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Beatriz


Beatriz paces her cell at the Cellarian Sororia nestled in the Alder Mountains, ten steps from wall to wall. It has been five days since she was brought here, sealed away in this sparse chamber with only a narrow bed, a threadbare blanket, and a pitcher of water set on a small wooden stool. It has been five days since she heard her sisters’ voices in her head, as clearly as if they were standing in the room beside her. Five days since she heard Sophronia die.


No. No, she doesn’t know that, not really. There were a dozen explanations for it, a dozen ways Beatriz could make herself believe that her sister was still out there, still alive. Whenever Beatriz closes her eyes, she sees Sophronia. In the silence of her room, she hears her laughter. Whenever she manages to sleep for a few hours, her nightmares are haunted by the last words she spoke.


They’re cheering for my execution. . . . There is so much more at play than we realized. I still don’t understand all of it, but please be careful. I love you both so much. I love you all the way to the stars. And I—


And that had been all.


Beatriz doesn’t understand the magic that made the communication possible—that was Daphne, who’d done it once before to speak with Beatriz alone. The magic had cut out then, too, but it was different the second time, like she could still feel Daphne’s presence a few seconds longer, her stunned silence echoing in Beatriz’s mind before she too cut out.


But Sophronia can’t be dead. The thought is unfathomable. They came into the world together: Beatriz, Daphne, then Sophronia. Surely none of them could leave it alone.


No matter how many times Beatriz tells herself that, though, she never fully believes it. She felt it, after all, like a heart clawed out of her chest. Like something vital lost.


The sound of the lock scraping open echoes in Beatriz’s cell and she turns toward the door, expecting one of the Sisters to bring her next meal, but the woman who enters is empty-handed.


“Mother Ellaria,” Beatriz says, her voice rough after so little use these past days.


Mother Ellaria is the Sister who greeted Beatriz upon her arrival, leading her to her cell and giving her a change of clothes that look identical to what the older woman wears herself. Of those clothes, Beatriz has only put on the gray wool dress. The headdress still sits at the foot of her bed.


In Bessemia, it was a great honor for Sisters to don their headdresses. There were ceremonies for them—Beatriz herself had attended several. It was a celebration to honor a woman’s choice to devote herself to the stars above all else.


But Beatriz has chosen nothing, so the headdress remains off.


Mother Ellaria notes this, her eyes moving from Beatriz’s messily braided red hair to the headdress sitting on the bed. She frowns before looking at Beatriz once more.


“You have a visitor,” she says, disapproval filling every syllable.


“Who?” Beatriz asks, but Mother Ellaria doesn’t answer, instead turning and walking out of the room, leaving Beatriz no choice but to follow her down the dark hallway, her imagination running wild.


For an instant, Beatriz imagines it is Sophronia—that her sister has traveled from Temarin to assure her that she’s alive and well. But it’s far more likely to be her onetime friend Gisella, come to gloat again, or Gisella’s twin brother, Nico, here to see if a few days in the Sororia have changed her mind about his proposal.


If that’s the case, he’ll leave disappointed. Much as she hates it here, she prefers it to returning to the Cellarian palace while Pasquale lives out the rest of his life in the Fraternia on the other side of the Azina River.


Her chest tightens at the thought of Pasquale—disinherited and imprisoned because she convinced him to trust the wrong people.


They haven’t seen the last of us, Pasquale said after their sentence for treason had been handed down. And soon enough, they’ll wish they’d killed us when they had a chance.


She lets the words echo in her mind as she follows Mother Ellaria down the dimly lit hallway, running through a mental list of all the ways she could overtake the frail older woman and escape . . . but escape where? The Alder Mountains are treacherous terrain even for those who are prepared to scale them. If Beatriz were to escape, alone, with nothing more than a dress and cotton slippers, she wouldn’t stand a chance of living through the night.


Her mother always cautioned patience, and while it has never been Beatriz’s strength, she knows it’s necessary now. So she keeps her hands at her sides and trails after Mother Ellaria as she rounds a corner, then another before stopping at a tall wooden door and fixing Beatriz with a withering look, like she’s caught the scent of something rotten. Though Beatriz knows the woman dislikes her, she doesn’t think she’s responsible for that particular look.


