But the flower stayed nestled on his palms, refusing to pass through him. Risha’s conviction hardened. So long as they stayed together, she could keep him whole until they found a way out.


Provided nothing found them first.










III


Nikolas Cyr was not.


He used to be, perhaps.


But now he was not.


He walked where he was told to. He stood where he was told to. He did as he was told to.


He followed the glowing one, the god, the brother, gold and somber and dead and not, too confusing a concept to hold any one shape in his mind, so he let it go.


He was told to open a door. He opened it.


Beyond, a large room. A floor giving way softly under his boots. Rug, came a word from the dregs, a bubble rising to the surface, popping and then gone.


He followed god brother to a person in the room. A name gradually unearthed: Fin.


Something in his chest kicked and beat.


The god smiled coldly. A glowing spear was slung across his back. Nikolas’s gaze kept straying toward it.


Fin was chained, sitting in a padded chair. The set of his eyebrows, the downturn of his full mouth, indicated fear and concern. His chains rattled as he tried and failed to move forward.


“Nik,” Fin rasped. His eyes were blue, bright, big. “Nik, please—”


The same words as the woman. She was called . . . Lastrider. Taesia. The same tightness in his chest and the same nothingness in his mind. He stared at Fin. Fin stared back at him. Fin’s face scrunched, eyes filmed with water.


“Nik . . .”


“Don’t bother with him,” the god said. “He’s gone. I should be your main concern.”


Fin’s jaw clenched. “What have you done to him?”


“You’re not in a position to be asking me questions, princeling. How long have you been secreted away? How exactly was your father planning to explain you?” The god scoffed. “Deia’s constructs are unbelievably stupid.”


Again Fin looked to Nikolas. Nikolas blinked and there were two images at once, overlapping in his vision. One image: Fin in a chair. Another image: a corridor, a heated exchange, a vague idea of threat, assassination. It made no sense, so he discarded it.


Fin swallowed. “What are you planning to do with me?”


“Finally, a good question.” The god walked around Fin’s chair, pulling on a chain. It yanked on the circles of dark stone at his wrists. “Are you wondering why I haven’t killed you like I killed your father?”


Fin paled. The chains rattled, but this time because he was trembling.


“It’s very simple. You have magic. He does not. You have Deia’s magic, and the Mardova was removed from the circle before the spell took effect. I need a replacement.”


“You wanted Angelica Mardova? Why?”


“Offerings. The more magic used, the more diverse the magic, the better the outcome.” The god tilted his head. “From what I saw earlier, your element is earth, is it not? Any secondary element? Tertiary?”


Fin did not answer. He was still ashen. He was still trembling.


The god waited. The god sighed.


“Being quiet now won’t help. I can be merciful. I have been merciful. I could have thrown you into the dungeon with the others, to rot in the dark.” A stretch of his mouth, the shine of teeth. “Did you know that without light, Vitaeans will die?”


Fin closed his eyes. He trembled harder.


A moment of silence. Another sigh.


Soft footfalls. Nikolas stared into a face that seemed to crush him without force. It was a contrasting mask of gentleness and cruelty, of familiarity and foreignness, wrong, wrong, wrong wrong wrong wrong—


“Nikolas,” the god crooned, and the spinning in his mind abruptly stopped. “Would you please hold out your arm?” Nikolas held out his left arm.


“What are you doing?” Fin demanded.


“I said I could be merciful,” the god explained as he lovingly rolled Nikolas’s sleeve up to his elbow. “You didn’t want that. So this is me, not being merciful.”


A steel blade in his hand. Nikolas watched impassively as its tip sliced his flesh, splitting skin, parting like a fruit rind broken with his thumb on summer days, juice rolling down his hand, a brilliant laugh at his side, the sun—


“Stop!” Fin fought against his chains, chair legs scraping against the rug. “Stop!”


The god paused. “Secondary element?”


Fin panted harshly. The liquid in his eyes had fallen to his cheeks. He stared at Nikolas’s arm and whispered, “Water. Not . . . not as strong as earth.”


“Good to know.” The god wiped the blade off on Fin’s shirt, crimson staining the light fabric. “This will help when adjusting the circle.”


Nikolas stared down at his arm, which he still held up, because he had not yet been told to put it down. Red seeped out and over, dribbling onto the rug. Some part of his body told him it was painful, stinging, aching. His blood was very bright. It dampened a piece of tangled string on his wrist, dripped off a small charm in the shape of a tree.


“Come, Nikolas,” the god ordered. “And lock the door behind you.”


For some reason his eyes met Fin’s. They were wide and wet, in the shape of a plea.


Nikolas closed and locked the door behind him.










IV


Angelica Mardova stood at the edge of a massive hole in the center of Nexus and thought about doors.


The hole was really more of a crater, a hollow cavity, as if a giant had dug a spoon deep into the city’s foundation and scooped out a chunk of earth along with the Bone Palace.


But this wasn’t the work of a giant. It was the result of a Conjuration circle that had engulfed the city, drenching the square and nearby buildings in otherworldly light until everything within its center—everyone within its center—had disappeared.


It had taken Angelica two days to wake up after Godsnight. Once her mother and Miko had made certain she was fine, they’d answered her questions.


The Bone Palace? Gone.


The king? Also gone, along with all his staff.


The other heirs?


Her mother and Miko had exchanged a look.


“Taesia Lastrider, Nikolas Cyr, and Risha Vakara are also missing. They’ve likely gone wherever the palace went.” Adela had swallowed, reaching up to touch her injured shoulder. “Dante Lastrider escaped the Gravespire.”


“How?”


“No one knows. The Lastriders are in hiding, but I’ve been in communication with Elena. She insists she doesn’t know where her son is.” The slight twist of Adela’s mouth showed what she thought of that.


“What kind of communication?”


“His Majesty is gone. Waren Cyr is dead. Someone needs to keep the city and this country stable.”


Which was how she’d come to learn that her mother and Rath Vakara were openly working together to sort out the aftermath of Godsnight. The Lastriders had all but dissolved, their public image ruined, so Elena could only assist them from the shadows. Often quite literally.


Angelica had asked her mother why she bothered working with the other Houses at all. The time was ripe for the Mardovas to step forward and claim Vaega as theirs.


“It’s not so simple.” Her mother had sighed. “The Cyrs and Lastriders may be done, but Elena knows the most about Vaega’s commerce and resources. We need her, whether we like it or not. And the Vakaras are still a strong and necessary presence in our kingdom. Not to mention they have the backing of Parithvi.”


“We’re descended from the god of this realm.”


“A god who’s been ignoring us.”


Angelica now curled her hands into fists and stared into the empty crater. Everything the Mardovas had worked for was nothing but an empty pit. She remembered standing on a stage and being filled with Deia’s might, the doors to her powers banging open with the god’s presence. Doors that Deia herself had constructed and then barred.


She had made Angelica her puppet, and she would do so again at the first opportunity.


Unless Angelica learned how to open the doors herself. Unless she learned how to better wield her powers, to maintain control in the face of its intensity.


But her violin was shattered—the instrument a gift from her father, who’d known how much the music meant to her. The one she’d attuned to fire in order to calm the elemental addiction that plagued her. She kept telling herself the sacrifice had been necessary, that Deia would have engulfed Risha in an inferno. Instead, Angelica had sung, the notes reaching for that intangible element just beyond her grasp. She had created something, a hazy portal, had been able to push Risha through it to . . .


She didn’t know. Maybe she’d ended up killing her after all.


Angelica pulled the hood of her fur-lined cloak down farther. Autumn was creeping toward winter, and the chapped skin of her hands stung in the cold. Somewhere nearby came the sound of muffled sobbing. The crater tended to draw citizens who were curious or mourning, and all along its rim were dozens of small offerings for the souls of those who had been taken: candles that quickly guttered out in the breeze, incense, fruits and small delicate cakes, prayers written on paper that ranged from creamy ivory to coarse ochre. As Angelica watched, a couple of urchins quickly ran toward a pile of fruit and grabbed as many as they could before someone noticed and chased them off.


Who are you even doing this for? she wanted to demand of the mourners. A king who didn’t care about you or your safety? The high commissioner’s killer?


But then she thought of Nikolas Cyr, who in his persistent kindness had always been a bright spot among the gentry, despite being the weakest heir. And when Angelica looked closer, it wasn’t just sorrow she saw in the citizens’ eyes, but terror.


Their ruler was gone. Half the Houses were gone. Something unspeakable had happened to their city.


What were they supposed to do now?


To her right, someone approached the lip. They were also shrouded in a cloak, head bent over the small offering they laid upon the broken, pitted cobblestone: a single bun dusted with cinnamon and sugar. The wind stirred the trim of their deep hood as they stared down at the crater.


