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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


KINGMAN AND ROYALS:






	Michael Kingman:

	Middle child of the Kingman family.
Known throughout Hollow as a king killer and a Dragonslayer.
Bonded Kingman to the Princess of Hollow.






	Gwendolyn Kingman:

	Youngest member of the Kingman family.
Bonded Kingman to Adreann Hollow.





	Lyonardo Kingman:

	Oldest child of the Kingman family.
Bonded to the deceased Davey Hollow.
Engaged to High Noble Kayleigh Ryder.






	Juliet Kingman:

	Head of the Kingman family.
Widow of David Kingman.





	David Kingman:

	Known as “the Kingman Who Murdered the Boy Prince.”
Deceased.





	Davey Hollow:

	The murdered boy prince. Former heir to the Hollow throne.
Bonded to Lyonardo Kingman.
Deceased.





	
Serena Hollow:

	The Princess of Hollow.
Heir to the throne.
Bonded to Michael Kingman.






	Adreann Hollow:

	Second in line to the throne.
Known throughout Hollow as “the Corrupt Prince.”
Bonded to Gwendolyn Kingman.





	Isaac Hollow:

	Former King of Hollow.
Bonded to David Kingman.
Deceased.









HIGH NOBLES OF HOLLOW:






	Charles Domet:

	Much-appreciated patron of the Hollow Library.





	Alexander Ryder:

	Head of the Ryder family.
Close friend of David Kingman.





	Kayleigh Ryder:

	Firstborn of the Ryder family.
Engaged to Lyonardo Kingman.





	Kyros Ryder:

	Third-born of the Ryder family.
Known as “Kai.”
Blind.





	Joey Ryder:

	Youngest child of the Ryder family.
Mute.





	Danielle Margaux:

	A High Noble from Michael’s childhood that he’s forgotten.
Eldest of the Margaux family.
Known as “Dawn” and “the Girl in Red.”





	Maflem Braven:

	Head of the Braven family.





	Edward Naverre:

	Head of the Naverre family.





	Edgar Naverre:

	Eldest child of the Naverre family.





	Patrick Naverre:

	Second-eldest child of the Naverre family.





	Katherine Naverre:

	Middle child of the Naverre family.





	Edgill Naverre:

	Second-youngest child of the Naverre family.





	Evelyn Naverre:

	Youngest child of the Naverre family.








RAVENS AND MEMBERS OF SCALES:






	Efyra Mason:

	Captain of the Ravens.
Mother of Chloe Mason.





	Chloe Mason:

	Single-feathered Raven.
Daughter of Efyra Mason.





	Karin Ryder:

	Two-feathered Raven.
Second child of the Ryder family.





	Rowan Kerr:

	Three-feathered Raven.





	Michelle Cityborn:

	Four-feathered Raven.





	Hannah Hyann:

	Five-feathered Raven.





	Jasmine Andel:

	Six-feathered Raven.





	Bryan Dexter:

	Commander of the Evokers in Scales.
Father of Naomi Dexter.





	Naomi Dexter:

	Former member of the Executioner’s Division of Scales.





	Angelo Shade:

	Foster father to Michael, Gwen, and Lyon Kingman.
Commander of the Watchers in Scales.








ORBIS MERCENARY COMPANY:






	Dark:

	Recruiter for Orbis Company.
Known as “the Black Death.”





	Tai:

	Commander of Orbis Company.





	Imani:

	Second-in-command.





	Alexis:

	Gun Master.





	Beorn:

	Poison Master.





	Haru:

	Weapons Master.





	Cassia:

	Sailing Master.





	Gael:

	Explosives Master.





	Otto:

	Magic Master.





	Jade:

	Memory Master.





	Nonna:

	History Master.








OTHERS:






	Symon Anderson:

	Known as “the King of Stories.”
Known throughout the world for his charm.





	Treyvon Wiccard:

	Best friend of Michael Kingman.





	Jamal Wiccard:

	Younger brother of Trey Wiccard.
Deceased.





	Sirash:

	Michael’s con artist accomplice and former Skeleton.
Real name is Omari Torda.





	Arjay:

	Sirash’s younger brother.





	Jean Lorenzo:

	Sirash’s girlfriend.
Student at the College of Music.





	Olivier Comar:

	Leader of the refugees.





	Rian Smoak:

	Dragon Historian for the Church of the Eternal Flame.





	The Archmage:

	Author and Master Surgeon.
Immortal.





	Drisig Tiro:

	New Reclaimer for the Church of the Wanderer.





	Zain Antoun:

	Ambassador of the Gold Vein Casino in Goldano.





	Champion Prasai Alareata:

	Champion of Ancients of the Thebian Empire.





	Emelia Bryson:

	Leader of the Hollow rebellion.
Known as “the Emperor.”
A former sacrifice.









THE STORY SO FAR


Michael Kingman is an obnoxious, arrogant child with delusions of grandeur who should’ve died—leaving me to dictate his family’s legacy and story—but the bastard lived. And so, regrettably, I must continue to chronicle his miserable life.


If you missed the first volume of his story, let me save you the trouble of hearing his whiny explanation for ending up on trial for the murder of King Isaac. Michael Kingman is the middle child of David Kingman, the infamous traitor who murdered the boy prince ten years ago. Since his father’s execution, Michael spent his time conning noble visitors to the city of Hollow—being the only ones stupid enough to fall for his rudimentary schemes. After the rebel army attacked the Militia Quarter on the East Side and murdered one of his friends, Michael finally got a proper job when his sister, Gwen, found him work with High Noble Charles Domet. While in Domet’s employment, Michael tried to learn how Fabrications worked—ignorant of the fact that he’s been using his Fabrications for years—while participating in the Endless Waltz. An outrage! The grand event is reserved for the nobility to court and develop lasting alliances in Hollow, not for angry young men to posture and refuse to slay dragons. Using the Endless Waltz, Michael earned an invitation to the king’s birthday party, where he attempted to determine whether his father had truly murdered the boy prince through a misguided attempt to steal the king’s memories. His attempt ended in disaster—and his pistol-dueling against his best friend.


After more whining about his legacy, a Mercenary kidnapped one of his friends and held him to ransom, to reclaim an item Michael had foolishly stolen from him. To give him some credit, while attempting to save his friend, Michael discovered that the Mercenary possessed a revolver that was a twin of the one used to kill the boy prince. This piece of evidence finally proved there was more to the boy prince’s murder than previously thought. In his desperation to learn the truth, Michael snuck into Hollow Castle and confronted the king about his father’s trial. According to Michael, the king would not accept his father’s innocence, but the king’s grief hit its apex from losing his son and forsaking his kingdom and … and the King


I heroically made a deal with Michael: to exchange his story for my aid in saving his mother from a Forgotten’s fate. I must admit, even now, I’m not sure how we managed it. Perhaps it was a combination of our magical abilities? Regardless, with his mother safe, Michael turned himself in and prepared to die to protect his family … until the last moment, when he escaped his execution and hid in a church, where he was saved by Orbis Mercenary Company.


Now Michael Kingman is apprenticed to the Mercenary Dark. And being hunted by every organization in Hollow until it can be proven beyond doubt that he didn’t murder the king. At the time of writing, I doubt he’ll survive much longer. Not when even his Royal is out for vengeance…


Symon Anderson crossed out what he had written with a single stroke, hesitated, and then tried to write the ending to Michael Kingman’s story again. He made it four words before the tip of his quill lingered too long on the page, leaving a large black blob of ink where a period should have been. He cursed, shoved it aside, and put his hands behind his head to control his breathing. Something was wrong with the story. He just didn’t know what. Had Michael lied to him about something? And if so, why? What had he tried to protect? And why had he run into the Church of the Wanderer during his execution?


The single-feathered Raven walked through the door to the Archmage room, plate armor clanking until she stopped on the other side of the table from Symon. “Recorder,” she said, holding her metal helmet against her side. “I have a few questions I hope you might have answers for.”


“About?” the King of Stories asked, perking up.


“Commander Angelo Shade.”


He deflated. “Oh. I have some information on him. But wouldn’t you rather know more about the king killer?”


“No.”


Symon wanted to crumple up the papers around him and throw them at the walls. What was the point of getting access to the King of Imbecile’s story if no one wanted to hear it? Right now, it was about as useful as the Thebian Empire’s champion of war’s poetry collection.


“Why do you care about the Commander of the Watchers so much?”


“I think he’s manipulated history.”


“I oversee the archives,” Symon said with a chuckle. “Do you really think some muscle-brained—”


“Do you know of the Mercenary company that used a broken crown as their symbol?”


“A broken crown? What does a …” Symon trailed off, gears clicking into place at words that held no previous meaning. Pressure welled in his throat, his nails scratched the table, and he glared at the Raven as if she had slapped him. “How did you figure it out?”


“I overheard something in the Church of the Wanderer I wasn’t meant to.”


“Maybe it was a blessing Michael lived after all.” The King of Stories motioned for the Raven to join him. “Shall we discover the truth together?”
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BOUND BY FATE


It was our birthday, and for the first time in a decade the Princess of Hollow invited me to celebrate it with her.


My mother told me not to go. That it would be a trap. That the princess would use any and every opportunity to get revenge, since I was the primary suspect in her father’s death. But my siblings Lyon and Gwen both knew what I would do before I admitted it.


From the very beginning of our lives we had been together. The Princess of Hollow and I had been born on the same day. She was early, while I was late. It had occurred on the last snowfall of the year when spring was in sight, coating the entire city in a heavy white blanket that had kept the midwives from reaching our mothers, forcing our fathers to birth us instead. Fate had decided to replicate that day, as I trudged through the snow toward my destination, wishing it wasn’t so far away. The merchants tried to maintain the roads in the city, but in the Upper Quarter it was the Royals’ responsibility to clear the snow, and ever since King Isaac’s death the castle had gone silent. It might as well have been a mausoleum, because no gossip, rumors, or whispers had come out of it since I had escaped my execution. No doubt the princess was determining whom she could trust and whom she had to dispose of.


According to stories I had heard in my youth, most considered our dual birth to be an omen of good things to come. There was only one other time in Hollow history that a Kingman-and-Hollow bonded pair had ever entered the world together, and it had been Montagne the Remembered and Yuri the Unneeded. They had created a golden age in Hollow together, and without meaning to … we had been born with the pressure on our shoulders to do the same. Even if we weren’t the heirs. And maybe that was why we became obsessed with our legacies and ancestors.