“Due to the . . . status of your guest, I’ve allowed the use of my own office for your meeting, but I will return in ten minutes, not a second more.”


Beatriz nods, even more certain that it will be Gisella or Nicolo awaiting her—Nicolo, after all, is King of Cellaria now, and as his sister, Gisella’s status has been elevated as well, though Mother Ellaria might disapprove of them every bit as much as she disapproves of Beatriz.


Ignoring those thoughts, Beatriz steels herself and pushes the door open, stepping inside. She immediately stops short, blinking as if the figure before her might disappear.


But no matter how many times she blinks, Nigellus remains. Her mother’s empyrea has made himself at home in Mother Ellaria’s chair and watches her over steepled fingers as she enters. Her cell has no windows, and Beatriz lost track of the time of day soon after she arrived, but now she can see that it’s nighttime, the full moon shining through the window behind Nigellus, the stars brighter and bolder than usual.


It is the first time she has seen them in five days, the first time she has felt their light dance upon her skin. She feels dizzy with it, gripping her hands into fists at her sides. Magic, she thinks, though she still can’t quite believe it, even though she’s used her power twice now, accidentally, to call on the stars.


Nigellus notices the white-knuckled flex of her hands, but he doesn’t say anything. The door closes behind Beatriz, leaving them alone, but for a moment they only look at each other, silence stretching between them.


“Sophronia’s dead, isn’t she?” Beatriz asks, breaking the silence first.


Nigellus doesn’t answer right away, but after what feels like an eternity, he nods.


“Queen Sophronia was executed five days ago,” he says, his voice level and without any kind of inflection. “Along with most of the Temarinian nobility. Your mother had armies waiting at the border and amid the chaos, they seized the capital. With no ruler to surrender, she’s simply claimed it as her own.”


Beatriz sinks into the chair opposite the desk, all of the life leaving her in that moment. Sophronia is dead. She should have been prepared, should have expected that. Didn’t their mother always tell them never to ask a question they didn’t know the answer to? But hearing her biggest fear confirmed saps everything from her. Beatriz feels like a husk of a person.


“Sophie’s dead,” she says again, not caring about the rest of it. Not caring about her mother or her armies or the new crown she’s added to her collection.


“It is by pure luck that you and Daphne are not,” Nigellus says, drawing her out of her thoughts.


She looks up at him, wondering what he would do if she were to launch herself across the desk and pummel him. Before she can, though, he continues.


“It isn’t a coincidence, Beatriz,” he says. “The rebellions, the plots, the dead kings. The chaos.”


“Of course not,” Beatriz says, lifting her chin. “Mother raised us to create chaos, to plot, to stoke fires of rebellion.”


“She raised you to die,” Nigellus corrects.


The breath leaves Beatriz’s lungs, but after a moment, she nods. “Yes, I suppose she did,” she says, because it makes sense. “She must be terribly disappointed to have only gotten one out of three.”


“Your mother is playing a long game,” Nigellus says, shaking his head. “She’s waited seventeen years. She can wait a little longer.”


Beatriz swallows. “Why are you telling me this? To taunt me? I’m locked away in this miserable place. Isn’t that enough?”


Nigellus considers his next words carefully. “Do you know how I’ve lived this long, Beatriz?” he asks. He doesn’t give her a chance to answer. “By not underestimating anyone. I’m not about to start with you.”


Beatriz laughs. “I might not be dead, but I can assure you, my mother’s beaten me quite soundly.”


Even as she says the words, Beatriz doesn’t believe them. She promised Pasquale they would find a way out of this, and she knows that is the truth. But it is far better that Nigellus—and by extension the empress—believe her to be hopelessly broken.


Nigellus surprises her by shaking his head, a wry smile curling his lips. “You aren’t beaten, Beatriz. I think we both know that. You’re waiting to strike out, picking your moment.” Beatriz purses her lips but doesn’t deny it. He continues. “I’d like to help you.”