“Angelica.”


For a wild moment she thought she heard Taesia’s voice.


Don’t you dare fucking haunt me.


The person raised their head, and Angelica’s panic washed away. Brailee Lastrider looked solemnly up at her with those unnerving Lastrider eyes, a shade of brown so dark they seemed black.


Angelica glanced around to make sure no one was watching them. “What do you want?”


“We want to talk.” Brailee stood. Though her brother and sister were too tall for their own good, Brailee was petite, much nearer to Angelica’s height.


“We?”


“Don’t pretend the Mardovas have completely shunned House Lastrider. Our mothers are working together.”


“If this is about reallocating resources—”


“It’s about Deia’s fulcrum.” Seeing the shock flit across Angelica’s face, Brailee dipped her chin. “Will you come or not?”


“I don’t like being manipulated, Lastrider,” Angelica groused, wrapping her cloak tight around her body as she followed Brailee down a narrow alleyway.


“This concerns you, too.” Brailee’s voice was similar to Taesia’s in pitch, but the tone was far softer, giving Angelica a feeling of wrongness. “I wouldn’t call that manipulating.”


Angelica took stock of their surroundings. They were in one of the outer districts, not the river quarter but close enough she could hear its faint murmuring. The Lastrider villa was currently being held by the city guard—now under a new high commissioner chosen by her mother and Rath—and Angelica had to admit she was curious about where the family had gone into hiding.


Brailee ended up leading her to a small two-story house sitting on a quiet, damp street. It was stained white with lime mortar, its wooden shutters closed against the chill. Or perhaps to prevent anyone outside from looking in.


“Did you kick out a family to squat here?” Angelica asked.


“A friend of my father’s is in the housing trade. This one was empty, and he’s allowing us to use it.”


“Isn’t that risky? He might give you up for a reward.”


Brailee shrugged and unlocked the door. “Nothing we do now is without risk.”


The inside of the house smelled like dust and something bitter, like tea that had been steeped too long. Everything was wooden in design, from the old floors to the timbers above their heads. The central floor revealed a small kitchen space and a scarred table. An open doorway led to a room in the back.


Brailee hung up her cloak and made for the back room. Angelica followed slowly, hand drifting to the thin knife tucked up her sleeve. The always-present urge within her made her fingertips flare hot, just on the brink of bursting into flame.


As soon as she crossed the threshold behind Brailee, they did just that.


Standing next to a threadbare armchair was someone the kingdom had labeled traitor, a man who should have been hanged, who had somehow managed to escape an unescapable prison.


The erstwhile Lastrider heir turned and locked eyes with Angelica. There was an ashen hue to his brown skin, his handsome face gaunter, leaner, making the sharp angles of his jaw all the more prominent. His black hair, which had always been well styled, had grown shaggy and unkempt during his imprisonment.


But the smile he directed at her was exactly as she remembered it. That charming, deceptive grin, setting off the dimples in his cheeks and the spark of cunning in his gaze.


“Angelica,” Dante greeted. “It’s been too long.”


The flames alighting her fingers spread down her hand. “Not long enough.” Angelica started forward only to have Brailee step between them.


“Stop. Please, Angelica, just listen. Dante didn’t kill Prelate Lezzaro. He was falsely accused.”


Taesia had told her as much, but it had been without evidence. And now that she knew Taesia had murdered Don Soler and Don Damari, she was even more convinced the older Lastrider siblings had been working toward something sinister.


“Fuck this,” she snarled, ready to turn back to the door. “I’m not going to talk to a—”


“Do not leave.”


Angelica froze. The words were in Dante’s low voice, but they had a strange, chiming quality that drove out all thought or incentive. Her mouth hung slack as Dante’s fathomless black irises flashed green.


She wasn’t sure where she was. What she had been doing.


“You will not tell anyone that you’ve seen me,” Dante said in that ringing, chiming voice.


Angelica’s body floated without motivation. For the first time in a long time, she was . . . calm. She nodded slowly, uncertain what she was agreeing to but peaceable enough that she didn’t care.


Brailee moved toward her brother, brow furrowed. “Dante. You said you wouldn’t.”


He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I panicked.”


His voice and eyes were back to normal. Angelica blinked rapidly. “What was I . . . ?”


“You were about to hear us out,” Dante said. “To learn the truth about Prelate Lezzaro and my aunt.”


“Your . . . aunt?” Angelica frowned. “Camilla Lorenzo? What about her?”


“You might as well sit down,” Brailee said. “I’ll make tea.”


“Let me get this straight,” Angelica said once Dante and Brailee were finished. They sat on the pitiful couch across from hers, Brailee’s hands held tightly in her lap. “Phos has taken control over Rian Cyr—who’s supposed to be dead—and he was the one who took the Bone Palace.”


Brailee nodded. “He summoned it to Noctus. We think that’s where Taesia and Nik have gone.”


Angelica turned to Dante. “And you’re saying that Camilla read Lezzaro’s grimoire, found out about Ostium and the fulcrums, and decided to summon a demon that would help her bring the Ostium fulcrum here.”


“That’s the heart of it.”


Angelica had read that very same grimoire, had learned about the missing fifth realm and how each god needed to be tethered to their world, and so had hidden the cores of themselves.


I would have taken of their flesh, but all I have left are remains, Deia had told her in the basilica, confirmation that the Bone Palace was constructed with the fifth god’s bones. And Phos, if he really had possessed Rian, knew it, too.


She touched the spot on her arm where Deia’s burning handprint had scarred her. Her mother had been trying to get her to return to the basilica, but Angelica refused.


Her god was no longer fit for her worship.


“I still don’t understand why Aunt Camilla wanted it so badly,” Dante murmured as he gazed into his mug of swampy-looking tea. “She’d never struck me as power hungry, but . . .”


“But with a god’s fulcrum, she would likely receive that god’s powers,” Brailee finished softly.


Angelica finally took a sip of tea to help the dryness of her mouth. She made a face, and Dante huffed.


“It’s not exactly what we’re used to either,” he said. “I miss my peach rooibos. And coffee.” He sighed, long-suffering, as if it weren’t his own fault he didn’t have access to such luxury anymore. Then again, after hearing what he’d been through—witnessing his aunt’s demon breaking Lezzaro’s neck, then the betrayal of Camilla incriminating him—perhaps it wasn’t. Fully.


Angelica glanced around the room, a far cry from the stately blacks and silvers of the Lastrider villa. “Where are your parents?”


“Helping yours.” Dante arched an eyebrow. “At least it’s easier getting around the city when you have control over the shadows.”


“Why even stay in the city if there’s a price on your head?”


“I don’t plan on staying.” Dante placed his mug on the low table between them. “That’s why we wanted to talk to you. We have no idea where our aunt is, but I’m sure she’s left Nexus.”


“You want to go after her?” According to him, Camilla Lorenzo still had possession of the grimoire. There was no telling what the woman could do with the perilous secrets it held.


“Partly. But also . . .” Dante exchanged another look with Brailee. “I have a feeling she’s going to go after the Vitae fulcrum next.”


Angelica set her mug down hard, splashing bitter tea over her knuckles. “What?”


“Her chance to get the Ostium fulcrum was only possible during Godsnight. What else can she do now but turn to what’s available?”


“Deia won’t allow it,” Angelica said flatly. “She still has plenty of control in this realm. She wouldn’t let a mortal get near enough to claim it.”


“But my aunt knows how to summon demons,” Dante countered. “And there could be other rituals in the grimoire we don’t know anything about.”


“We figured you would want to put a stop to it,” Brailee added. “Or at least help locate the fulcrum before she does.”


Angelica studied Dante. Everyone had always fawned over him, wanted to impress him, wanted to be him. Sometimes she thought she was the only one who could see that behind all his charm was someone overflowing with ambition and desperate to use it.


“You want the fulcrum for yourself,” she deduced.


Brailee opened her mouth to deny it, but Dante put a hand on her shoulder. “Not for the reason you think,” he said.


Brailee’s eyes widened. “Dante—”


“No, listen. Phos made the most of Godsnight by taking the Bone Palace. We can’t create those conditions again . . . unless we had access to a god’s full power.”


Angelica leaned back. “You—you want to use Deia’s fulcrum to open a rift in the barriers?”


“If possible.” His somber expression was just as unsettling as his smile. “We have to save Taesia.”


“I should have guessed.” Angelica stood and brushed out her skirts. “The other heirs are finally out of my way. Why should I save them?”


“It isn’t just about them,” Dante countered. “Vitae is withering. We’re heading toward extinction. We need to get the barriers open.”