Because of this supposed destiny, our parents had never been surprised how close we became, even for a bonded pair. There were times that we could communicate without speaking, glances and smiles substituting instead. We were perfect together, inadvertently covering each other’s flaws and highlighting our strengths. The princess was intelligent and artistic but quiet and nervous in large crowds, while I was confident and talkative, drawing in people with what she had affectionately dubbed my poisonous tongue. She had also been the only person able to see through my lies—no matter how big or small … She always knew the truth. And now, with me being blamed for the king’s death, she was about to be my greatest enemy.


If I didn’t convince her quickly of my innocence, it was only a matter of time before whatever revenge she had planned came to fruition. My hope was this invitation would prove a chance for me to explain what had happened. So long as she could still see through my lies, she might believe what had happened with her father as the truth. But if this was a trap …


I stopped in front of the gates to the King’s Garden. The snow was higher here than it was in the rest of the city, with only a single-file line of footprints to follow inward. They were smaller than mine and whose feet they belonged to were clear. The princess had come to the gardens. And judging from the lack of other snow prints … it would just be the two of us.


I followed the trail the princess had left behind for me through the snow and slush and flurries around me. Her path led me to a circle of old birch trees, the leaves having been stripped away back when I was an immature brat who couldn’t remember anything about his life and thrived on basic things—anger, selfishness, and delusions of grandeur. But I wasn’t the same as I had been a month ago. I felt reborn, as if the weight on my shoulders had finally gone away.


Yet, the thing about consequences was that they always caught up eventually. The princess—never one to celebrate in vain—had left me a gift for my birthday. A grave and headstone, to be exact.


There was a large pit big enough to fit my body and then some, along with a crudely chiseled headstone of marble with the words Here Lies Michael Kingman carved into it. There were endless groups of four finger marks along the edges, along with dried blood flakes of frozen skin. In the middle of winter, with the ground as hard as diamonds, the princess had dug me a grave with her bare hands. The headstone had been her handiwork, too—bits of marble that hadn’t been turned into a fine powder littering the nearby ground. A bouquet of Moon’s Tears slightly coated with snow rested at the bottom of the pit. The flowers were pristine and bright, still giving off a faint white glow. They had been picked recently. A few hours ago at most.


I went to the headstone and sat on top of it after brushing off the snow that had accumulated on it. Taking a deep breath, I steadied my heartbeat until I was certain my voice would come out clear and calm. There was no point in shouting at the sky. The princess was around here somewhere. She wouldn’t miss the opportunity to watch me admire her threat and declaration of war. But if she wasn’t going to stand in front of me herself, I’d take the opportunity to speak uninterrupted.


“Thanks for the gift,” I began, running my fingers along the edges of the marble. “It must have taken a long time to do. It definitely makes up for not getting me anything the past ten years.” I exhaled and watched as my breath came out white and wispy. “I’m sorry I didn’t get you anything as good today. Gift giving has never been a strength of mine—except for Lucky. That gift I was proud of.”


The wind answered me, blowing against my face as I returned to my feet. I trudged over to a nearby tree that was just a little bigger than the others, hands still bundled into my pockets to fend off the cold. “But I was good at everyday things, wasn’t I? The big moments were always hard for me to get right. Too much pressure. Too many eyes on me. I felt as if everything I did was being watched … dissected.” I hesitated. “I remember that on your seventh birthday I got you a black leather-bound book that smelt of hidden secrets and bone dust. Everyone I asked for their opinions told me it was a proper gift for a Kingman to give their Royal. It was practical and showed I understood the nature of our bound relationship. That I was maturing and no longer overstepping into something beyond duty.”


I kicked at the base of the tree I was standing in front of and watched as snow fell from the branches to the ground. It landed with a soft plop. “It was a lousy gift. Too impersonal for what we were. Even when you smiled sweetly and said thanks through gritted teeth, I knew you hated it. We were best friends, and being a bounded pair was only a part of our relationship—not the base.” I took a deep breath. “I should have given you a heart-shaped glass necklace like I wanted to. That was the right gift back then. And although I never got the chance to give you your ninth birthday gift officially … better late than never, right?”


Words were carved haphazardly on the tree’s trunk in a childish scrawl. Michael and the Princess—bound by fate but chose each other anyway.


“That’s one birthday gift I missed. Forgive me if it’s childish. I was eight when I did it.” I returned to the edge of the pit, toes dangling over as if I were about to jump. “Nothing I say right now will make you forgive me or make you believe that I had nothing to do with your father’s death. So keep watching until you’re satisfied. You won’t find the monster you’re looking for. Just the foolish boy you once knew.”


A voice came from everywhere and nowhere. “I am going to kill you, Michael Kingman.”


Unlike my memories of Dawn that returned in a torrent all at once and nearly split my head open … my memories of the princess trickled back to me like an offbeat rhythm. It made me wonder if my memories of her had been manipulated or forgotten, or if I had simply pushed them to the back of my mind as a child to save myself from losing another loved one after my father.


I answered her threat with a smile as something in my mind turned open, her name returning to me after a long absence. “Come at me with everything you’ve got, Serena Hollow.” The scrawl on the tree changed. The princess morphed into “Serena.” “I promise you that I’m not going anywhere ever again.”


There was no response—not that I expected one. Serena had never been good at comebacks under pressure. Actions were her strength and words were mine, and if we were going to be enemies, this would be the last chance I’d have at being in a position of relative power or safety. Se­rena wasn’t careless. I’d have to be better than ever before if I was going to survive her war.


Under the shattered moon and scattered stars I began my walk back to Kingman Keep.


Serena haunted me as I walked through the city she would one day rule. When I passed sweetshops, I recalled how she used to hoard pastries filled with strawberry jam in her room to remind herself of summer. I heard her laugh in my mind whenever I passed Wanted posters of myself, knowing she would have made fun of how they depicted my nose jutting out like a bad wart. I smelt her favorite perfume—oranges and lemongrass—as Low Nobles shouted obscenities at me from the windows of homes in Justice Hill. And sometimes I saw her out of the corners of my eyes, close enough to feel her breath on the nape of my neck but gone by the time I turned around.


I was so lost in my thoughts … I almost didn’t notice something that hadn’t happened in more than two decades.


There were refugees at the gates of Hollow, begging to get in.


Everyone in the area was caught off guard as a horde of people staggered into the city. Most of them were groaning and fell to their knees clutching at the legs of Advocators. What initially seemed like a dozen or two soon became a few hundred and people were still coming. Some were bandaged, some bleeding, some had fresh red and flaking burns. Others were missing limbs. A few with red lines covering their bodies spontaneously caught fire the moment their feet touched the cobblestone streets. They died screaming for Celona’s mercy while those around them shouted that the Corruption had arrived in Hollow, that a Goldani curse turned magical infection was killing the refugees from the inside out with flames.


There was no indication where they had come from—another city, or a different country entirely. Hollow citizens who had initially stood back to let the refugees pass were suddenly shoving past the healthier ones to reach those more critically injured. All the order had vanished in a singular moment.


Wherever the prince and princess were within the city, they were probably more shocked than I was. It was one thing for King Isaac to deal with the rebellion, and now this—he had had decades of experience on the throne. The princess had a month.


What would she do? Would she let them stay? Would she kick them out?


Suddenly I doubted I was Serena’s top priority anymore.
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MEMORIES OF INK


Morning only brought pain. Whether it was the light in my eyes, the dull ache that covered my body, or the cold that lingered in my bones after a night under a thin, scratchy blanket. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept through the night. Nightmares of the king’s suicide usually plagued my mind. They were worse than the ones about the Kingman Keep riots and left me looking for distractions while the city slept. The only good thing to come out of my restlessness was that I had spent that time getting better at shooting guns. I was the scorn of painted-on targets everywhere. 


Normally I could take my time getting up, but not today. My mother wanted us to have breakfast together. I realized why the moment I stumbled out of the room I shared with my sister, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. In the middle of the sunlit great hall was a massive maple table that could easily sit thirty. It stood out against the rotten wood, dust, and ruin that was everywhere else, and it was vastly different to the table that had stood here in my youth, but as I ran my fingers over the smooth wood it still made me remember my father and the elaborate toasts he would give before every meal. I would’ve cried if I wasn’t so tired.


“The Ryders brought it after you fell asleep last night,” my black-haired and sun-kissed-skin sister said. She had a blacksmith’s body with forearms more defined than most soldiers’ and had rolled up her sleeves so the crown brand on the back of her left hand was visible. Our mother’s red scarf was around her neck. “They said that if we were going to live here, we might as well have a place to eat dinner. Ma and Lyon cried. A lot.”


“I forgot how important family meals were to Ma and Da.”


“I don’t know how you could’ve,” my mother declared, entering behind Gwen. Lyon was at her side, carrying a steaming pot. Unlike Gwen, the brand above his eyebrow was obscured with the ends of a knit hat. “Without them, none of you would’ve learned anything about our family history. I don’t think I need to say how important that was and how important it’ll be in the future.”


Lyon put the pot down on the table, gave each of us a spoon, and then took a place at the table near me and my sister. My mother stopped behind the chair at the head of the table. It had been my father’s seat, and now it was hers. After steeling herself mentally, she looked at her amber-eyed children and said, “In the upcoming days, we’ll have to make a lot of hard decisions. Some of them none of you will like, and others all of you will.”


“Will those decisions include getting beds?” I asked. “Because sleeping on the floor is a pain.”


“Michael.”


“Sorry, Ma.”


Gwen was smiling ear to ear. “It’s good to be home again.”


“I’m just glad for once it’s not me scolding Michael,” Lyon said.


“It wasn’t that bad, Lyon.”


“You two rarely went a day without getting into an argument,” Gwen said as she played with her spoon.


“We couldn’t be in the same room together,” Lyon added.


“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” I said.


“No,” they said in harmony.


“You’re both being—”


“Enough,” my mother said as she took her seat. “We’re all aware of Michael’s selective hearing. He’s had it since he was a child.”


“Ma!”


There was laughter at the table as I flushed.


“Everyone, dig in. After beds, I promise we’ll get some plates and bowls.”


None of us moved our spoons toward the pot’s mysterious red contents. Noticing our hesitation, my mother said, “What?”