Beatriz considers him for a moment. She does not trust him, has never liked him, and there is a part of her that still feels like a child in his presence, small and afraid. But she is trapped in a deep hole and he is offering her a rope. There is nothing to lose by taking hold of it.


“Why?” she asks him.


Nigellus leans across the desk, resting on his elbows. “We have the same eyes, you know,” he says. “I’m sure you heard the rumors in Bessemia, that you and your sisters were fathered by me.”


If that was a rumor, it had never made it to Beatriz’s ears. But he’s right—his eyes are like hers, like Daphne’s are, like Sophronia’s were: a pure, distilled silver. Star-touched, the eyes of children whose parents wished for them using stardust or, in much rarer cases, when an empyrea wished on a star, causing it to fall from the sky. When Beatriz was sent to Cellaria, her mother gave her eye drops to hide the hue of her eyes, a hue that would mark her as a heretic in a country that viewed star magic as sacrilegious. When she was sent to the Sororia, she wasn’t allowed to bring any possessions with her, including the eye drops, so her eyes have returned to their natural silver, but she supposes that after using a wish to break a man out of prison, star-touched eyes are the least of her problems.


As if reading her mind, Nigellus nods. “We have been touched by stars, you and I. Made, in part, by the stars. Your mother wished for you and your sisters, and I pulled down stars to make her wish come true. I assume my own mother used stardust to wish for me, though she died before I could ask her.”


Your mother wished for you. It was a rumor Beatriz had heard, of course, but while wishing with stardust was relatively common, the wishes empyreas made on stars, bringing them down from the sky in the process, created strong enough magic to make miracles happen. Miracles like her mother becoming pregnant with triplets when her father had notoriously never before fathered a child, legitimate or not even with the assistance of copious amounts of stardust, in his eighty years. But even though an empyrea wishing on stars is rare, because stars themselves are a finite resource, Beatriz isn’t surprised her mother crossed that line. If anything, it is one of the smallest trespasses she’s made.


“And,” Nigellus continues, watching her closely, “being star-touched sometimes comes with its own gift from the stars.”


Beatriz forces her face to remain impassive, her thoughts sealed away. Twice now she has wished upon the stars and twice those wishes have come true, leaving stardust in their wake. One in ten thousand people can bring down the stars with magic—Beatriz never thought she’d be one of them, yet now she is sure of it. But they are in Cellaria, where sorcery is a crime punishable by execution, and Nigellus has already admitted that her mother wants her dead. She isn’t about to hand him a dagger to turn on her.


“If every silver-eyed child were an empyrea, the world would be a mad place,” she says after a moment.


“Not every silver-eyed child,” he says, shaking his head. “Not every star-touched child—in most the talent lies dormant, like in your sisters, never woken. But it isn’t dormant in you.”


When Beatriz’s expression doesn’t change, his eyebrows lift. “You know,” he says, leaning back in his chair and looking at her with appraising eyes. “How many times have you done it?”


“Twice,” she admits. “Both times accidentally.”


“That’s how it is at first,” he says. “The magic comes in fits, often brought on by extreme bouts of emotion.”


Beatriz thinks of the first time she called on the stars, when she was so overcome with homesickness she thought it might break her. And the second time, when she wanted nothing more in the world than for Nicolo to kiss her. Painful as it is to admit now, in light of his betrayal, she knows she was quite overcome with emotion then, too. She was such a fool.


“It doesn’t matter what talents I may or may not have,” she says, pushing to her feet. “They suspect what I can do and so I’m kept in a windowless room all night. Unless you have a way of getting me out of this place—”


“I do,” he interrupts, inclining his head toward her. “If you agree to my offer, you and I will walk out of here tomorrow night. You could be back in Bessemia in just a few days.”


Beatriz tilts her head, eyeing him thoughtfully for a moment as she weighs his offer. It isn’t that it is a bad one, but she suspects she can push him further. “No.”


Nigellus snorts. “You don’t even know what I want,” he says.


“It doesn’t matter. I don’t want you and me to walk out of here. If you’re getting me out, you need to get Pasquale out as well.”


Beatriz doesn’t know if she’s ever seen Nigellus surprised, but he’s surprised now. “The Cellarian prince?” he asks, frowning.