That stilled her. She’d rather chop off her hand than agree with him, but . . .


“Where would it even be?” she demanded, her voice harsh. “The fulcrum.”


Dante’s soft laugh wasn’t quite mocking, but it made her bristle. “One would think you’d be the best person to answer that.”


“It could be in Deia’s Heart,” Brailee supplied.


Deia’s Heart was a volcano in southern Vaega, one of the largest in Vitae. Deia did seem to have a fondness for fire, and there were plenty of legends that had her forging things out of flame and heat.


“It’s too obvious,” Angelica muttered.


“Almost as if it was named Deia’s Heart on purpose, to mislead,” Dante agreed. “But there’s another volcanic land in Vitae.”


“In Azuna. Halfway across the damn realm.”


“And you know what lives among those volcanoes? The sorankun. Cousins to our wyverns. Think about it, Angelica.”


For a dizzying moment she was a young girl again, sitting beside her father as he read her myths about the gods. The one she remembered with the most clarity was the story of Deia and her wyvern.


“He was a large, winged creature with a fearsome roar that could make the earth tremble,” August had whispered dramatically while Angelica clutched his arm. “Deia crafted him within the heart of a boiling volcano, fashioning his scales from fire and ash. He was named Yvri for the eternal flame that birthed him, and his bond with Deia was so strong that she could ride him across our lands swifter than any bird.”


Angelica had tugged on his sleeve. “Is Yvri real? Or is this another made‑up one?”


August had smiled down at her. “I’m not sure. No one knows for certain if he actually existed, and if so, what happened to him. But I like to believe he did.”


Seeing her waver, Dante smirked. “This is where we become useful. Brailee and I will go to Deia’s Heart. If my aunt is there, or heads in that direction, we’ll stop her.”


“And I’m supposed to drop everything and go on a vacation to Azuna?” She moved to the door, ready to be done with the conversation.


Brailee stood. “Angelica, we need your help. You’re the one best equipped to find the fulcrum.”


Angelica’s fingertips began to heat again. Her god’s mocking words rang through her mind.


You think this is a power you can wield? You cannot even wield that which you currently have.


I closed you off from what you most desire so one day I would have my perfect vessel.


If she really could find the fulcrum, would she even be able to use it? Would its power transfer into hers? Would she be able to break away from Deia for good?


Slowly she reached into her pocket, where she’d been carrying the sketch of a Conjuration circle—the one she had taken from Nikolas’s task force.


Wondering if she was making a mistake, she balled it up and tossed it onto the table.


“You like mysteries, don’t you?” she said. “Maybe that’ll help you find out where the others have gone.”


“Angelica.”


She felt a jolt in her heart. Dante remained sitting on the couch, but for a split second something was perched behind him, a warped black shadow with a grinning mouth. It rested its hands on Dante’s shoulders, and his eyes flickered green.


Then he blinked, and his eyes were their normal dark shade. The shadow was gone.


“Just think about it,” he said.


Although she didn’t want to give them the satisfaction, she did think about it. So much so that she couldn’t sleep that night, tossing and turning for hours.


She longed for her violin. It had been the best conduit for her magic, the shovel that broke the earth’s crust for water to seep through, filling up the well of her desire. The only other way was channeling her anger. She lifted her hand and concentrated on her irritation at the Lastriders, her chest tightening painfully until a flicker of fire licked against her palm.


It didn’t satisfy her. Angelica shut her eyes tight and let the flame gutter out. After a few minutes she slipped out of bed, pulled on a robe, and headed for her mother’s room.


Halfway there, she noticed the door to Adela’s office was open a crack. Firelight spilled through into the hallway, a flickering warmth that danced with shadow. Angelica was about to reach for the doorknob when voices stopped her.


“I don’t know.” That was Miko, her Azunese accent softening consonants. “I don’t want to leave you right now. It feels too precarious.”


A sigh from Adela. “It is precarious. The king is gone, and Vaega could very well slip into a civil war if we’re not careful. That’s why I need to keep by Rath’s side for now, and why I need you to go to Azuna. The Vakaras have connections to Parithvi. We need the empire’s backing.”


The tectonic plates within her shifted and suddenly snapped into place. Before she knew what she was doing, Angelica pushed into the office.


Her mother and Miko were sitting in the winged armchairs before the fireplace, both dressed in robes, similarly cursed with a restless night. Brandy glasses sat empty on the small round table. They were holding hands, Adela running her thumb over Miko’s knuckles with an intimacy she would never show in public.


At Angelica’s appearance, Miko started and dropped Adela’s hand.


“What’s wrong?” her mother demanded.


“I need to speak with you.”


Miko made as if to leave, but Angelica stopped her. “Both of you.”


Surprise flitted across Miko’s face before she slowly sat back down. Adela’s lazy intimacy was gone, replaced with a stern vigilance more befitting the head of House Mardova.


Angelica took a deep breath. “Miko is from one of the royal families. That should be enough to gain an audience with the empress so we can bid for Azuna’s support to rule Vaega.”


Although it would be even better to gain an audience with the four great warlords, who governed each of the empire’s four states. The empress was more of a cultural figure, residing in the imperial seat in the middle of Azuna where the four states met. She was surrounded by staff, servants, and gentry, the latter made up of distant relatives. Miko’s family—the Uedas—was one such branch.


Angelica pressed her thumb against her warm fingertips. The fire state of Azuna was home to the Sanatsu Peaks, a range of mountains and volcanoes, the largest of which was Mount Netsai. If Deia really had hidden her fulcrum within a volcano . . . If Deia’s Heart was named to fool anyone who knew about the fulcrums . . .


As much as she didn’t want to entertain the Lastriders, her desire to be free of Deia’s control weighed greater than her pride.


“I’ll go to Azuna,” she said. “As a representative of House Mardova.”


Her mother and stepmother stared at her in shocked silence. It was Miko who stirred first.


“I . . . I am not so sure about this, Angelica,” she said in the cautionary tone she employed when her daughters were fighting.


“I know the language. Mother ensured that. And I have a passing knowledge of Azunese customs.”


“A passing knowledge won’t be sufficient,” Miko stressed. “Not when it comes to the politics, the tensions, the history. It would be better if I went, but . . .”


Adela took Miko’s hand again. “Do you want to return? Be honest.”


Miko dwelled on it, staring at Adela’s left shoulder. The one bandaged and healing under her robe, where an arrow had struck during Ferdinand’s attempt to assassinate the Houses.


“No,” Miko answered. “I want to stay here with you. With the girls.” Her gaze swung back to Angelica with a sigh. “But this will be more dangerous than you think. There is much you have to study in preparation.”


“I’ll accept whatever help you see fit to give me,” Angelica said. Once she would have rather chewed stone than say the words, but she would be a fool to reject Miko’s aid.


Adela studied her, as if to seek out any chinks in her armor. But Angelica knew what she was really thinking: Some had seen Angelica Mardova possessed on Godsnight, a terror of rage and flame. It could strengthen their House’s position if Angelica were to avoid notice for the time being, at least until Adela could soothe the masses.


“Are you sure?” Adela asked.


Angelica rolled her shoulders back, ignoring the way the flames in the fireplace leaned toward her, as if also anticipating her answer.


“I’m sure.”










V


Julian Luca knew the minds of monsters because he was one.


Lying on his back, he stared at the faint green veins at his wrist, remembering when they had flooded black. How his blood had so quickly turned once he’d acknowledged what swam within it. The prick of sharp teeth against his lip, the hunger for something to destroy or else conquer—the furious intention all around him lit up gold, and him at its heart, a being both foul and favored.


Julian slowly curled his hand into a fist. His knuckles protruded, one bearing the white line of a scar he couldn’t remember getting. There was a new one on his palm, scabbed over and itching. As he squeezed his fist tighter, a drop of blood welled there.


Red, bright, winking in the candlelight like a ruby. Not black.


Not yet.


He could sense it, now—a distant presence crouched inside him, like a bird of prey surveying a field, ready to swoop down. It felt like fingertips against his skin, the lightest touch that nevertheless threatened to dig into muscle and rip apart the man who called himself Julian Luca, son of Marjorie and Benjamín, a Hunter of Vaega. A beastspeaker.


A demon.


Azideh. When he closed his eyes he could hazily remember the events of Godsnight, remember a man—Dante Lastrider—and a dark shadow at his back, its eyes bright green, its mind a jumble of confusion and surprise and delight.


Azideh.


He saw the name embedded on aged paper in fading ink, written within a grimoire, followed by the words control the mind of living beings . . . and every manner of beast.


Julian rubbed at his eyes. They were hot and itchy from lack of sleep. His head and body ached.