“Who made this?” I asked. “And what is it?”


“I did. It’s beetroot porridge. Your grandmother made it for me when I was a girl,” my mother said. “I was a great cook before I married your father and relied on … Just give it a chance.”


Bravely, I dipped my spoon into the pot and tried it. “Wish we had some bread to go with it, but I think I like it.”


“Seriously? There’s no comparison to Ange—” Gwen caught herself before she said his full name, clenching her fists instead.


“Are we going to talk about what he did to us?” Lyon questioned quietly. “Or just keep delaying the inevitable?”


“It’s not delaying. It’s just … we can’t move against Angelo openly yet,” my mother stated. “So long as the Royals and Efyra think Michael killed King Isaac, they’ll react violently to any move we make against them. And that includes Angelo, so long as he works for Scales. They might not be able to come for Michael, but we aren’t as lucky.”


“What do we do, then?” Gwen asked hesitantly.


“We prepare,” my mother said. “After Michael is proven innocent, we’ll be able to deal with Angelo Shade. But until we know who he is and what his goals are, we’re treading water. Let’s use this time to learn.”


“I know what his goals are,” I said. “He wants to destroy all the High Nobles because they did something to his wife and unborn child.”


“But what does ‘destroy’ mean, exactly? Does he want to burn it all down and make himself king? Does he want to stand on the ruins and then walk away? Both have the same end goals, but one is vastly ­different.”


Lyon’s face was red, and he picked at a scab on his forearm until it was bleeding. “This is ridiculous. We lived with this man for ten years. How do we know nothing about him? How did none of us realize that we were being manipulated?”


“We were all focused on ourselves,” I said. “We have to do better.”


If there was anything that could embarrass my siblings, it was when their selfish brother admitted he had been too focused on himself. We all started to eat while my mother got up and walked around the table to strengthen her muscles. Every so often she would eat, too, she’d lost too much weight over the past decade to miss a meal.


Lyon filled the silence: “I have a matter to bring to you all. Kayleigh and I will be hosting an event at Ryder Keep in a few days to formally announce our wedding and forthcoming child. I would like you all to attend. It’ll be a social event. But a small one. Hopefully.”


Talking about Angelo had soured my mood, so I didn’t have a joke. I simply said, “I’ll be there. No question. Family looks after family.”


Gwen and my mother expressed similar sentiments, and Lyon let out a heavy sigh. I realized how much of a burden that simple question must have been on his mind. Having me at the event wouldn’t be easy.


The princess was likely to be there. As children, Serena and the Ryders’ daughters had been an inseparable group whenever the princess’s duties allowed. Clearly their bond had been strong enough to compel Karin Ryder to join the Ravens and protect her close friend. The group had seemed so intimidating when I was a child, regardless of how confident I had appeared to be when I approached them. Something about a group of girls huddled close to each other seemed more impenetrable than a vault.


Before anyone else could speak, Lyon asked, “Michael, can you walk with me on my way to get a new tattoo?”


Gwen glared at me, silently asking what I had done this time. But all I could do was shrug. For once, it had seemed Lyon’s and my relationship was improving. We were still at odds as a decade’s worth of arguments took time to reestablish trust, but whatever he wanted to talk to me about alone was a mystery. We made our way out of Kingman Keep together as my mother and Gwen cleaned up what remained of breakfast. Neither of us spoke until we had crossed the western bridge and headed toward the Student Quarter.


“How many refugees do you think there are?” Lyon asked as he kicked at hard snow that had formed in the gutters of the road. It barely moved.


“Hundreds, if Hollow is lucky. Thousands if we’re not.”


“Kayleigh says her parents are starting to notice the dwindling supplies. Fewer Mercenary companies are willing to protect the shipments we need. Greed or boredom, it’s hard to tell why they’re refusing the contracts. If the High Nobles start to pay attention and pressure the princess to end this rebellion decisively, maybe we’ll all avoid starving to death.”


“If the princess could end it with one blow, don’t you think King Isaac would have?”


Lyon tilted his head to the side until his neck cracked. “War redirects hate. It can make a tyrant look like a hero if they play it right. The princess isn’t loved. She’s been too absent to be. Everyone just hates her less than her brother and is angry at … well, at you.”


“That isn’t going to change anytime soon.”


“Not as long as Efyra is breathing.”


“Wonderful,” I said with a shake of my head and a small laugh. As if the princess wasn’t bad enough, now I had to deal with the leader of her maniacal guard. Just because I had defeated Chloe in the Church of the Wanderer didn’t mean I was foolish enough to think I stood a chance against any of the others.


“So,” I began, trying to fill the silence, “have you and Kayleigh found a date for the wedding?”


“Spring. Maybe summer. Hard to know for certain. Even though I’m a … less-than-ideal suitor for Kayleigh and our child could be perceived as a scandal … our wedding is still political. At least our love isn’t.”


“Does it bother you?”


“All the politics?” he asked. When I nodded, Lyon continued, “No. I knew what I was getting into. The only thing I didn’t take into consideration was …”


Lyon trailed off in a way that suggested he didn’t lose his thought but simply didn’t want to continue. So I did for him.


“Was me messing everything up? You’re heir to the Kingman family again.”


“I was always the heir,” Lyon said. “The heir to a lost legacy and a cobweb keep, but always an heir. The High Nobles never let me forget it.”


“Do you want to forget it now?”


“Does it matter?” he countered. “I am Lyonardo Kingman, heir to the most infamous family in history, from now until my dying day. And one day my child will be forced to take up this burden, too.”


“You could renounce your position as heir if you wanted to. Then it would be my responsibility.”


“If only it were that simple. You’re a part of Orbis Company now. If they wanted to, they could claim all the Kingman assets as their own, since you’re one of them.”


I scratched my head, watching as a hooded man who had been leaning against a wall ran away from us as we turned into an alleyway. “That’s ridiculous.”


“It’s the law. We know Dark saved you, but we don’t know why he did. Until we do, I doubt Ma wants to give them any opportunity.”


“That means if you’re determined to take the Ryder family name, then I’d have to renounce all rights to the Kingman name, to protect our assets. By law I wouldn’t be a Kingman anymore … and Gwen would be the future head of the family.”


I’d spoken the words without understanding the implication. If that happened, I might be allowed to keep my family name but surrender everything else, including land and inheritance rights. If not, they could wipe every trace of me from my family’s history. Trading my legacy to Recorder Symon had been hard to do, but I had known I would still be a Kingman. This move could take that away.


“Are you still going to …” I couldn’t finish the sentence, too scared to know the answer.


I wanted to ask more. To unravel who my brother thought he had to be, as opposed to who he was. To learn why he had the name of every person he had executed tattooed onto his body. No one had told him to. He had done it on his own, and I never understood why. Who wanted to remember all that pain?


But I couldn’t. Lyon was standing in a doorway beneath a shoddily painted sign that read Voluntary Stabbings in reddish brown that looked too much like blood to be accidental. Classy.


“Wait here. It won’t take long. Names never do.”


“Why did I come if you were just going to make me wait outside?”


“Because I don’t want you to see how many other names are on my body.”


Lyon entered the building. When the door closed behind him, I sat down on the ground against the wall and watched people pass by. It was early, so everyone was still getting ready for the day. A hooded woman who seemed to be emulating Domet’s drinking habits teetered back and forth before falling against the wall next to me. She reeked of the sewers.


The drunk woman offered me a sip from her bottle, but when I rejected it, she shrugged and swigged it herself, then threw an arm around me and leaned her head against my shoulder. I was about to shove her off when she asked, “Did it feel good?”


“Did what feel good?”


She slid her sharp nails against the side of my neck. A shiver went down my spine as she placed the end of a flintlock pistol against my skin, concealed by her baggy clothes. “Killing King Isaac, of course. What else could I mean?”


Emelia Bryson, the Rebel Emperor, was sitting next to me. She had cut her hair short, shaved the sides, and used makeup to cover the very distinct scar that ran below her right eye, along her jawline, and then disappeared at her neckline. She was still frighteningly beautiful and batshit crazy if she was willing to wander into Hollow like this.


“Emelia,” I said.


“You remember,” she said softly, running her nails up and down my neck, gentle enough not to break skin. “I was worried after our meeting in the cemetery. You seemed so cold, so distant, so … lost.”


“You killed Jamal.”


“Who?”


“Jamal Wiccard, the boy that was with me in the cemetery. You ordered one of your rebels to shoot him.”


“Hmm, I don’t remember.”


“You don’t remember that you—”


“Ah-ah-ah,” Emelia said as she pushed the gun into my side. “Don’t be impolite, Michael. It would only take a squeeze of the trigger to kill you. If you were unlucky, taking a bullet from this angle would only paralyze you from the waist down.”


“Do it,” I goaded. “Shoot me. Make me the martyr you seem so obsessed with becoming.”


Emelia scrunched her face but remained silent with the gun still pressed against my side.


“If you were going to kill me, you would have in the graveyard. Did you think I’d forget your words? For whatever reason, I’m too valuable for you to kill. So if you’re here to talk, let’s.”


“You remember my words! That makes me so happy.” The Rebel Emperor whistled. Two men opened nearby window shutters, rested their forearms against the frame, and then stared at us from above. Both had the rebels’ closed red fist tattooed above their left eyebrows. And then, with a smile on her face, she shoved the gun into my hands. The trigger was missing, the wood was splintered, and all the inner mechanics were rusted. It wouldn’t shoot and would barely work as a club if I got desperate. “My guards will watch and make sure all you do is talk. Fair?”


“Fair,” I admitted. Her nails remained around my neck, traveling up and down the muscles. I bit back all the names I wanted to call her. “What do you want, Emelia?”


“To see how my second-favorite Kingman is doing. I heard you tried to save my father from the Corrupt Prince’s wrath. Despite the anger between you, I’m thankful you were good to him before his death.”


“I didn’t try to save him. I hesitated before murdering him myself. The Corrupt Prince simply did it faster.”


“That hesitation is love, Michael.” She put her head against my shoulder again. “It makes me wonder if you’re ready to join the rebellion. Believe it or not, I don’t normally come into Hollow. But there was someone I had to meet, and this encounter might be fate’s way of drawing us together.”


“You murdered my friend. Do you really think I’d ever join you?”


“Why not?” she said with more levity than she ought to. “You killed King Isaac. My rebels hold your name in higher regard than they do your father’s. You’re an icon. A symbol. A legend of defiance.” She bit her lower lip. “A perfect representation of the new generation.”