“My husband,” she says, because while the marriage has never been consummated—never will be consummated—they made vows to each other, both during and after their wedding. And they are vows Beatriz intends to keep. “He’s being held by the Fraternia on the other side of the Azina River, just as I am here, on trumped-up charges of treason.”


Nigellus gives her a knowing look. “From what I’ve heard, the charges had merit.”


Beatriz clenches her jaw but doesn’t deny it. They had plotted to overthrow Pasquale’s mad father, that was true. Treason might even be considered a modest description—they’d also taken part in a jailbreak of another traitor, and Beatriz was guilty of violating Cellaria’s religious laws by using magic. “All the same. If you can get both of us out, then maybe we can talk about your terms.”


Nigellus pauses for a moment before nodding. “Very well. I will get you and your prince to safety, out of Cellaria.”


She looks at Nigellus, trying to size him up, but it is impossible. There is no understanding Nigellus, and she would be a fool if she didn’t expect that he is two steps ahead of her, playing a game she doesn’t know the rules of. They are not on the same side in this, they do not have the same goals.


She should not trust him. But she doesn’t have a choice.


“We have a deal.”










Daphne


Daphne is getting married tomorrow and there are approximately a thousand things that need tending to. The wedding was already postponed to allow her to heal after she’d been shot in the woods outside the castle, but her wound is gone now—with a little help from the empyrea, Aurelia’s, star magic—and everyone is anxious to see her and Bairre wed. No one more so, perhaps, than Daphne herself.


She wrote to her mother as soon as she’d returned to the castle, telling her about Bairre’s and Aurelia’s revelations, though she stopped short of recounting the moments she, Beatriz, and Sophronia had spent in one another’s heads, or the nagging suspicion she has that she both heard and felt Sophronia die. She knows it’s illogical, but as long as she doesn’t put what she felt into words, it fails to be real.


Besides, there are seating charts to finalize and a gown that needs a final fitting and so many guests filling the castle from all over Friv who Daphne needs to socialize with. She has no time at all to think about her possibly dead sister.


Oh, Sophronia sneaks into her thoughts constantly—the florist suggests adding daisies to her bouquet, which were Sophronia’s favorite, a highland lord tells her a ghost story that would have terrified Sophronia, her maid picks out a dainty opal necklace for Daphne to wear that Sophronia bought her for their fifteenth birthday. At least a dozen times a day, Daphne finds herself mentally drafting a letter to her sister, only for the memory of their last conversation to stop her cold.


She doesn’t know Sophronia is dead. That’s what Bairre told her when the connection to her sisters snapped and she found herself back in Aurelia’s cottage with Aurelia and Bairre. He tried so hard to reassure her and she pretended to let him, but when she met Aurelia’s gaze, she knew the woman understood the truth of it just as well as she did.


The blood of stars and majesty spilled. Sophronia, with the blood of emperors and stars in her veins, was dead, just as the stars had foretold.


But Daphne cannot think about that now. Just as she cannot think about the fact that assassins have tried three times to kill her. Just as she cannot think about Bairre, with plenty of secrets of his own, who now knows a few of hers and still somehow wants her anyway. She cannot think about Beatriz, knee-deep in her own trouble in Cellaria. If she thinks about any of those things, she will fall apart, so instead she focuses on tomorrow, on finally accomplishing the one thing she was raised for and the one thing she can control—marrying the Crown Prince of Friv.


“I’ve never seen a bride looking so perturbed,” Cliona says to her.


The other girl practically forced her into a walk in the snow-covered gardens of Eldevale Castle—Daphne would have preferred to stay inside, going over every detail of the planning for tomorrow and anxiously waiting for any word to arrive from Temarin, Cellaria, or Bessemia. It is a strange thing, to know her sister is dead but to be unable to mourn her yet.


“No?” Daphne asks, glancing at the other girl with raised eyebrows. “I don’t think I’ve seen a bride looking anything but.”


She can’t help but glance back over her shoulder to where six guards now follow her every move. It was two the last time they walked in this garden, and before that there had been none at all, but with the wedding so close and someone so determined to kill Daphne, King Bartholomew has ordered her guard increased.