But he couldn’t relax, couldn’t surrender to exhaustion. He kept thinking about the flash of those green eyes, the words scrawled in the grimoire. Wondering why his power only seemed to work on beasts and nothing else.


Wondering if he could make them work on a human.


Julian hissed through his teeth. After Godsnight, the thought of using that power again made his skin crawl. It was a power that had snuffed out the lives of other demons, turning them to dust. It was a power that had given Taesia alarm.


He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. The room he’d been left in had no windows, and the door was locked from the outside. Taesia had been sent elsewhere; Phos likely didn’t want them scheming together. But they already understood they had to find a way through the barrier surrounding the Bone Palace, and in order to do that, Phos had to be distracted.


For a while he drifted. He couldn’t tell if it was day or night—or at least, what counted as day or night in a realm of perpetual darkness—and he kept dozing off only to then jolt awake. This happened several times until he fell into a state of numb existence, neither asleep nor awake, barely clinging to lucidity.


It was in this state he heard a voice.


Can you hear me?


His eyelashes fluttered. Hear you.


A faint sigh, creaking and alive, the groaning of wood in a storm.


Join with me.


Why?


Do you have another option?


A deep, slow breath filled his lungs. No.


Images swept past, quick glimpses like the projection of a shadow carousel lamp, spinning around and around. Looming white towers, a cloaked figure prostrating, floating glyphs in the air, a crowded stepwell, a vast and empty cosmos.


There was nothing, once, and also everything. Shaped not by hands but by intention and desire. Just as rain falls and stars fall and light falls across everything in its path—light breeding shadow, life encouraging death. All of it was sweet and all of it was possible.


Something brushed up against his mind and he flinched away.


You deny it now? came that soft whisper. You cannot keep denying.


He was in the belly of some unfathomable beast. This palace of bones was his prison and his god.


Ostium. A fifth realm, fashioned by a fifth, nameless god. A world where Conjuration had been born, had been a currency, had been wielded by those who had suffered when their realm crumbled—people who had tried to escape into the unmapped universe only to become ensnared in celestial matter. Julian tried to imagine it: their veins gradually running black, the raw, unfiltered energy of the Cosmic Scale claiming their bodies and their minds. Giving them powers remarkable and horrific.


Azideh had been one of them. Was one of them.


And he . . .


You carry the faint mark of our world, the echoing bones murmured. You carry the gift of making and knowing. You must use it.


Nothing to use it on, he thought blearily, still hovering on the edge of sleep. He was so tired. Only beasts.


But there had been a moment in his mother’s apartment. A scarlet demon crouched above him, her thoughts and emotions flaying open under his suggestion. A demon who had once been human.


I am here. Through me, all is possible.


Azideh’s power was to gain control over all minds. If he shared the ability . . .


“No,” he snarled, surging back awake. “I won’t—”


The door’s lock turned with a loud scrape before it swung open. “Talking to yourself, are you?”


Julian bolted upright. Framed in the doorway was Phos, wearing the face of Rian Cyr.


Boy or god, whenever Julian laid eyes on him all he could think of was a spear sinking into Paris’s chest. That very spear was slung across the boy’s back, glowing steadily over his shoulder.


A wave of heat passed through him, a foreign rage that made him bare his teeth. He could still smell Paris’s blood, see the surprise in his partner’s eyes before they’d dimmed forever.


He would never see Paris again. Maybe never see his mother again.


Rian—no, Phos—raised a pale eyebrow. “That’s a fearsome expression you’re wearing. Will you give me trouble today?”


He recalled the stinging warmth of Phos’s blade at his neck and decided it didn’t pose enough of a deterrent. But then Julian looked past Phos to the figure lurking behind him. Nikolas’s eyes were shining gold, his face slack, beyond reach. Not even Taesia had been able to get through to him.


Julian would have happily avenged Paris’s death on the boy before him if it weren’t for the fact that Rian was Nikolas’s brother, and for all he knew, an innocent party to his god’s scheming. They needed a way to shed Phos’s possession from them both.


Julian gritted his teeth and rose to stand. His hands were bound, his arms sore.


“Good boy,” Phos murmured.


There was no point in running or hiding. No point in lashing out where there was nowhere to go. All he could do was follow Phos through the corridors of the palace. All around him was that unnerving awareness within the walls, the ceiling, the floor they trod. His bones itched at its unwavering attention.


I am not yours, he thought. I am a man, my name is Julian, I live in Nexus, I am . . .


He didn’t bother finishing.


He was brought back to the throne room. Immediately he sensed a change, a sourness in the air that raised the fine hairs along the nape of his neck.


Taesia was kneeling on the carpet runner. But she didn’t look in his direction; all her attention was on a young man who was also kneeling before the throne.


Julian vaguely remembered him from Godsnight. He had typical Vaegan features of light brown skin and dark, curling hair. Like Taesia, he was wearing lightsbane.


The young man was speaking in hushed, hurried tones with one of the surviving servants, the other man nodding as if receiving orders of some kind. When Phos walked in, they both froze.


Phos clicked his tongue and flicked his fingers. A shard of light flew from him and pierced the servant through his throat.


The young man screamed as the servant fell, lifeless eyes staring at the bone-cluttered ceiling. The other servants by the walls muffled their wails and ducked their heads. Even Taesia balked.


“So some of them do know of your existence.” Phos pushed Julian roughly to his knees by Taesia and ascended the dais. He slipped off the Sunbringer Spear and leaned it against the side of the throne before sprawling into the seat. “Which means they’ll remain loyal. Perhaps I should weed them out.”


The young man glared at him, face shining with tears. “Do not hurt them.”


Phos crossed his legs. “Are you giving me an order, Your Highness?”


Julian frowned. Your Highness? He examined the young man again. There was a subtle familiarity in his features, but other than Godsnight, he couldn’t recall where he might have seen them before. His eyes bothered Julian the most—blue, bright, and brimming with loathing.


Where had he seen those eyes?


“These are my people,” the young man rasped. “Not yours.”


Phos lazily lifted his hand again. Multiple shards darted from his fingers and formed a perilous ring around the young man’s neck, who only continued to face the god stubbornly.


“Ah, right.” Phos wiggled his fingers, and the hazardous collar formed around Nikolas’s neck instead. Though Nikolas was unfazed, the young man tensed. “I forgot about your lack of self-preservation.”


“Fin,” Taesia snapped. “Shut the fuck up.”


Julian turned to her. She was more rumpled than she’d been the last time they’d seen each other, her hair messy and unwashed, her clothes disordered. Part of her sleeve had been burned away, revealing a large bruise like the ones twinging across his jaw.


His vision narrowed and his next breath scraped against his throat. It was only Taesia’s steady dark eyes on his that held him in place.


“Are you all right?” she whispered.


He swallowed; he should have been the one to ask. All he could do was nod, wishing he could tell her about the voice in the walls, ask what he was supposed to do after catching the interest of a god.


Then again, he only had to look to Rian Cyr for the answer.


Taesia’s gaze flickered past him. Following it, he spotted her strange black sword hanging haphazardly off the wall sconces, yet another decoration of bone within the already skeletal room. He’d expected Phos to lock it away somewhere, but judging by Taesia’s grimace, it was being used as a trophy. Even if she were to grab it, she was shackled with lightsbane. It would be near useless.


“Enough theatrics,” Taesia said. “Why did you bring us here this time? You need company while you take your tea?”


“I doubt you’d be a charming meal companion,” Phos demurred. He snapped his fingers at the servants. “Position them the way I told you to.”


A middle-aged man approached Julian, sweating and trembling under Phos’s scrutiny. Julian’s muscles strained against the urge to shake him off, but he glanced at the lifeless body and reluctantly allowed the manhandling, the servant whispering apologies the whole time.


He was brought to the center of the room, Taesia to his left nearest the throne, Fin at his front, and Nikolas positioned behind him. Once they were in place, Phos stood and walked around the dais, dragging something from behind it. The sour scent in the air grew stronger.


“Now, originally I was hoping for all the heirs,” Phos said. “But no matter. I have workarounds.”


Phos dumped what he was dragging to Julian’s right, making his nostrils flare at the smell of decay.


“Father!”


Julian looked from Fin’s stupefied face to that of the corpse. Ferdinand Accardi, the Holy King of Vaega. Their infamously heirless monarch.


Taesia noticed Julian’s bewilderment. “Ferdinand was never going to choose an heir from one of the Houses. He wanted them gone.”