I wanted to provoke her, but there was something I wanted to ask her more. “Why didn’t you try to kill King Isaac when you had the chance after your trial? There was no way you could have foreseen what happened.”


She giggled as she ran her nails along the back of my neck. “What makes you think the king was the rebellion’s target?”


“In the graveyard, you said—”


“That the rebellion is here to rid the world of a tyrant whose regime will never end. The king, although corrupt, was not a tyrant. He did not shape history. He was not important. He was nothing but a man who could never step out of his dead sister’s shadow.”


“Then who—” I stopped myself.


She couldn’t know about him … could she? It was impossible.


As if she knew what I was thinking, Emelia leaned close and whispered in my ear, “You weren’t the only one who overheard something they weren’t supposed to that night. We inherited your father’s legacy. But I wonder, which of us will be remembered as a hero? And who will be the villain?”


“You’re spouting nonsense,” I said, voice shaking.


She said it quietly, but I heard it so very clearly: “Charles Domet is immortal.”


Domet had been wrong. There were others who knew his secret. But how did she? Her, of all people?


“Do you want to know how I figured it out?” she teased. “I’ll tell you if you ask nicely.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Liar. Want to know his real name? It’s quite interesting.”


I hesitated, and it put a smile on her face. As much as I wanted to know, I couldn’t admit it. It would only give her more satisfaction. I had to escape this conversation with some of my dignity intact. Sadly.


“Do you really think you could stop him? When no one else could?”


“I’m the only one who can.” Emelia moved to kneel in front of me, and then put her lips against my ear. “If you ever grow tired of being on the losing side, come to my camp. They’ll escort you straight to my tent. We’d be the perfect duo to rule a new generation, wouldn’t we? Think about it.”


She was enjoying this too much, so I said the only thing that might ruin her mood. “Does it bother you?”


Emelia hesitated and then said, “What?”


“That you can’t convince me to join you? I hate Domet, yet I would rather kiss his feet than help you. You wanted a Kingman, and now you have one. No matter your plans, they didn’t account for me.”


A smile. “You know where I live. Now, Michael, don’t try to follow me. My business in Hollow is personal.”


I motioned to her guards above. “Are you going to hurt my brother if I do?”


“No.” Something softened in her persona as she looked over her shoulder. “His time in this war is fleeting. And I have no desire to hurt someone who once looked at me with hearts in his eyes.” She turned, outstretched her arms, and jogged away from me in reverse. “Stop me if you can, Michael.”


I ran after her once she rounded the corner and was out of sight, only to emerge in a road crowded with people dressed identically to how she had been. They circled around me as if I were the center of a whirlpool and bumped me all over the place until I lost sight of Emelia somewhere near the Hanging Gardens. Then they dispersed like flies and left me alone.


I couldn’t help but laugh at how she had outplayed me. I had assumed Emelia had lost control once I called her bluff, but it was just to lull me into overconfidence. She had an army to help her escape from my sight. The next time we met, I wouldn’t let her get away again. I’d need allies to stop her. Whoever Emelia was planning to meet in Hollow, I could only hope they weren’t planning another attack.


I tossed the useless gun into the gutters, and was back before Lyon emerged with his new memory tattoo. He was rubbing the skin around it, a small smile on his face. In flowing cursive, the tattoo over his left wrist simply said: Kayleigh.


“I had the tattooist match a sample of her handwriting,” Lyon said. “Kayleigh was against it. Too embarrassing. But I convinced her otherwise.”


My run-in with Emelia had left me annoyed and bitter, and I was running a thousand scenarios in my mind, all ending with Emelia dead or chained up. Preferably in that order. But I did my best not to show my emotions and said, “It looks great.”


“Doesn’t it? Now I’ll have a piece of her always with me.”


“I’m glad you’re so happy.”


“So am I.” Lyon paused, focusing on me for the first time since he left the building. “Are you, Michael?”


“Am I what?”


“Happy?”


How was I supposed to respond to that question?


“There’s still time, you know, for you to fall in love and build a life outside … before …” Lyon looked toward Kingman Keep. “Before we become what we were raised to be. I’ve always wondered if love would make the burden easier.”


I shifted, and so did the invisible weight on my shoulders. “Do you think it will?”


Lyon gently ran his fingers over his left wrist. “I hope so.”


We said our goodbyes before it could get more awkward. Lyon went off to show his fiancée his new tattoo and I returned to Kingman Keep.


Only my mother was there, sitting at the table with a half-eaten loaf of bread in front of her.


“Ma?” I said as I approached her.


At the sound of my voice, she perked up and turned to me. “Michael! I was hoping you’d be back soon. I had a few questions for you.” A pause. “This bread is yours if you want it. Gwen and I already ate.”


I sat down and began to eat. “Is this about succession?”


“No,” she said firmly. “Lyon and I are still discussing that. I was hoping you knew some other details. Such as why our vaults are empty.”


“Taken. Mainly by the Royals, but rioters helped, too.”


“What about the Cutter, Page, and Harbour families? They must have protected some of our assets for you three to inherit.”


Around a mouthful of bread I said, “They cut ties with us soon after Da was executed.”


My mother tapped her fingers against the table. “So Lyon wasn’t exaggerating when he said the Ryders may be our only allies in the city.”


“For now, they are.”


“Oh?” she said with a chuckle. “Are you planning on changing that?”


“I am.”


“As thankful as I am that your Mercenary company saved your life, I don’t trust them that much.”


“Neither do I. But I have a plan to fix everything.”


“Michael—”


“I’m serious,” I said, voice growing harder. “I know Lyon and Gwen have probably told you how inconsiderate I’ve been, but I’ve changed. There’s a lot of people I have to make things right with and I’m working on it.”


My mother smoothed her hands over the table. “And what is your end goal?”


All I had was my new goal of becoming a Mercenary King, which was naïve, and I certainly had no clear target to proceed toward. Until this morning. To convince Serena of my innocence, I had to do something that would force her to acknowledge me as a loyal Kingman. And I knew what.


I was going to kill the emperor and end the rebellion.


My family had created it, inadvertently, so there was no better person to destroy it.


“For now, it’s making amends with people,” I said. “Then I’m going to prove to Serena that I’m not a king killer.”


My mother smiled slightly. “She was an incredibly stubborn child. That won’t be easy.”


“I know. I have a lot of work to do,” I said as I left my seat. “Thanks for the bread, Ma.”


“You’re welcome. And, Michael? I want to meet Sirash and Trey. Invite them to dinner.”


The last time I had seen Sirash, he was about to murder someone. While Trey and I realized we were heading in different directions, in the graveyard. I doubted either would be wise for me to find and bring to dinner. I didn’t tell my mother that and simply said, “I’ll do my best.”


Before I could kiss my mother goodbye, we were interrupted by Chloe, the single-feathered Raven. She was wearing her familiar plate mail and walked toward us with her hands up. My mother, who hadn’t shown much emotion over even our father’s murder, put her hand over her mouth to contain a gasp. “Chloe Mason? Is that really you?”


She stopped in place. “Yes, Juliet.”


My mother ran to her and embraced her in a tight hug. Chloe tentatively returned it as I stood staring at them, dumbfounded. Where had this relationship come from?


“You’ve grown so big!” My mother pulled back to get a full look at her. She frowned at the sight of the peacock feather in her frizzy hair. “I see you’ve joined the Ravens like your mother.”


“It’s what I was born to do.”


“Fate can be defied. Didn’t I tell you that repeatedly?”


Chloe looked away. “Regardless. The castle demands your presence. I am here to indicate how serious this request is.”


My mother tensed. “The princess or the prince?”


“Neither.”


“It’s not Erica, is—”


“Efyra.”


“Ah,” my mother said before she exhaled loudly. “I should have expected that. Surprised it took her this long. Does the captain of the Ravens want me now?”


“Yes. I am to escort you there.”


“I am curious how the past decade has treated her,” my mother said with a raised eyebrow. “Michael, are you ready to go?”


“What?” I said.


If Chloe was surprised, she didn’t show it. “Juliet, this was a singular invitation. Commander Efyra would not appreciate it if you bring ­Michael to the castle. For obvious reasons.”


My mother patted Chloe’s shoulder. “There’s no need for that, Chloe. But if your mother is going to command my presence like she’s the queen, after all the history between us, I’m going to make her regret it. I could cite the laws and regulations that would allow me to bring Michael, or we can save ourselves the time, since you know them as well as I do. Your choice.”


For someone overly obsessed with duty, I was surprised when Chloe cracked a smile and said, “I’ve missed you, Juliet.”
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THE STONE THRONE


During all my adventures in the castle throughout the Endless Waltz, I had never entered the throne room. For most it was the only thing they ever saw, but for me … I could count on one hand how many times I had been here. The first time my father had brought me there to teach me why the throne could never be mine, but how it would be my duty to protect whoever sat on it.


The second visit had been right after my father’s execution. With the brands still flaky and fresh, the king had lined me and my siblings up to warn us that if we so much as shat in the wrong alleyway on the East Side or knocked a noble’s hat off, we’d be brought back here and our situation reevaluated. It didn’t take a mastermind to realize that meant losing our heads.


This was the third time. And since my mother looked like she was out for revenge, I had a feeling it would be the most entertaining trip by far.


The golden throne room was opulent and pristine, except for one small flaw: the plain stone throne that the castle had been built around. My father had told me that it was deliberate, because a Royal should never enjoy having that much power, and to flaunt it only made madmen and tyrants. He had always added, with a laugh, that it being incredibly uncomfortable only made it better.


But Efyra didn’t seem to mind it.


The fifth- and sixth-feathered Ravens, Hannah Hyann and Jasmine Andel, flanked her while she rested her ass on the throne. Otherwise there was no one else in the room but my mother, me, and Chloe. I would have tried to make a joke about the absurdity of it all, if not for the fact my mother was seething. Her face was red as a ruby with light being shone through it, entirely because no one without the last name Hollow was supposed to be there.


My father would have denounced Efyra as a traitor and murdered her on the spot if he had still been around. I couldn’t help but wonder if Gwen’s dislike of Efyra was wiser, not the simple pettiness of disliking her in our father’s place beside the king that I had always considered it to be. Was there a chance Efyra had been working with Angelo Shade this entire time to get herself closer to the throne?