Daphne knows she should be grateful for it, but their constant presence chafes. Besides, Cliona has as good a reason to want her dead as anyone, and surely she could wedge a dagger between Daphne’s ribs before any of the six guards could manage a step, if they even bothered, since Daphne would wager at least half are working for Cliona’s father, Lord Panlington, the leader of the rebels.


The thought should alarm Daphne, but it doesn’t. Enemies are everywhere, after all, and there is some comfort in knowing Cliona for what she is: the daughter of the head of the rebellion, every bit as deadly and manipulative as Daphne herself.


Maybe that’s why Daphne likes her.


Besides, Daphne knows the rebels don’t want her dead—not yet, at least. Not when they have Bairre himself on their side. Not when they think they have Daphne, too.


“Most brides are anxious, maybe,” Cliona concedes. “But not ill—you’re pale as a ghost.”


“The Frivian weather is to blame for that,” Daphne says, turning her gaze up to the gray sky. Now that winter has fully settled in, there isn’t a hint of blue. “It’s been so long since I’ve felt sunshine on my skin, I’ve forgotten what it feels like.”


Cliona laughs, the sound light and breezy even as she drops her voice and gives Daphne’s arm a squeeze. “Well, you’ll be back in Bessemia soon enough, I’m sure.”


Daphne cuts a sideways glance toward her—Cliona should know better than to speak like that in front of the guards. In fact, Cliona must know better. Which confirms her suspicion that at least most of the guards are on her side.


“I’m assuming, then,” Daphne says, matching Cliona both in tone and volume, “that there isn’t going to be a wedding tomorrow after all.”


Cliona smiles. “Oh, the less you know about that the better, Princess,” she says. “Do try to look a little more like the blushing bride you’re meant to be, though, will you? It shouldn’t be too difficult, given how cozy things have become between you and Bairre.”


At that, Daphne does indeed feel a blush rise to her cheeks, but she tells herself it’s only the bite of the Frivian winter wind. It has nothing at all to do with the memory of Bairre’s lips brushing over hers or the way he said her name, full of reverence and the smallest hint of fear.


Over the last few days, there’s been no time to talk about the kiss, or anything else, really. Her guards are usually present and it isn’t a conversation either of them wants to have with an audience.


She’s surprised that Cliona has managed to pick up on anything different between them, and she wonders with a blossoming horror if it’s something she and Bairre have talked about. Bairre is working with the rebels, after all. He and Cliona have likely had a good many conversations about her. If she’s lucky, that kiss is the worst of what they discussed.


“Oh, there’s no need for that glower,” Cliona says, rolling her eyes. “Just smile a little bit. I promise it won’t kill you.”


At that, Daphne lets her mouth twist into a sardonic smile. “A questionable choice of words, Cliona. All things considered.”


Cliona shrugs. “Oh, after what I saw in the forest, I pity anyone who tries to kill you. It seems to be a dangerous pastime.”


“I’m sorry, remind me which one of us slit a man’s throat?” Daphne asks.


“I’m only saying I misjudged you, Daphne,” Cliona says. “I didn’t think you’d last a week in Friv, but here you are, doing quite well for yourself.”


It’s close to a compliment, and it makes Daphne uncomfortable. “Well, as you said, I’ll be gone soon enough.”


“Yes,” Cliona agrees. “And I think I might just miss you.”


The other girl says the words lightly, but a quick glance confirms she meant them. Something tightens in Daphne’s chest and she realizes she’ll miss Cliona as well. She’s never really had a friend before, only sisters.


Before Daphne can respond, the head of her guard gives a shout and the rest of the men draw their weapons, their attention focused on a hooded figure approaching. Daphne can just barely make him out between the bodies of the guards that surround her, but she immediately knows who it is.


“It’s only the prince,” she says, just as Bairre pulls back his hood to reveal overgrown dark brown hair and his recognizable sharp features. The guards part and Bairre steps toward Daphne, his eyes on her even as he gives Cliona a quick nod.