“I didn’t know,” Fin breathed, his red-rimmed eyes fixed on his father’s body. “He said—”


“It doesn’t fucking matter what he said!” Taesia yelled. “He was a liar, and he raised you to be the same! You could have told any of us at any time. You could have told Nik—”


“I’m not in the mood for mortal politics,” Phos said as he kicked Ferdinand’s corpse over. “Be silent.”


“Eat shit and die,” Taesia countered. “What are you doing with us? Are you making another Conjuration circle?”


Julian noted their positioning and cursed silently. He was in the middle, like the Bone Palace had been—like Ostium had been.


“Something of the sort.” Phos strode closer to Julian, though maintained a prudent distance. “We stand in a monument known throughout your realm. A palace fit for royal blood. The eye of the great portal city of Nexus, where doorways had been constructed between the realms.”


Phos gave Julian a knowing look. Julian did his best to meet it even as that itch burrowed into him again, that eyeless gaze once more affixed to him.


“But this palace has always been a tomb,” Phos went on, walking to the nearest wall and putting his hand against it. He took a deep breath and leaned his forehead against the marble. “Where Deia hid the last remains of Orsus.”


Orsus. The name made Julian’s head spin, his heart kicking into a new frantic rhythm.


“Orsus,” Taesia repeated. “The fifth god. The one who made Ostium.”


“Yes.” Phos opened his eyes. “They were the one who siphoned quintessence from the cosmos, arranging it into the Cosmic Scale. Orsus and Ostium were at the Scale’s very heart, steadily feeding quintessence to the realms.”


Those hazy images assaulted Julian again, of glyphs being drawn in the air and beings of another realm ascending a stepwell.


“The portals were made by people from Ostium,” Julian muttered. “And when their realm was destroyed, the portals were no longer fueled by its energy. Its . . . quintessence.”


“Yes.”


“Then the Sealing didn’t happen because the gods made barriers,” Taesia said. “It happened because of Ostium’s destruction.”


Phos said nothing at first. He walked back to the throne and picked up the Sunbringer Spear, resting its weight against his shoulder. The golden barrier surrounding the palace drenched the throne room in an imitation of midmorning light.


“All of the Cosmic Scale’s energy was filtered through Ostium. Orsus had complete control. If we desired to make more worlds, we were stopped by their meddling. We grew tired of it. Or rather, I grew tired of it.


“Thana wanted more power, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She’s always been the coldest of us. Nyx . . .” He paused, face hardening, before going on. “Only Deia was receptive to my plan. Together we turned on Orsus. Eventually Thana and Nyx followed. In the resulting battle, Ostium was broken.”


He faced them again. “There was not much left of Orsus in the aftermath, but Deia claimed what she could and fled back to her own realm just before the barriers snapped into place.” A grin stretched across his face, slow and inhuman. “In her haste, she left a piece behind. I consumed it.”


Taesia inhaled sharply. Fin, who’d been listening in confusion, swayed on his knees. Julian swallowed, the back of his throat tasting of copper.


“With this bit of Orsus inside me, I have some control over quintessence.” Phos glanced at the bone-strewn ceiling. “Which allowed me to claim his remains. How lucky, too, that I’ve been able to collect an actual being from Ostium.”


Julian scowled. “I’m from Vitae.”


“Mm, your blood says differently.” Phos planted the butt of the spear on the floor and regarded him. “With you both to amplify this power, I can break open the barriers between Noctus and Solara. Noctus will be flooded with my light.” He laughed softly. “Orsus did not want us to create more worlds, so what other choice do I have than to redesign the worlds that already exist?”


With that, he lifted the spear and nicked the side of Julian’s neck. Taesia gave a hoarse shout, but Julian only shut his eyes and fought not to flinch. Liquid warmth trickled down his neck toward his collarbone.


“Blood from Ostium, Vitae, Solara, and Noctus.” Phos walked around the circle, nicking each of them in turn. “And the essence of death for Mortri.” He gave Ferdinand’s corpse another kick as he passed. Nikolas was the only one who remained standing, blood trailing down his throat as he stared ahead.


Instantly Julian sensed a change in pressure. His ears throbbed with it, his shoulders hunching in discomfort. His surroundings seemed to shudder and close in.


“That’s it,” Phos whispered, too close for Julian’s comfort. “Open yourself up to their power. The more quintessence you absorb, the better the offering you’ll make.”


But the power around him shook in anger, in resentment, in sorrow. He gasped and doubled over, Taesia calling his name distantly as if they were separated by an entire universe.


There were only the bones, the last remnants of a world devoured by sharp teeth and sharper cunning.


You carry the gift of making and knowing.


No.


I am a man, my name is . . . I live in . . .


My name is . . .


Azideh.


I am here. Through me, all is possible.


Green eyes, black veins, the thundering thoughts of a beast turned rampant. The tangle of a human’s mind—locks and traps, seeds planted too deep to ever take root, a man drowning under endless light, skin-close and pain-distant and breathing only because it was necessary—


Julian gasped again. Nik.


This time he didn’t imagine the floor shaking under him. Someone was yelling—was it him? He was too far removed, too sunken into animal heat and a twisting maze of fear and longing, the sweet blood smell around him that turned into a cavernous hunger.


Fingers dug into his hair and wrenched his head up. The sharp pain along his skull brought him back to awareness long enough to see Rian’s face twisted in bewilderment.


“What are you doing?” Phos demanded.


“Nik!”


Julian tried to turn his head, wincing when it made Phos’s grip tighten. Nikolas reeled in his peripheral vision, clutching his head with a groan.


Both Taesia and Fin struggled to get to their feet. “Nik!” Taesia cried again.


Nikolas dropped his hands, staring at her like a person whose fever had just broken. “Tae . . . ?”


Phos tsked as he shook Julian. “Focus on the quintessence. Forget him.”


If Julian let go of this tentative connection, Nikolas’s mind would be lost again. His lungs constricted with the need for air. The copper taste in his throat grew stronger.


Stay awake, he tried to say, shaping the words without sound. Nik. Stay—


Ignore him and accept what I am giving you, whispered the bones. Accept it all. You must use it where I cannot.


I won’t.


You must. You must destroy Phos.


He wanted to. He longed to. But he wouldn’t only be destroying Phos—he’d be destroying Rian Cyr.


I won’t.


You—


I WON’T.


The power flooded out of him all at once, leaving him boneless and weak. Phos let go of him and Julian fell forward, coughing against the floor. He coughed until tears gathered in his eyes, until blood splattered against marble. He felt as if his body had been peeled open, his insides scraped raw.


A penalty for disobeying. But at least the bones were quiet now.


He opened watery eyes. Nikolas had fallen to his knees, hands covering his face. Taesia and Fin watched him warily. Their blood had already clotted, the uneasy magic of the circle dissipating.


Phos stepped behind Nikolas and laid a hand on his shoulder. Nikolas’s hands fell and revealed a face that was blank once more, with eyes that burned gold.


“A solid attempt,” Phos said with a glance at Julian. “I didn’t account for your other . . . influence. No matter. I’ll see that it doesn’t happen next time.”


There won’t be a next time, Julian wanted to say, though his blood-flecked lips didn’t move.


He would not accept Orsus’s power no matter how much it cost him. He wouldn’t give either god the satisfaction, nor feed the beast that slept inside him.


I am not yours, he thought again, and somewhere deep in the palace came a faint rumble of displeasure.










VI


“—aesia.”


Her sister’s voice rang through the darkness. Taesia hadn’t wanted to fall asleep—had restlessly paced the room Phos had thrown her into after the failed Conjuration attempt—but exhaustion and discomfort had finally forced her onto the bed. And now she was here, in nothingness, being led around by ghostly voices.


“Tae? Tae!”


“I’m here,” she breathed. She had no body, no control. All she could see were the faint tendrils of color at the edges of the dreamscape, the outer fringes of that universe where Brailee could travel. But Taesia was not a dream walker, and she was at its mercy.


“Bee!” she yelled into the swirling dark. “I’m here!”


“Taesia! Hold on!”


She needed answers, she needed help. In all her furious plotting she still didn’t know how to evade Phos or get Nikolas out of his control. There had been a moment, one miraculous moment when Nikolas had looked at her and seen her.


How could they do it again?


“Please,” Taesia whispered.


The colors stretched and bled into each other until they blended into the black all around her. There was a tingling in her fingertips—she was in her own body, wearing the clothes she’d worn at Godsnight—as purling, vaporous clouds stirred below her knees.


A hand fell upon her shoulder. Slowly she looked down at the long, knobby fingers, the black talons gently pricking her.


We have much to discuss, came a low, velvet voice.


Taesia spun around. She was no longer in the darkness, the edges of the universe of color. She stood now within a grand hall, the floor and walls made of gleaming silver marble, sculpted into embellishments and columns opulent enough to rival the Bone Palace. Before her rose a wide flight of stairs. A dark figure waited for her on the landing above.