“Efyra,” my mother said, voice strong and clear, a distance away from her.


“Juliet,” she answered, making no move to rise. Efyra wore heavy plate armor with a curved sword over her knees, frizzy black hair framing her narrow face. And whether it was to save face or to control her anger, she never acknowledged my presence.


“I see you’re just as tasteless as I remember you to be. Still cutting food with the same sword you use to slaughter?”


“At least I didn’t bed a child killer and give birth to a king killer.”


“Caught me,” my mother said with a feigned look of embarrassment. “I’m so happy to hear that you finally got over that stutter of yours. It was probably necessary once you could no longer hide behind me or Erica.”


“I’ve never hidden behind anyone.”


“Liar. You’ve only ever been confident at the king’s side.” My mother gestured at the Ravens next to her. “That’s why this spectacle is happening. We could have talked in private, but you wanted spectacle, so here I am to deliver one,” she snarled. “Sorry. Did you think years in an asylum would make me meek and powerless?”


“So that’s where you were.” Efyra drummed her fingers on the throne. “I should have searched the entire city for your body rather than foolishly believe you were dead.” She paused. “I won’t make that mistake again.”


“You won’t get the chance. I’ll outlive you.”


The Ravens next to Efyra drew their weapons. “Threaten me again and I’ll cut you down where you stand.”


“Try it,” she said. “I’ve put you on your ass so many times, I wish I were a Fabricator. Then I’d have a use for all those useless memories.”


“The past is the past. And you are nothing like you were.”


“Pretty sure I’m still a bitch.”


“Apparently time can’t fix everything.”


If my eyes had been closed, it would have been hard to determine if it was my sister or my mother next to me. They were both fearless. I wondered if Gwen knew how similar they were—as close as I was to my father. We had inherited their personalities, not just their looks.


“What do you want, Efyra?” my mother asked. “Still seeking revenge because I almost got you removed from the Ravens? Or do you have something worth talking about?”


Efyra cracked her neck. The sound was loud and distinct. “For once, you’re correct. There are other matters we must discuss. You are violating Hollow law by dwelling in what was formerly known as Kingman—”


“We are Kingman. We have the right to be there.”


“You did ten years ago, before King Isaac stripped the Kingman family of their High Noble titles. Keeps in Hollow are merely loaned to the High Noble families by the crown—”


“Except Kingman Keep. To ensure our family could never be controlled by an ambitious Royal. Clearly the Mother didn’t predict the captain of her Ravens would rise far enough to be considered a Royal in everything but name.”


Efyra was calm and expressionless, while the Ravens next to her glared at each other. Both looked more frazzled than they ought to appear, willingly standing by an impostor on the throne.


“Fine,” the Captain of the Ravens said as she rose, staring into my mother’s eyes. “If you want to follow the rules, then let us. You claim the Kingman family is back—you must prove it. You have until the princess’s coronation to restore your family’s honor.”


“Be clearer, Efyra. I won’t let you claim we failed because your requirements were vague.”


“You will determine who was responsible for King Isaac’s death. With insurmountable proof.”


“So you want us to do your job for you?”


“Yes,” Efyra said, clawing at the back of her hand. “And I want you to kill them. Personally. No matter who it is.”


“What if the investigation takes longer?”


“Then you and your family will leave Hollow forever, and Michael will sign an agreement that if he ever sets foot in Hollow again he can be killed. Without repercussions from Orbis Company.”


My mouth felt dry. There was no way my mother would agree to those terms. If Efyra was this desperate, then she likely didn’t have anything tangible on me … which probably meant she was one step away from ignoring the laws. I wondered who, or what, they’d send after me. Hopefully Evokers, Wardens, and tweekers would be the worst of them. I would have to fight to survive. But with no allies, no money, and no way to prove that King Isaac had killed himself, taking this deal was mad—


“Deal.”


Oh, no.


“I want a blood oath,” Efyra said.


Clearly the Captain of the Ravens wasn’t as experienced a historian as I was. Blood oaths had been broken so many times that the only period they had been effective was around Hollow’s foundation … and suddenly it became quite clear to me why Domet had suggested one to me when we had begun to work together. Hopefully Efyra wasn’t another Immortal. One was enough of a nuisance.


My mother seemed annoyed by the suggestion. “Seriously?”


Efyra took a dagger from her belt. “Seriously.”


The two women cut the backs of their forearms with the dagger, wiped the blood up with their palms, and then shook hands. It was a simple, unsanitary gesture, over in a few moments, and we turned to leave with Chloe as our palace escort. There were no more words exchanged until we were out of the castle and had reached the Conqueror Fountain, near Domet’s house. My mother and I sat down on the edge of it and watched some Low Nobles and merchants wander the Upper Quarter. Some were going out for a meal, dressed for a High Noble party, while others meandered to and fro as they basked in the dim winter light. As I debated sticking my fingers in the nearly frozen fountain’s water to calm down, Chloe turned her attention to me.


“I’m going to make you an offer, Michael,” she said, a hand on the sword at her side. “One that will save your life and give the princess time and space to grieve. Maybe when her head is clear she will be able to see other scenarios.”


“Oh? So you accept I’m innocent?”


“I accept King Isaac’s death wasn’t as simple as everyone believes.” A pause. “But the truth is irrelevant. I want you to leave Hollow. And if you go tonight … I’ll give you this.” She reached into her armor, pulled out a small box, opened it, and then twisted it around. Inside was a piece of moon-fall that shone a dull blue. “It may look unremarkable. But this is one of the sparkling pieces that the Institute of Amalgamation thinks may hold the secret to who or what shattered Celona. If you find the others, you could solve one of the world’s greatest mysteries.”


“Chloe,” my mother whispered. “Did you steal that from the royal vault? Put it back before someone notices! Hollow nearly went to war with the Skeleton Coast over one of them!”


“It’s war I’m trying to avoid.” Chloe wiggled it at me. “Will you do it? It may be hard to leave Hollow, but it really will be for the—”


“I can’t.”


Her face fell. “Are you really turning down the chance to get a legacy that could surpass any of your ancestors’?”


“It’s not about my legacy.” The words felt bitter on my tongue. “I literally can’t leave Hollow yet. I’m an apprentice Mercenary. I go where Dark goes, and until he says we’re leaving, I’m here for better or worse.”


“Would you leave if you could?”


I shook my head. “I don’t want to run away from my problems anymore.”


Chloe snapped the box closed. “Then nothing can change your fate. Serena will slit your throat and throw your body in that grave she dug with her bare hands.”


“I’m glad she hasn’t lost her flair for the dramatics.”


“Michael, if you treat Serena like she’s the same child you once knew… you have no chance of surviving.”


My mother put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s good he’s not alone anymore, then. We’ll convince her of the truth together.”


“For your sake, I hope you do.”


As Chloe walked toward the castle, I said, “Is there any chance you’ll let me hear what that moon-fall says? It was my birthday yesterday.”


A laugh. “Goodbye, Michael. Goodbye, Juliet.”


Once Chloe was out of sight and I made sure there were no Advocators around us, I asked my mother, “Care to explain what all that was about in the castle? I felt like I’m missing some context.”


“Efyra and I have never seen eye to eye,” my mother said. “But Chloe and I have always been close. She didn’t have many friends growing up, since Efyra forbade her from playing with you or the Royals. The other High Nobles saw her as less than them and the Low Nobles were too scared to be relaxed around her, so she was alone for most of her early life.” My mother exhaled. “I tried to be someone she could confide in. More like an older sister than a mother.”


“Chloe was forbidden from playing with us? Seriously?”


My mother hesitated, hands folded in front of her. “Efyra thought it was best she never become overly familiar with you all.”


“That’s stupid. All children deserve to have some fun. Davey could disappear for hours on end without anyone worrying, and he was the heir!”


“Ravens aren’t supposed to have children,” my mother said slowly. “So there wasn’t a standard for Efyra to follow when Chloe was born. She took extreme measures to make sure her daughter had a future … even if it was a strict one.”


“Why didn’t Chloe live with her father if being with Efyra complicated things?”


“The identity of Chloe’s father is one of the great mysteries of Hollow. Your father …” She closed her eyes for longer than a standard blink. “Your father knew. But I didn’t and—”


“You don’t have to tell me if it makes you uncomfortable.”


She gave me a gentle smile and brought me in close for a hug. “As much as I dislike Efyra, this secret doesn’t just affect her. I don’t want Chloe to find out from you or someone else if she doesn’t know. That would be cruel.”


“I get it.”


“Thank you, Michael. I’ll tell you his identity if it ever becomes necessary.” My mother stared at the castle. “But I can’t imagine it ever will… Some secrets don’t need to be revealed if all they’ll bring is pain.”


I drummed my fingers against the stone and wondered if there would ever come a time when I hid the truth to protect the people I loved. Because if the truth didn’t set people free, what good was it?
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THE GIRL BEHIND THE CURTAIN


After kissing my mother goodbye and telling her I had people I needed to see, I left her in the Upper Quarter and went to Margaux Keep.


The last time I had visited, it had been to tell a friend the worst news of his life. But as I returned, it was with a newfound treasure trove of previously obscured memories. It was truly amazing how little had changed in the past ten years.


When I was a child, it had been a game to get to Dawn’s room without being seen—I went so far as to climb up trees and walls to avoid the patrols. Dawn’s father, High Noble Antoine, found it amusing and let me test their security—never fearing a child. Her stepmother never enjoyed it quite as much and would call the Wardens or the Ravens if I was caught today. But I was willing to take that risk to make amends to Dawn. It might show how sorry I was for what had happened.


The walls themselves were a respectable height, but the general layout of the keep provided the best security architects could create. In the center of the grounds was a multi-tiered triangular structure surrounded by a hedge maze and a circle of trees that obscured the lower levels of the keep. Visitors were forced to traverse the maze to reach the main entrance, and anyone foolish enough to try to cut through the hedges was greeted with a face full of stone. Thankfully, there were other ways in and out of the keep for those who lived and worked in it, though I wasn’t going to use them. I was going to take the exact same path I did as a child.