“Daphne,” he says, and something in his voice immediately sets her on edge. “There’s a letter.”


Her heart drops. “From Temarin?” she asks. “About Sophronia?”


She can’t read it, she thinks. She can’t read the words. Some part of her knows her sister is dead, but seeing it spelled out in an elegant hand with perfunctory sympathy? She cannot stomach it.


Bairre shakes his head, but the crease doesn’t leave his brow. “From your mother,” he says, and perhaps that should reassure her, but the way he says it, she knows he’s already read it. And she knows it is far worse.


“Where is it?” she hears herself ask.


“In your bedroom,” he tells her, glancing back at the guards. “I thought you’d want privacy.”


My dearest Daphne,


It is with a heavy heart that I must tell you that our dear Sophronia was executed by rebels in Temarin. Fear not—this grave injustice has been repaid and I have already taken hold of the Temarinian throne and seen each person responsible for this heinous act put to death. I know this will bring you little consolation, but I am told her suffering was light and her death swift.


As a mother, there is no greater sadness than burying a child, though I know that what you are feeling now is certainly close. I know I will be relying on you and Beatriz all the more for comfort.


I am told that King Leopold managed to flee the palace before the rebels could execute him alongside Sophronia, though there has been no sign of him since. If word of him reaches you, please let me know, as I am sure he will be wanting his throne back.


Your devoted mama,


Empress Margaraux


Daphne reads the words three times, all the while aware of Bairre and Cliona watching her. The first time, she simply takes in the message—Sophronia dead, executed by rebels, Temarin under Bessemian rule, the rebels who killed her dead. The second time, she looks for a sign that it is coded, but finds none. On the third read-through, she focuses on what her mother says beneath the words themselves.


I have already taken hold of the Temarinian throne.


Well, that was always the plan, wasn’t it? Admittedly, it was done quicker than Daphne thought possible, and Sophronia was meant to be there to welcome her mother’s armies. The thought sours Daphne’s stomach, but she pushes it aside to focus on the letter.


I know I will be relying on you and Beatriz all the more for comfort.


That, Daphne is sure of, though she doubts comfort will play any part of it. No, without Sophronia, Daphne and Beatriz will have to work that much harder to aid the empress’s plans. Daphne thinks of Beatriz—under house arrest at the Vallon palace, last she heard, in large part because she, like Sophronia, went against their mother’s orders. If her mother didn’t know of that when she penned this letter, she certainly does now, which means even more rests on Daphne’s shoulders. She turns her attention to the part about King Leopold.


I am told that King Leopold managed to flee the palace before the rebels could execute him alongside Sophronia, though there has been no sign of him since.


So, Leopold escaped. Daphne hates him for that. How could he survive when her sister didn’t? Sophronia did mention him the last time they spoke, saying that her friends were coming—Leopold and Violie. But surely they would go to Beatriz rather than her, given Leopold’s family connections to the royal family there. Perhaps she should tell her mother that, but she doesn’t know how she could without revealing all of Sophronia’s final words, and the fact that she spoke them at all. The prospect of sharing those moments with anyone else makes Daphne feel ill.


One thing Daphne is sure of, though: her mother has no intention of giving Leopold his throne back, much as she might pretend otherwise. She also notices that there is no mention of Leopold’s brothers, though Daphne knows he has two. If he is dead, the throne should by all rights pass to one of them, and Daphne knows her mother won’t allow that to happen.


Daphne looks up from the letter, glancing between Bairre and Cliona.


“My sister is dead,” she says.


It isn’t the first time she’s said those words out loud. She said them to Bairre and Aurelia as soon as she surfaced from her conversation with Sophronia and Beatriz, her voice then choked with tears. This time, she says the words calmly, though she still feels them threaten to strangle her.


Bairre isn’t surprised, but Cliona is. Her brow furrows and she takes a step toward Daphne, like she might embrace her, stopping short when Daphne holds her hand up. Daphne doesn’t want to be touched right now, doesn’t want to be comforted. If anyone touches her, she will fall apart, and she cannot allow that. Instead, she draws herself up straight and crumples the letter in her hand.