Swallowing, she looked around. The rest of the hall was shrouded by those moving clouds. The only way was forward.


She ascended the stairs. Her footfalls made no sound; instead, there was a melodious chiming like a distant echo. Though the hall was cold she could barely sense it, letting it only pass through her like water sliding off skin.


Looming over her was a massive archway wreathed in carvings, open to a darkly purple expanse where more of those clouds were swirling, limned in silver. The light came from the eight moons in the sky, hanging in a perfect vertical line, in phases ranging from waning crescent to full. Far overhead was the glimmer of stars.


“There are not many who have seen this place,” came Nyx’s dulcet voice beside her.


“Wh . . . why am I here, then? Where is here?”


He remained quiet until she finally turned to him. The god was unnervingly tall, leaning over her like he wanted to merge her into his shadow, his cosmos eyes fixed unblinking on hers. Black hair hung in a silken, silver-speckled wave over his shoulders under his crown of moons and stars. The light of the moons reflected on pale marble turned his skin to alabaster.


“A place that is and isn’t,” he answered. “Was and will be. It is me. It is you. It is sacred.”


“Stop talking in flowery nonsense. Is this a dreamscape?”


His pale mouth quirked ever so slightly. “If that is what brings you the most comfort.”


Nothing about this scenario brought her comfort. She had only seen Nyx once before in a vision in Nexus, when he had called her his general, claiming he had use for her. She supposed that was why he’d brought her here, away from Brailee.


Fuck. Brailee. She had been so close to reaching her sister, to hearing any scrap of news of Dante and her family and the state of Nexus. To warning them about what Phos was planning.


Thinking of Brailee almost invoked her sister’s voice, a shapeless word of panic and desperation. Taesia turned around, but she and Nyx were the only ones here.


“You went against my wishes at Godsnight.” She couldn’t detect anger in his words, but nonetheless they made her skin prickle. “I told you to kill the boy, and Phos with him. You used my power in other ways.”


“The boy is named Rian Cyr.” Taesia tried to focus on the moons, squinting at their luminosity. “And no matter what you say, I’m not going to kill him.”


A moment of silence. She wasn’t sure if her body in this dreamscape was real or not, but the way her heart thumped was too convincing to suspect anything else.


“The boy,” Nyx sighed at last, “is gone. Whatever regard you hold for him is pointless, now.”


“What do you mean?”


“Phos’s hold on him is too absolute. The longer it stays that way, the more the boy’s mind will decay, if it has not already. He is gone.”


She crossed her arms, as if that would keep the riot of emotions storming through her from spilling out. “You don’t know that for sure.”


Nyx walked to the archway, surveying that cloudy, amethyst gloaming. His broad shoulders were draped in a leather cowl that flared into sharp points, his robe a deep blue. From the back he could almost pass for human despite his size.


“Sentimentality,” the god murmured. “A trait that, as I understand it, can be found in all beings of all realms. I wonder how that came to be. It has been such a long time since I . . .” He looked down at one of his clawlike hands, curling and unfurling it. “No. There is no use for it. Not then, and not now.”


He turned back toward her, and any semblance of humanity was wiped away as she again met those unfathomable eyes.


“If Phos is not killed, Noctus will be destroyed,” the god intoned. “Light will sear through flesh and stone and night. It will not stop there. Deia’s territory will be next, and all others you hold such sentimentality toward will be reduced to ash.”


Taesia shut her eyes, thinking of Brailee and her parents. Dante. Risha and Angelica, wherever they were.


“It is one life to save millions,” Nyx whispered. The small beads of pearl and silver on his robe clinked gently as he moved. “All you have to do is accept my power. Be my general.” He stroked the tip of one talon down her cheek. “You are my blood. There is no other that can do this.”


If I claim you, we will be linked, he had told her at Godsnight. If she hadn’t accepted his power then, would he have been able to pull her here, to lay this ultimatum at her feet? Yet she couldn’t find it in herself to regret the decision, not when it had stopped him from manipulating Brailee.


But that didn’t mean she’d let him take control of her either. They may be linked, but she knew—in her gut, her bones, whatever starstuff swam in her marrow—that if she let him in again, the connection would become irrevocable.


And Taesia Lastrider had never wanted to belong to anyone or anything.


“When you say accept your power,” she said slowly, “what does that mean? What do you intend to do?”


“What I do does not concern you.”


“It’s my body, so yeah, it kind of does. Are you just planning to stab him through the heart while he’s not looking? Suffocate him with shadows?”


Though Nyx’s face barely showed emotion, this earned her a tiny twitch of one smooth, dark eyebrow.


“Phos and I have a long history of dueling,” Nyx said eventually. “I know his weaknesses, his strengths.”


“Mind sharing, then?”


“He is proud. Overconfident. Prone to underestimating others. If he is given a reason to preen, he drops his guard. He attacks wildly, continuously, and does not compensate with a strong defense. He is slow to tire, but quick to distract.”


Taesia committed each word to memory. “So let’s say someone doesn’t have access to their powers. How would they go up against him?”


“My power will be enough to overcome such an obstacle.”


It had been worth a shot. Taesia regarded the new moon hanging in the sky like a dark disc. The stars above like watching eyes.


Her hands remembered the shape and weight of bone.


“You share something in common with him,” she said. “You’re both prone to underestimating others.”


Nyx’s cosmos eyes narrowed a fraction even as the corners of his lips ticked upward.


“You will come to see, in time, that I am right,” Nyx promised as clouds obscured her vision. “I will be waiting, my general.”


When Phos fetched her again, she was foggy and exhausted from lack of true sleep, a residue of dread sitting in her chest. If her mother knew how she’d spoken to their god . . .


“Is this amusing to you?” Phos said. They were walking to the throne room, Nikolas once more steering her down the wide halls. After that too-fleeting moment of recognition, his placidity was even more heartbreaking.


Taesia’s soft laugh died on her lips. “I find it amusing that you need multiple attempts to get this right. Haven’t you been scheming for a thousand years?”


Phos regarded her coolly. “There are secrets buried in the Cosmic Scale that even I do not comprehend. I am willing to spill your blood as many times as possible to learn them.”


Dramatic bastard.


They collected Julian along the way. He was withdrawn, his face wan. Whatever he had done last time had taken a toll on him, though Taesia couldn’t begin to fathom what exactly had happened.


Nikolas had claimed Julian was the fifth heir. Phos said he was from Ostium. She herself had seen Julian destroy demons with no other weapon than what lay dormant within him.


“Are you all right?” Taesia whispered.


He turned dull eyes toward her, then Nikolas.


“Can you . . . ?”


His thick eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t know. I—”


“Enough,” Phos snapped. They fell silent.


Fin sat chained and alone in the middle of the hall, watched by a ring of helpless servants. Judging from his expression, he’d likely ordered them not to come near, lest they also end up with a hole in their throats.


Taesia found herself back in her previous position by the throne’s dais. Behind it, Starfell hung carelessly on the sconces. She sat back on her heels and tried to ignore the pain in her wrists and the trembling of her arms. The shackles on her wrists weighed heavy, intensely cold, harboring all her magic and leaving her empty.


Julian knelt in the middle of their makeshift circle, glaring at the floor as if it were to blame for everything.


“I won’t tolerate your little demon tricks this time,” Phos warned Julian, pointing the Sunbringer Spear at his chest. “Do you understand?”


When Julian didn’t answer, a blazing white spike materialized before Taesia. She flinched back, unnerved by its heat. She could barely make out the flash of rage on Julian’s face.


“The only reason I’m keeping her alive is in the hope of Nyx possessing her,” Phos said. “But I don’t need her alive. Do you understand?”


Julian gave a shallow nod.


“Good.” Phos lifted the spear and made a fresh cut on Julian’s neck, blood seeping into his already stained collar. He strode to Fin next and also nicked him open. Fin curled his hands into fists under his shackles.


Phos came to her last, stepping around the threatening spike of light that made sweat bead on her forehead. “I know that Nyx must be in communication with you,” he murmured as the warm steel of the spear’s blade touched her skin. “He wants a duel, doesn’t he? You may as well let him have it.”


Blood tickled her throat. “He chose my sister, remember?”


“For that particular battle. But he has multiple pawns to play.” He glanced at Nikolas. “As do I.”


Her anger soared, but she forcibly grounded it.


If he is given a reason to preen, he drops his guard.


“He must not be as smart as you, then,” Taesia said. “This is his realm, after all. He could simply possess me with force if he wanted to.”