The northern entrance to the hedge maze always had the newest guards, since it faced the Upper Quarter. After waiting for an opportunity, I climbed over the outer wall and descended into the maze. From here it was right, left, right, right, left, right, left, straight, and then right to get to the main entrance. I followed that path almost exactly, but instead of the final straightaway I turned left and snuck through an opening through the hedges that only Dawn, Sebastian Margaux, Davey, Serena, and I ever knew about. Ten years later it was still there. Just as the great oak tree with its thick, twisted branches right outside of Dawn’s bedroom was.


From there it was an easy climb.


I knocked on Dawn’s window, waited, and, when nothing happened, I decided to force up the window. It was simple, and soon I was tumbling into Dawn’s room.


Her room was largely unchanged except for the bigger bed, newer paintings that hung on the walls, and dozens of vases holding cut flowers. Yet, it still looked more like a painting exhibit in a museum than a bedroom. A trail of clothes stretched from a wheeled chair that was partly hidden by a blanket in the corner of the room. Dawn must’ve left in a hurry. There was also something … odd about her room. As if the air was permanently stale, and a breeze hadn’t touched the walls in years.


The single most interesting thing in here was the painting that hung opposite her bed. It depicted five children—three boys and two girls—playing in a garden. The boys were running around, swinging sticks as if they were swords, while the girls sat on a blanket making faces and laughing at their playmates. I was one of the children in this painting. With Davey, Kai, Serena, and Dawn.


No wonder she hadn’t forgotten me. She had seen me every day.


Before I could decide whether it was wiser to go or to wait for her return, someone began to jiggle the doorknob. I dove under the bed, put my hand over my mouth, and waited to see who it was.


When the door to the room opened, I could only see a pair of magically defined legs and the silver flats that accompanied them. The feet stopped in front of my hiding place as a voice said, “Michael, you can come out. There’s no one else with me.”


Dawn didn’t have to tell me twice. My childhood friend was waiting for me with a warm smile and took me into a tight embrace. She was dressed as lavishly as she had been during the Endless Waltz, if not in red, and I did my best not to wrinkle her clothes as I returned her hug.


“You remember,” she whispered.


“You’d be amazed at how often I’ve been hearing that lately.” A circlet of white roses was around her head, an obvious sign that all eyes were supposed to be on her and no one else. Dawn picked at the stems as if the thorns hadn’t been removed before she wore it. “You look beautiful.”


Dawn let me go and kissed me on the cheek before making her way over to the wheeled chair. “Thank you for not making this awkward.”


“I’ve been told I have a way with words. How come you’re all dressed up?”


“I was meeting more potential husbands.” She threw the blanket off her wheelchair and took a seat. The definition in her legs seemed to melt away once she did. “Sadly, I do not think any of them are interested in seeing a loudmouthed open-mouth chewer and incessant giggler like me again.”


“Not trying to be subtle anymore, are you?”


“No. My father is getting more desperate and I’m getting more defiant. Either he’ll let me do what I want or he’ll push me away.”


“Push you away?” I asked as I crept closer to her. “What does that mean?”


Her face was flushed. “It doesn’t matter. So, how’d you remember?”


“It was a Darkness Fabrication, meant to make me forget a conversation I overheard before my father’s execution. Your name was mentioned in it … I couldn’t be allowed to remember you.”


“Ten years,” she muttered. “You lived with Darkness Fabrications altering your memories for half your life? Oh, Michael.”


“It explains my immaturity. I never had a chance to grow up … always stuck in the past,” I said with a laugh. “Some things are still spotty. And sometimes it’s hard to juggle two different sets of memories for a single event, but I’m recovering.”


Dawn was busy smoothing out her dress.


“You want to know what happened with the king, don’t you?”


“Everyone does.”


I took a deep breath. This story was becoming easier to recount in detail. How many times had I explained what happened already? A dozen? It didn’t take long to tell her what had happened. But it was still a few painstakingly long moments before she said anything.


“The king … killed himself?”


“You don’t believe me?”


“I’d be lying if I said I did completely. There’s never been a—”


“I know,” I interrupted. “Trust me, I know. If I hadn’t been there, I doubt I would believe it. The only reason my family does is because they’re family.”


Dawn laughed and I was caught off guard. Before I could ask why, she said, “I realized that separately none of it makes sense. But together it’s all too crazy to be anything except the truth. The right hand of the king kills the child prince. The king kills himself. And you claim it’s all the mad plan of someone who wants to destroy Hollow, and yet you won’t name them.”


“It’s better if you don’t know that part.”


“Why? Scared I’ll betray you to them?”


“Honestly? Kind of.”


After what Angelo Shade had done to me, it was hard to trust anyone. Dawn always seemed to have my best interests at heart. But so did Angelo Shade until I had the evidence in front of me. If she had been willing to accept me back when I didn’t remember her, I hoped she’d trust me even as this hung over us.


Thankfully, she did. “You have your reasons,” she said. “But I expect to know eventually. If I’m the last of your friends to find out, I’ll castrate you.”


A smile. “Noted. My mother has been asking me to invite friends over for dinner, do you want to—” Too late I remembered her legs and how she had to use Fabrications simply to walk. Inviting her to something felt like I was taking memories from her and smashing them on the floor.


“Do not treat me differently because of my legs. I don’t want that,” she stated. Her eyes were narrowed. I had struck a bigger nerve than intended. “I make my own choices.”


“But you lose memories every time you walk. Is that price worth it?”


“No, but I’d gladly pay it to ensure people see more of me than my inability to walk. Before I learned how to use my Fabrications, I was trapped in this room like one of those pathetic princesses who wait around to be saved. I wanted to see the world. I wanted to dance at night with attractive partners and laugh and forget that by morning my bones will break if I put any weight on them. I wanted someone to fall in love with me without knowing my condition. You can’t even imagine some of the looks strangers gave me when I was younger.”


“What if you become a Forgotten?” I asked softly.


Dawn looked into my eyes. “If my memories are the price I must pay to be known as something other than a cripple, then so be it.”


“That’s shortsighted.”


“Maybe. But I’ve set up my own precautions,” she declared. She wheeled her chair over to an old trunk, opened it, and motioned for me to look inside it. There were dozens of journals in there, labeled with dates, all stacked with the utmost care. It made the Archmage room in the Hollow Library seem amateurish.


“I record the events of every day,” she explained. “I haven’t missed a day since I’ve been able to write on my own. I may become a Forgotten, but at least I’ll be able to look back and know I lived a fulfilling life. Hopefully my future husband will understand.”


“For someone who gave me so much shit for initially forgetting them… it seems like one day you’ll forget me.”


Dawn wheeled herself back. “We’re all hypocrites when we want to be.”


“And if I don’t forgive you for being a Forgotten one day?”


“Relax, Michael. I have no intention of letting that happen. So there’s nothing to worry about.”


“Intentions and reality aren’t often the same.”


A shrug. “I’ve always envisioned a different fate for myself.”


Arguing any further would be pointless. I’d have to try again later. Instead, I shifted topics. “So, want to be my date for this family event two nights from now, for Lyon and Kayleigh?”


“I’ve already been invited,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Most of the High Nobles have been. No one would miss it. The Kingman family and Kayleigh’s pregnancy are the hottest topics in noble society.”


I wonder if Lyon knew how big this small event was about to be. Or how dangerous it could be for our family. “You could still be my date. Makes it even easier if you’ve already been invited.”


“It does, but that means I would have to tell the beautiful High Noble Raine Solarin I can no longer accompany her. She asked me so sweetly, and I don’t want to break her heart. No offense, Michael, but she’s much more attractive than you are.”


High Noble Raine Solarin had been the subject of affection of nearly every noble child when I had been younger. When we were seven, Kai had written a sonnet to invite her to the summer festival, only to find she had already accepted another’s invitation. It was children’s games and children’s priorities. And yet it had meant everything back then.


Someone knocked on the door to Dawn’s room, and she motioned for me to go to the window. So much for our bonding time.


“High Noble Danielle!” a voice said from behind the door. “Your guests are wondering where you went. Do you need assis—”


“I can get there on my own,” Dawn interrupted. “Once I’ve washed the slime off my hands from having to interact with all these star-chasers.”


There was a hesitation, and then the voice said, “I will let your father know, High Noble Danielle.”


Dawn held up a hand and then counted down from five before letting out a sigh. “I’m sorry we were unable to …” She trailed off, sadness turning into a playful smile. “Actually, is anyone expecting you?”


“Not really. Why?”


“Any desire to come join the party out there with me? It’s me and a bunch of suitors, and I could really use a friend to lean on.”


“Kai isn’t there?”


She shook her head. “My parents aren’t dumb. They know I wouldn’t interact with anyone else if he were. We’ve been so platonic that they didn’t even bother having a chaperone watch us when we were alone once we were of age. That’s how little they were worried about us doing something scandalous in private.” She folded her hands together. “Please, Michael?”


Her tone made her request seem more forceful than the words let on. “Isn’t someone going to notice me?” I tapped my brand. “It’s not as if I’m really inconspicuous.”


Dawn reached under her bed, rummaged around, and then tossed me a full face mask. It was pitch-black, with ornate gold lines around the eyes and mouth hole.


“Is everyone in masquerade?” I asked.


Dawn nodded with a smile. “Except me.”


I turned the mask in my hand. If I put my collar up, I could hide my face and brand. “You really want me there?”


“Stay for a bit,” she said. “Watch my signals and steal away any unwanted attention. That’s all I’m asking.”


“Only for you.” I held out my hand to help her up. “To make up for lost time.”


Dawn took my hand and pulled herself to her feet, legs becoming unnaturally defined once again. “How charming of you.” She reached into one of her dress’s pockets, pulled out a pin with a forget-me-not etched onto it, and then stuck it onto my lapel. “This will keep you from being bothered. It’s a sign of my favor.”


“How generous of you.” We left the room with arms locked together and made our way down a lavish hallway toward the source of excessive noise. “So while I imagine you hate them all, are any of your potential husbands at least slightly interesting?”


“Not really. But, to be fair, most of them aren’t at fault. Right now you could pluck the partner of my dreams out of my mind and I’d still find them dull. Choice is half the allure of falling in love, and arranged marriages strip that all away.” She paused to run her tongue over her teeth. “Part of me hopes someone who’s longed to talk to me will sneak into this event and steal me away and I can have one of those romances you read about in books.”


“I thought you didn’t want to be saved.”


We stopped in front of the large door to the ballroom where the courting event was being held. “It’s not about being saved. It’s about having an adventure … and who doesn’t want that?”