Phos huffed and stared at the windows. “He is weaker, and foolish. Always has been. He was never one for plotting or deceit. Ironic, since he so loves to skulk.”


Taesia dared a peek over her shoulder. Starfell’s hilt jutted out behind the throne. Twenty, maybe twenty-five feet away.


Julian caught her eye and shook his head. Don’t, he mouthed.


The faintest whisper in her mind, like the caress of wind against her face. My power is here for the taking, my blood. Let me in, and I shall destroy him.


Taesia exhaled shakily. The jagged spear of light hovered before her. She flexed the muscles in her legs.


“That is why my first target is Noctus,” Phos went on. “It will be the easiest realm to conquer. Once my ritual is complete, he will have no choice but to come out and face me.” She spied the edge of his grin. “For the last time.”


Not if I end you here, whispered the velvet voice. Now.


Even with the lightsbane, her awareness of the shadows around her expanded. It was a cold sip of water on a particularly hot day, a relief both shocking and pleasant. She shuddered with the promise of those shadows swirling around her, doing her bidding.


That’s it. Let me in.


Fin was watching her with confusion. She looked to Nikolas, gathered her resolve, and spared Julian a single nod of warning.


She sprang to her feet and sprinted to the back wall. Her head swam and she nearly tripped over the dais, her legs wobbly after days of disuse.


What are you doing? Nyx hissed.


Phos spun around. “You—!”


Taesia grabbed hold of Starfell and yanked it down. Despite the lightsbane, as soon as the sword was in her hands its power thrummed all around her, raising goosebumps on her body. An astralam’s bones returned to the realm from which they’d been born.


She gasped like it was her first breath. Beyond the palace, beyond the barrier, beyond the city were thousands upon thousands of burning stars—a smaller universe nestled within a larger one, a creation of velvet darkness. Like the latest hour of night, smooth and crisp, quiet and humming, when everything and nothing existed.


I don’t need you, Nyx.


Taesia lifted her arms and the velvet darkness worked through her, pouring into the astralam bones and focusing on a point between her wrists.


Phos’s blazing spear of light shot straight at her, seeking to pierce her heart.


The place where her shackles connected was swallowed by a small, swirling vortex. It burned a chill into her hands, but she didn’t dare let go of Starfell or let her concentration falter. She raised her arms higher just as the spear of light reached her.


It dove straight into the vortex and disappeared.


Come back, she pleaded, arms shaking. Turn around.


Phos advanced. Through heavy breaths, Taesia grinned at him.


“Wanna see a new trick?”


The spear of light shot back out of the vortex and pummeled Phos in the chest. He went flying across the throne room, wings rapidly unfurling before he crashed through the wall into the hall outside.


The vortex died. Her wrists were still bound, but now the shackles were broken in the middle, allowing her to move her arms freely. Nikolas staggered, and she ran to him.


“Julian, can you free him?” she yelled over the sudden rumbling of the walls and the shouting of the servants.


“I’m . . . trying,” Julian said through gritted teeth. He was standing in the middle of the throne room, blood dripping from his nose. Fin scrambled to his feet as well, staring at the hole Phos had made.


Taesia grabbed Nikolas’s shoulder and shook him. “Nik, I’m here! Nik!”


His eyes fluttered open and focused on her. They had returned to a pale shade, hazy but unmistakably his. “Tae . . .”


She choked down a sob and pulled him toward one of the windows. “Come on, we have to hurry.”


Phos climbed back through the hole wearing a murderous expression. Blood trickled from his hairline, wings bracketing his body, clothes covered in mortar dust.


“Clever,” he muttered as his eyes lit up gold and his voice deepened. “You all think you’re very clever, don’t you?”


Julian faced him. His pupils were thin and vertical, his normally hazel irises washed acid green, black veins spreading across his body. Beyond the window, Taesia saw the golden wall flicker. Behind her, Nikolas shuddered.


“Julian!” Taesia cried. “Concentrate on Nik!”


His upper lip curled, revealing sharpened canines. But he did as she asked, moving toward them while Phos stalked closer.


“There is no escaping this,” Phos said. “Only—”


Fin rammed into his side, sending the both of them sprawling.


“Go!” Fin shouted.


Taesia didn’t waste the opportunity. She smashed Starfell’s pommel into the window, colorful glass spraying outward. Grabbing Nikolas’s arm and trusting Julian to follow, she jumped.


The air was biting, the free fall making her stomach rise. She couldn’t even scream, couldn’t gather the shadows to break her fall, couldn’t—


Light erupted overhead and she was soaring across the courtyard. She clutched onto Nikolas and gaped at him, at his wings, beating steadily like a heartbeat as he carried her down to the flickering wall.


But his breaths were strained and his shirt soaked with sweat. They landed haphazardly on the pitted cobblestone, Taesia scraping a knee.


“Tae,” he gasped. “I can’t. Fin—”


“Forget him,” she snarled. “He deserves this!”


Julian landed in a crouch beside them, hard enough to crack the cobblestone. He was still wreathed in that unknown power, an uncanny resonance that made Taesia’s teeth ache.


Above them, Phos was descending.


Taesia took Nikolas’s arm. “We have to go. We’ll come back and—”


“Taesia.”


She stopped at the sound of her name. Remembered the way he used to sigh it, whisper it, evoke it like a spell. His eyes met hers and they were his own, his mind was his own, and she had to keep him like this, protect him no matter—


“I can’t,” he said again.










VII


He was Nikolas Cyr. A Lumin, an heir, a descendant of a god who wished them all dead.


He was also perhaps a coward.


Or simply unwise.


But the entity in his brain was painful and sharp, teeth gnawing at his memories, his reasoning, his very existence. He could remember the girl in front of him with her large, dark eyes and dreadful power, and he could remember the man behind her as something to be safeguarded yet feared.


And he remembered the young man up in the palace, a prisoner, always a prisoner, another coward yearning to make up for his mistakes.


But his wings—


He had wings. He could fly. And that was enough to make the withered vine of joy reach upward, out through his chest and to his shoulder blades, extending in beautiful arcs of feathered light.


The charm on his wrist trembled as he raised a hand and cradled Taesia’s face. A tear fell from her wide eyes, reflecting the flickering light of his wings, the shielding wall beside them.


“Nik,” she whispered.


He put a hand on Julian’s shoulder, watched the unearthly color drain from his eyes and leave him disoriented.


“Protect her,” Nikolas ordered.


Julian didn’t get a chance to reply. Nikolas pushed them right as the wall stuttered again, their bodies stumbling out of the Bone Palace’s courtyard and into the unknown.


It was all he had the strength for. Once they were gone, he sank to his knees and a blinding white light enveloped his mind, and he could have been screaming, or tearing at his own skin, or begging for the light to kill him—


And then there was blessed nothing.


He waited on his knees for Phos. His god looked from the barrier to him. He waited for an order.


A hand slapped him. He went down. Stayed there. Pain like a distant star.


“This is not over,” Phos promised.


He said nothing. Hadn’t been told to say anything.


So he stayed on the ground, smelling blood and dirt, body reeling in the memory of what it was like to soar.










VIII


Time didn’t mean much in a place like Mortri, where hours and minutes and seconds stretched and bent and folded in on themselves. Instead Risha measured the fall of her footsteps, the drag of her breaths, and the pinching of her stomach.


“My mother didn’t want me reading Mortrian myths when I was a child,” Jas said as they walked. They had made their way through the field of marigolds and onto a broader field surrounded by tall, naked trees, their spindly branches like pointing fingers. “Of course, that made me want to read them more. I learned about how adventurers snuck into Mortri and how the kings’ Sentinels would find them. Torture them. Break apart their souls.”


“That’s putting it mildly.” Risha had done her own reading of the perversions of the four kings and their long history of malice.


The ground squelched beneath her boots. It had the consistency of churned mud, but the green fog of the sky made it difficult to make out its color.


Something wet and cold hit the crown of her head. Above her, the branch of a tree was steadily dripping dark liquid. Another drop hit her forehead and rolled down the side of her nose.


She smelled it, then—blood. Thick and metallic and seemingly everywhere.


The trees around them were bleeding. It seeped through the ground and welled out between the bark, trickling over branches and staining roots.


She stepped away from the tree with a shudder. Jas moved closer to her side.


Then the whispers started.


“—wanted it so badly, needed it—”


“—help them, please—”


“—it hurts it hurts it hurts IT HURTS—”


Turn around.


Risha pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead and shut her eyes. The faint impression of Jas’s fingertips alighted on her arm.


“Risha? What’s happening?”


The steady drip of blood around them, the faint whistle of the wind, the distant lowing of some inhuman thing—all were magnified along with the sound of her own breaths, the creaking of the branches.