I said nothing, donned the mask, and watched as she opened the door. Dawn slipped away from me almost instantaneously as suitors caught sight of her and approached with a ravenous fervor.


Everyone was dressed extravagantly, way beyond what I had experienced during the Endless Waltz. Despite the fact that everyone was masked, it was easy to determine where some were from based on their jewelry, accessories, and even the style of clothes they wore. The Goldanis wore flashy jewelry that glittered in the light and could be taken off with ease to be used as collateral should a bet become too alluring to resist, while those from the Gold Coast wore looser clothes that showed off more of their skin. There were even a few from New Dracon City, as evidenced by their formfitting vests, striped trousers, and outrageous headwear. And there were even Mercenaries here.


Why were all these people from other countries here? Most High Nobles preferred to marry other nobles in Hollow to consolidate power rather than develop connections with foreign powers. Usually those were reserved for the Royals. Dawn must’ve chased off more nobles than I thought she had. Good for her.


With little to do but wait for a signal, I drank wine by myself as I watched Dawn interact with anyone brave enough to approach. She danced with them all and even went out of her way to approach those who stared from across the room. She was a woman of the people and it was the closest thing I had ever seen to someone emulating the behavior of a proper Royal. Only the guilt of watching her feet glide across the polished flooring and knowing what it cost made me unable to fully appreciate the moment.


“She’s captivating, isn’t she?” a handsome man at my side said. He had short black hair and bigger-than-normal ears, held his glass of wine like a proper High Noble between his middle and ring fingers, and had half of his face covered in a snow-white mask. The other half had intricate bone tattoos. A Skeleton. And one who had earned Dawn’s favor. The forget-me-not pin was on his lapel.


“She is,” I said as I took another sip of wine.


“It’s a shame her brother doesn’t have half the grace she does,” the man said. “Anyone who mingles with the Corrupt Prince is little more than scum in my eyes.”


I nearly choked on my drink. He definitely wasn’t from Hollow if he was bold enough to insult a High Noble and the Corrupt Prince in the same sentence. “I don’t think it’s wise to insult the brother of the person you’re looking to marry.”


The Skeleton shrugged. “I doubt she thinks differently. But she may be in denial about it. People rarely see the bad in their family until it’s too late.” He examined the table of food we were leaning against. “So, call me curious, what did you do to earn her favor?”


“We’re childhood friends. And you?”


“Rich and powerful. The usual. It’s not that interesting. But I’m a little shocked. I didn’t think she had many childhood friends. Well, besides the obvious ones.”


“‘The obvious ones’?”


“Those Kingman traitors.” The Skeleton took one of the decorative slices of lemon and sucked all the juices from it. “Have you ever met one? I’ve wanted to but haven’t had the chance yet.”


“No,” I said levelly. “I haven’t.”


“That’s a shame. I thought you might be able to help me.”


“Why do you want to meet one so badly?” I asked, curiosity getting the best of me.


The Skeleton looked at me, something in his eyes turning hard and venomous. “Isn’t it obvious? I want to—”


A short man tapped me on the shoulder and interrupted our conversation. He had the posture and air of someone who’d had the same haircut since they were ten and the suggestion of getting something different would send them into an unstoppable fury. He stared at me with his arms crossed behind his back.


“Yes?” I said cautiously.


“Can I get your name, profession, and origin?”


“Ren Arsenius,” I began, relying on an old childhood alias. “I’m a Mercenary of Machina Company. Does it really matter where I’m from?”


“Another Mercenary? Ridiculous. What were they thinking?” The short man rolled his eyes. “Follow me, Mercenary.”


I put my wineglass down at a nearby table as the Skeleton waved me goodbye. I didn’t want to cause a scene and create further problems for Dawn, so I followed the short man with the plan to sneak away the first moment I could. I didn’t have any chance until he ushered me into a plush side room filled with cushions, wine and food, and an almost see-through black curtain separating the room in two. Someone moved on the other side of the room, but I couldn’t identify anything about them. The door was locked behind me with an audible click.


“I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” the woman behind the curtain said. There was a sound of a liquid being poured into a cup. “There’s wine nearby if you want something to drink.” And then, under her breath, she added, “I know I need it.”


“What is this?” I took a seat on a cushion so big I sank into it.


“Surveying for potential suitors.” The woman sat down somewhere with a plop. “High Noble Danielle Margaux’s family was generous enough to hold this event for the both of us. Even if I would rather be anywhere else.”


“You must be pretty important to have this be so secretive.” I pushed my tongue against the inside of my cheek. “Are you Princess Serena Hollow?”


“God no,” she said quickly. “No offense, but she’s a bitch. I don’t know what her nobles think of her, but everyone outside of Hollow hates her and her manipulative tendencies. I like to think I have a little more tact and grace.”


Nothing the woman on the other side of the curtain had said convinced me it might not be Serena. Insulting myself would have been exactly what I would have done if I had been trying to remain hidden when confronted with my true identity. But since she seemed to be talking freely, I might as well take advantage of the opportunity. Especially since she had no reason to suspect I would have been able to get in here unnoticed.


“Fair,” I said. “So, besides your name, can I ask whatever I want?”


“Pretty much.”


“If a suitor brought you a gift, would you rather it be flowers, sweets, or jewelry?”


“What kind of sweets?” she asked without hesitation.


“Sun drop cakes.” It was Serena’s favorite as a child.


“Sun drop cakes. No contest.”


More evidence to support my theory. “What was your favorite game as a child?”


“Hide-and-seek,” she said happily. “And I was the absolute best hider in the whole wide world.”


So was Serena. One time we played, it took me all day to find her in the castle, only to discover she had been following me the entire time. And since I was so focused on going forward, it never occurred to me to look behind. She was clever like that. Always hiding in plain sight.


“What kind of stories do you like?”


“Tragedies,” she said firmly. “There’s something hauntingly beautiful about a story that can make me cry.”


“Like what happened to Goro Lafette?” I clarified.


“No, not like that at all. That’s a romantic tragedy, not a heroic one.” She huffed. “That story just makes me mad. What woman wants to be left a note on their wedding day from their beloved saying they can’t go through with it? Especially when it’s rumored Goro Lafette left because he was in love with another woman.”


Another similarity with Serena. I had once caught her reading a story about Goro Lafette and asked that very question about the difference between heroic and romantic tragedies. I had received a similar—yet much longer—rant about why they were very different and why the distinction was important. A heroic tragedy was a good cry, while a romantic tragedy was a bad one.


If this really was Serena—and I was all but certain it was—she hadn’t changed much since childhood. She still had the same taste, but, just to make sure, I asked a more blatant question. “Have you ever had someone you would consider a best friend?”


The woman behind the curtain made a ticking sound with her tongue. “People like me don’t get to have best friends. It’s an occupational ­hazard.”


“Not even when you were young? Children don’t normally care about crowns.”


“No, they don’t, but … wait, I … I never said I wore a crown.”


“Crowns, thrones, legacies, and last names … it’s all the same. Every important person in the world has at least one,” I said evenly, heat rising up my face. “I may not know who you—”


“You’re lying.”


I couldn’t suppress my smile. Even without seeing my face, Serena could still always tell when I was lying. At this point, there was nothing I could do but tell the truth. “You’re right. I am.” I exhaled and feigned as much courage as I could. “Hello, Serena.”


Silence.


“Do you need me to say my name, or do you already know who I am?”


She rose from her seat, right hand gripped tightly around her left wrist to ease the shaking. “How?”


“We have mutual friends.”


“God dammit, Dawn,” she muttered under her breath. “You should leave. Before I lose my temper.”


“Don’t want to listen to what I have to say?”


“Leave,” she growled.


For once, I listened to royal instruction and left, apologizing to the poor sparrow-masked fool who was about to wander into Serena’s room after me. Dawn skipped over to me from across the room with childish glee when she saw me emerge.


“You set me up,” I said.


“Did I?” she asked. “What reason would I have to do that?”


“I don’t know, but you did. Those pins weren’t signaling your favor, were they? You were choosing candidates for Serena.” I massaged my temples, wondering whether the screams I could hear behind me were Serena’s or not. “Are you and Serena friends or something?”


Dawn lost her smile. “No. Not anymore, at least. We haven’t talked more than a few sentences since she was a child. To be frank, apart from her Ravens, I don’t know if she has any friends. I handed out the pins from the goodness of my heart. The courting process is a nightmare for me … I can’t even imagine what it’s like for her.”


“Why did you give one to me, though? You know she hates me.”


“She hates what she thinks you did,” Dawn corrected. “If you’re to have any chance of convincing her otherwise, you have to catch her off guard. She needs to see the real you—the fool—not the king killer or the villain you pretend to be.”


I was getting a headache—no fault of Dawn’s. Everything when it concerned Serena made me pause and go over our interactions, searching for something or anything that would calm my beating heart. As always, nothing did. “I don’t know how to do that.”


“Just be yourself.” Dawn shifted from one foot to the other. “Are you annoyed at what I did?”


“No, you did the right thing. Serena and I have to keep interacting if there’s any hope of us repairing our relationship.” I scratched at my brand. “Do you have plans for dinner? We could continue to catch up then, since I think Serena might come for my head if I stay here much longer.”


“I was planning to see Kai before Joey’s surgery tomorrow and eat at Ryder Keep … but maybe I should let them have some family time.” A pause. “Will you be there for the surgery? Kai mentioned he told you about it.”


“Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


“That settles it, then. I’ll come to Kingman Keep for dinner after I see Kai. It’ll distract me. Do you need anything?”


“Bowls. We don’t have any.”


“Bowls?” she questioned.


I cupped my hand as if I were holding a ball. “They look like this.”


“Oh! Soup holders!” She smiled broadly and rubbed the back of her head. “Sorry. I must’ve forgotten that word at some point because of Fabrication use.” She hesitated again. “Do you have anything in Kingman Keep?”


“We have a table.”


“Let me see what I can do.”


I left Margaux Keep the same way I entered, savoring the time alone to collect my thoughts about Serena. Once out of the maze and over the outer wall, I had the day to myself … until I saw Dark leaning against the wall, waiting for me.


My Mercenary mentor kept his hair tied back with the sides shaved, his cool grey eyes never revealed his thoughts, and he openly wore a hatchet and one of the twin revolvers. He was tall and made of hard muscle, and overly optimistic: dressed for summer rather than the end of winter. His shadow was nowhere to be seen, absent in the dim light.


After having my memories manipulated by Darkness Fabrications for over a decade, I had begun to take note of everyone’s shadow. If only to make sure no one I cared about was suffering the same trauma and fate I had been. My family’s shadows were whole and healthy—unlike mine, which had flickered in and out—but since Dark’s was currently missing… I couldn’t know for certain about his own memories yet. The last thing I wanted to do was work with someone who was blind to the truth. But could Darkness Fabricators even have their memories ­manipulated? I didn’t know, but I’d find out soon enough.


“How’d you find me?” I asked as I approached him.


He moved off the wall he was leaning on. “You’re predictable.”


I’d have to work on that. “What do you want?”


“Did you get the company tattoo?”


I nodded. The skin was no longer raw, but I could still feel Orbis Company’s symbol of an ever-burning torch on my inner bicep. Just like the brand of treason on my neck, I had another mark that would shun me from certain circles. I was a Mercenary and would be for the rest of my life … whether I liked it or not.


“Do you need to see it?”


Dark shook his head. “Lying about it would only get you killed.”


“Always so kind. Are you going to tell me where you were this past month? Or why you made me send a letter about myself to someplace near New Dracon City?”


“Where I’ve been is my business,” he said. “But the letter was for Nonna. It’s best not to question her demands. She probably wanted information that would help her catalogue the natural order of events. That’s all she ever cares about.”


“‘The natural order of events’?”


He glanced over his shoulder. “What? You didn’t think the Archivists were the only people who tracked the truth through Hollow’s lies and Fabrications, did you? How ignorant.”


I hated how he could disappear for a month, then make me feel like a moonstruck fool in a few sentences. Was nothing I did good enough for him?


“You’re a Mercenary now, Michael. Focusing on Hollow and its struggles will cloud your judgment. People will take advantage of that,” Dark said. “Do you know what lies beyond Eham in the Eastern Sea? Or what the title of the leader of the Thebian Empire is?”


I didn’t, but I assumed he already knew that.


“You should,” Dark said as we reached Refugee Square. “We expect you to up your game, Michael. Consider the Endless Waltz your initiation ritual into Orbis Company. You’ve proven your worth, but now you need to prove you belong. Which means impressing Orbis Company enough to vote you a full-fledged Mercenary.”


“How do I do that?”


“By helping me complete the contract a High Noble wants to offer us.”


“Which noble?”


Dark looked at me like I was a child. “Does it matter? Come, it’s time for you to start acting like a Mercenary.”
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A GAMBLER’S FOLLY


There’s a saying in Hollow: that anyone can rise above their station if they’re willing to put the work in. It is, of course, bullshit. A honey-coated lie meant to sedate the masses. If anything, the Goldano saying is closer to the truth: that anyone can become rich and famous if luck is on their side and their soul is for sale.


The Goldani like to think themselves honest, but in reality, they were professional gamblers always seeking the next great thrill. No stakes were too high or morality too shaky for them to take advantage of. And as a result their district was filled with compassionate moneylenders, efficient bonesetters, and fools who knew the taste of gold.


Like our soon-to-be client: High Noble Maflem Braven.


From what Dark told me, High Noble Maflem loved spending his days in the Hollow Gold Vein Casino, betting on whatever suited his fancy. Whenever he wasn’t tending to his important religious or noble affairs. Which was most of the time.


The Gold Vein Casino in Hollow had been meticulously designed. Upon entering, I didn’t smell a thing. Which was something that had never happened before. Hollow was on a river, and the smell haunted the city. Except in here. But that wasn’t what unnerved me. This place ran with a streamlined efficiency the Royals would kill to have a fraction of.


Burly men with eyebrow piercings transferred chinking sacks of coins to and from tables while attendants made sure no one was without a drink in their hand. All the tables were filled and every game imagin­able was here. From roulette and five-finger fillet to whiplash and three brothers.


I stopped briefly to watch as two Low Nobles played a war game and gamblers looked on around them. One was clearly more skilled than the other, but only the Goldani attendants had realized. I knew because they had begun pushing gamblers to bet on the weaker player by proclaiming that the birthmark on his hand was lucky. Judging by how the game was going, the casino would soon make a fortune from their lies. I may not have been the best con man in Hollow, but even I knew easily influenced prey when I saw it.


“Where is High Noble Maflem?” I asked, looking away.


“He’ll be surrounded by imbeciles,” Dark said. “But we need to find the second-in-command of Orbis Company first. We can’t negotiate terms without them.”


“Where are they?”


Dark pointed toward a large crowd in one of the corners of the casino. “There.”


“How do you know?”


“Because she always makes a scene in public.”


I pushed through the crowd to the front. There were two people within the circle. A familiar Goldani ambassador who would shout out a number between one and six and a black woman with her eyes closed, who was stabbing the corresponding spot between her fingers with a knife. She was moving faster than she could be told where to go, and not a speck of blood stained the wooden table below. I held my tongue and watched in awe.


The Mercenary slammed the knife into the table, between her middle and ring fingers. Everyone around us began to clap. Zain Antoun, the ambassador for the Gold Vein Casino in Goldano, the loudest of them all. Can’t say I had expected to run into him again.


“Imani,” Dark said amidst the cheering. “Isn’t this a little excessive?”


She opened one eye, looked up at Dark, and smiled. “Live a little, Dark. Everyone needs some fun now and then. We’re Mercenaries, not soldiers.”


“I’ll remember that line next time you yell at me.”


While everyone continued to congratulate Imani on her impressive performance, Zain saw me among the crowd and ran over, embracing me in the tightest hug I had ever received. He smelt of sharp perfume and his blond hair was slicked back with something wet and shiny.


“Michael Kingman! Fate has brought us together once again!” he exclaimed as he kissed my cheeks in quick succession. “What are you doing here? I’ve been looking for you.”


I doubted that was a good thing. “I’m with the Mercenaries. On business.”


His smile turned to a frown and he edged us out of the crowds, who were returning to their games. Dark and Imani were talking privately as Zain kept me focused on him.


“I suppose I can’t interest you in a game or drink, then?”


“Sadly, not this time, Ambassador. Another day, perhaps?”


Zain ran his fingers through his beard. “I wish, but I return to Goldano tomorrow for the Fate Selection. The new ruling class must be determined, new ambassadors must be chosen, and who knows where I’ll end up when it’s all said and done. This is a tragedy.”


“I’m sure we’ll see each other again at some point.”


“Oh, we will, Michael Kingman,” Zain said slowly. “The only question is when and where. How do you feel about the Night Market in New Dracon City?”


“I don’t think I’ll be there for a while.”


He patted me on the shoulder. “Goldano it is, then. Find me at the Gold Vein Casino.”


“If I’m ever there, I will,” I promised, and part of me even meant it. Goldano wasn’t a place to be without an ally, even if it was Zain Antoun, the man who kept a Skeleton and had sliced out his tongue.


“Good! I wish you well, Michael Kingman. May Lady Luck keep you in her favor until we meet again.”


Zain gave me another hug, awkwardly, and then dashed off after someone else. I tried to sneak up on Imani and Dark to overhear their conversation, but Imani caught me before I could with a smile and a firm grip on my shoulder.


“Michael, I see you’re in better shape than I last saw you. Shame it had to be under such dire circumstances. Has the wound on your chest healed well?”


“It’s fine,” I answered. It still hurt when I moved certain ways, but the cut itself had disappeared a long time ago. I didn’t scar easily. “My apologies, but who are you?”


Imani turned to Dark and playfully punched him on the shoulder. “Have you been teaching him nothing? What have you been doing for the past month? You were—”


“I’ve been busy,” Dark said forcefully.


“Ah, yes, your infamous trips to lands unknown. How could I forget about those?” she said with a roll of her eyes. Looking at me, she said, “I am Imani Orbis, one of the few people in the world who can tell Dark what to do. Occasionally he does it. Do you have any questions about Orbis—”


Dark crossed his arms. “Imani, can we give him the introduction later? I want to get in and out of here as fast as possible.”


Since when did Dark openly show how he was feeling?


Imani thought the same and spoke before I could. “Not a fan of the Goldanis, Dark?”


“They’re fine. Maflem Braven, on the other hand …”


“I see.”


Imani pushed Dark toward a room guarded by house soldiers who wore the Braven family symbol: three cups in a triangle formation. They let us in without question or direction, and without much delay we walked down a tacky hallway decorated with paintings of past High Noble patrons of this place.


“Both of you remember not to look at his eye,” Imani said. “Beorn forgot last time I was here and nearly ruined the whole deal.”


“What’s wrong with his eye?” I asked.


“He claims he sacrificed it trying to protect his followers from the flesh-eating ticks in the Azilian rain forest,” Dark said.


“What actually happened?”


Dark smiled, but it was Imani who answered me: “His mistress stabbed him in the eye with a rusted spoon. He’s lucky to be alive.”


“Do people actually believe the infection story?”


Imani had her hand on the handle of the door. “Some people will believe in anything if it’s said with authority.”


We knocked and entered the room. A very slender man who wore robes that seemed absurdly big on him was putting logs into a small fireplace. There were piles of coins on the nearby gambling table, and I saw he had a gaping hole of discolored flesh where his right eye ought to be, and a smile that seemed to be more silver than bone.


Imani stepped forward and motioned behind her back for Dark and me to remain still. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, High Noble Maflem Braven.”


The High Noble raised a piece of wood toward Imani. She took it from him and placed it in the fire. After the wood had begun to smoke and crackle, Maflem Braven sat down with Imani in a set of plush chairs. We remained by the doors.


“Imani, you do me a great disservice by bringing the king killer here unannounced,” High Noble Braven said as he picked up a full teapot. He filled his own cup and then Imani’s. It had a strong flowery smell, and Dark’s face soured when it reached us. It appalled him so much that he tried to discreetly hold his nose. Even at the risk of insulting our client.


“My apologies, High Noble Braven. But, given the initial details of the contract, it seemed wise to bring the Mercenary who was the most familiar with Hollow customs.”


He took a sip from his porcelain cup. “Still. You put me in an awkward situation. Commander Efyra, the Corrupt Prince, or Princess Se­rena could charge me with treason for associating with him.”


“No one will be able to accuse you of such an outlandish idea,” she said. “And Dark will be accompanying Michael to any meeting he’s at with you.”
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