“—would do anything for her to love me—”


“—didn’t know it was a trap—”


“—what would even happen if I—”


Turn around.


“Jas,” she said so softly he had to lean in closer, his presence a chill against her body. “Don’t turn around.”


“What? Wh—”


He went rigid, eyes fixed on nothing. Not the same blankness as when he’d been called by the river, but something nearer to fear.


“I hear them,” he murmured. “They . . . are they the dead?” He looked at the bleeding trees with dawning horror.


There were many creatures in Mortri, not all of which could be documented by Vitaeans. Risha knew the names of several—murmurs, who scented fear; bone snatchers, who were largely harmless unless you stole from their horde.


And there were those who could mimic or enthrall.


Turn around.


Look.


It wasn’t a voice, but more a thought that bloomed frantic and vivid in her mind. She shook against the urge to follow through with it.


“What do we do?” Jas whispered.


Risha fumbled for his hand and held it as tight as she could. “Just keep walking.”


The mud and blood oozed around her footfalls as they steadily made their way through the trees. Risha was already nauseated from hunger, her head pounding with a headache and encroaching dizziness, but she dare not let herself get distracted by her annoyingly human body. The presence she’d felt earlier seemed to loom right behind them, intangible yet taking up so much space it became harder to breathe.


“—can’t do it, I just can’t do it—”


“—IT HURTS IT HURTS IT HURTS—”


“—please, please, please, please—”


Turn around.


The thought raged bigger and brighter. Risha stumbled, but Jas pulled her onward, neither one of them even daring to look at each other.


The end of the tree line was in sight. They sped up, not quite running in case the thing behind them sought to give chase.


Turn around.


There’s something you need to see.


You need to know what it is.


The curiosity will kill you if you don’t.


You’ll die weeping and in agony from not knowing.


Turn around.


Risha whimpered, her shirt soaked in sweat, the thoughts so loud her skull would surely crack open.


As soon as they crossed the boundary of the bleeding trees, the whispers died. Risha gasped in a breath before bending over and retching.


Jas cursed in Parithvian and did his best to rub her back. “Are you all right? Is that . . . thing gone?”


Risha coughed and spat on the ground. Her throat stung and her mouth tasted foul, but the silence was a balm. “I think it’s confined to the trees, or whatever spirits are trapped there.”


“Then let’s get away from it.”


Her head spun when she straightened. They needed to find water soon.


“Stay with me,” Jas whispered. They had reached a plain covered with dry, brittle grass, and the landscape dipped and fell with hillocks studded with stone doors. Barrows. Far in the distance Risha spotted the city carved into the mountains. “Tell me more about Leshya.”


Risha could still smell blood. She tried wiping a sleeve over her face to clean it without much success. “Her time in Mortri, you mean?”


“Yes.”


She took a breath to collect herself. “When the kings tried to invade Vitae, she held them at the threshold. She pushed them back into their own realm and fought them there.”


Jas whistled. “How could she fend off four undead kings and their Sentinels on her own?”


“She wasn’t alone. Not really.”


As much as she honored her ancestors, many of them had chosen methods Risha could not understand or condone. She had a feeling it was why her father had always been so adamant about following the rules, to not let himself or his children fall back on immoral practices.


“I thought she was the only necromancer at the time?” Jas asked.


“Other than her children, yes, though they were much too young to fight. But she made a special weapon for herself.”


They passed a barrow and Risha slowed. Beyond it was a building long gone to ruin. While it wasn’t what she would consider large, it maintained an air of dignity in the rusticated stone walls and the flourishing pediment above. It looked like a mausoleum Risha would have found in the Nexus necropolis.


Jas took in the mausoleum’s crumbling walls and partially caved‑in roof. “You mentioned her weapon before, but I don’t think I know about it. Obviously she wasn’t using her finger bones then.”


“No. This weapon she created solely to fight the kings. It was a pair of chain scythes. The blades were made of fused bone, from people and beasts alike. She called it Samhara.”


A weapon built for destruction and control. A weapon that could not be used unless the wielder harbored knowledge of two things: necromancy and dance.


Tandshri was an ancient form of dance from Parithvi. It was traditionally used for theater, with grand gestures and positions for the head, hands, feet, and even eyes. The elaborate movements, when strung together in certain ways, always told a story.


Under her father’s insistence, Risha had learned a version that focused more on the athleticism of her body rather than performance. How to better squat and extend her arms, how to use her core to turn and maintain balance. Her mother had argued that Risha should learn the correct way, the artful way.


“This is how Vakaras are taught the tandshri,” Rath had lectured in his low voice. “It is a style developed by Leshya Vakara, who demanded on her deathbed that her children and their children’s children learn it, too.”


“But why?”


Rath’s sigh had been small and soft. “I am sorry, but there are some secrets we must keep.”


“I am your wife.”


“And you are not a necromancer.”


Darsha had been furious for days afterward, and Risha had felt guilty every time she practiced. But when her father met her eyes they shared a quiet, common knowledge, which buoyed her pride.


Leshya Vakara’s greatest weapon was still hidden in Mortri. Only her bloodline, and those who were taught the tandshri, would be able to claim and wield it.


Risha explained this to Jas as they made their slow way through the barrows. “The tandshri’s movements correlate to how Leshya used Samhara,” she said. “She designed the weapon to react to those movements.”


Jas shook his head in wonder. “She was truly amazing. Do you think if we find her long-lost weapon, it could help us get through Mortri?”


Risha hesitated, trying not to lick her already chapped and peeling lips. “I . . . I don’t know.”


For one thing, she wasn’t sure if her power could fuel the weapon the way Leshya’s once did. And for another . . .


“The blades act as a sort of conduit for nearby souls,” Risha admitted at last. “They absorb spiritual energy, which is then unleashed against the attacker.”


Jas grinned. “She really was a genius, huh?”


“What? No. Using the dead like that is . . .” She inhaled deeply, held the breath for a couple seconds before letting it out. “Jas, when a spirit is depleted of its energy, it dissipates. If that happens, they can’t reincarnate. They can’t move on, can’t find peace or punishment. They simply vanish.”


His face fell. “Oh.”


They were passing the mausoleum, now. Embedded within an archway was a large stone door with a small chunk missing. It drew Jas’s eye—or perhaps he simply didn’t want to meet hers.


“If the alternative is death, then it’s a viable method,” he said. “Some spirits end up dissipating anyway. She used them to stop a war. I think it’s justified.”


“Of course you do.”


Jas frowned. “Risha—”


“You and your alternative necromancy, your blatant disregard for the rules. You saw yourself how poorly that went during the Godsnight Gala.”


He looked down, because she was right and they both knew it. Still, he countered, “Necromancy is dangerous. We both understand this. But your ancestor used a method that didn’t threaten actual lives, only the souls of the departed.”


“Don’t the souls of the departed also deserve respect?”


“Yes, but—”


“But not to the same degree, you mean. Then should I say your life is less important than mine?”


His grayed-out eyes were now fixed on hers, stubborn and steady.


“Yes,” he whispered.


Risha couldn’t turn away from his face, all the lines and edges of him that had become foggy in this incorporeal form. Because he had already sacrificed himself once for her.


He reached for her hand. “Risha—”


A low, discordant cry shuddered over the ground and traveled up Risha’s spine, followed by a hollow clicking. She clutched her chest, her heart suddenly pounding so hard she feared she would pass out.


Beyond the barrows where the shadows grew thicker stood the silhouette of a nightmarish figure. It was large, with four long, sharp-jointed limbs jutting out of its body, crawling over the ground as a spider would. She couldn’t make out its features from this distance, but she didn’t need to; the unsettling movements and echoing clicks were enough to tell her this was something to be avoided at all costs.


She grabbed Jas’s wrist and pulled him toward the mausoleum. He followed without a sound, watching the creature stalk closer on those long, spindly legs.


Ignoring the tremors in her body, Risha scrabbled at the edge of the stone door. The creature’s movements were disturbingly slow, like a predator who chose not to run because it savored the chase.


Mouth dry, Risha finally found the edge of the stone and pulled. The door didn’t budge at first, and though Jas tried to help, his hands were only a breeze against the stone. Risha gathered herself and heaved. With grinding protest, the door scraped open one inch, two, digging a small trench in the ground.


The creature swung its head toward them.


Risha pulled with all her might. She stopped once the opening was large enough to squirm through, and she and Jas squeezed into the mausoleum before dragging the door closed.


She slapped a hand over her mouth and nose as her breathing quickened, as that unnerving, hollow rattling drew nearer. She knelt to peer through the hole in the door and saw bony feet right where she and Jas had been standing.
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