“Executed by rebels,” she adds. A touch of venom must leak in, because Cliona stumbles back a step.


It was a detail Daphne didn’t know before, one that cuts all the deeper because here she is, conspiring with rebels herself. She knows it isn’t logical, that Cliona and Bairre and the other Frivian rebels had nothing to do with Sophronia’s death, but the spark of anger feels good. It is the only thing that does, so she clings to it.


“Temarinian rebels,” Bairre points out, logical as always, but for once Daphne doesn’t want logic.


“Sophronia was a gullible sort,” she says, pushing her shoulders back. “She trusted those she shouldn’t have.”


She doesn’t know how true that is, but as soon as she speaks the words aloud she believes them. It makes sense, it is a tangible thing she can latch onto, a place to lay blame. Sophronia trusted the wrong people. Those people are dead now. Her mother was right—the knowledge brings her little consolation, but consolation all the same.


“Daphne,” Bairre says, his voice wary.


“I’m sorry about your loss,” Cliona says. “But the Temarinian radicals were rash fools who had no plan beyond executing those they viewed as the elite. You know it isn’t the same thing,” she adds, tilting her head to one side. “Besides, it’s a bit late to turn back now.” The flash of tenderness is gone and Cliona is back to her usual sharp-edged self. Daphne is grateful for it.


“I think we’re past that,” Daphne says. “But still you should know that I am not my sister.” Daphne can feel her hands start to shake, feel her throat begin to tighten. She is a mere breath from falling apart, and she refuses to do it with them here watching. The shame of that might just kill her.


Cliona watches her for a moment and gives a curt nod. “You’ll want time to grieve,” she says. “Bairre and I will pass the news along to the king and give your excuses for dinner.”


Daphne nods, but she doesn’t trust herself to speak. If she does, she isn’t sure what will come out. Cliona slips out of the room, but Bairre lingers a moment longer, his eyes on Daphne.


“I’m fine,” she bites out. “It isn’t exactly a surprise, is it? I knew she . . . I knew she was gone.”


Bairre shakes his head. “I knew Cillian was dying,” he says, and Daphne remembers when they first met, mere days after he’d lost his own brother. “I knew it for a long time. But it didn’t make it hurt any less when he was really, truly gone.”


Daphne presses her lips together into a thin line. Part of her wants to close the distance between them and throw herself into his arms. If she did, he would hold her, comfort her. But to do so would show weakness, and Daphne cannot bear the thought of that.


“Thank you,” she says instead. “I don’t think your father will be keen to postpone the wedding again, what with all of the highlanders here already. Please assure him I will be well enough to go through with it tomorrow.”


For a moment, Bairre looks like he wants to say something, but he thinks better of it. He gives another nod before slipping out of the same door Cliona passed through, closing it firmly behind him.


But even when he is gone and Daphne is well and truly alone, she can’t cry. Instead, she lies in bed and stares at the ceiling and hears Sophronia’s final words echo over and over in her mind.


I love you all the way to the stars.










Violie


In her time working in the Temarinian palace, Violie grew used to a measure of comfort, even as a servant: her bed was always soft and large enough for her to sprawl out on with ease, her clothing was always freshly laundered, she bathed every other day. After five days in the Amivel Woods, she knows she will never take those little luxuries for granted ever again.


Still, she is at least managing better than King Leopold, who, Violie suspects, has never experienced a moment of even slight discomfort in his life.


Well, that isn’t fair, she reasons with herself. She is sure he was uncomfortable enough when Ansel was holding him prisoner during the palace siege. When he first appeared out of thin air in the cave deep in the Amivel Woods where Violie and Sophronia had agreed to meet, his wrists were red and chafed raw from being bound for so long, and Violie used a strip of material from her dress and clean water from the nearby Merin River to tend to them while he told her what had happened.


Sophronia had lied to her—lied to both of them. She had never intended to save herself, only ever Leopold. Violie couldn’t even bring herself to be truly angry about it—after all, she had lied to Sophronia more often than she’d spoken truth. Violie only wishes Sophronia had been selfish for once in her life, though that would be akin to wishing the stars didn’t shine.


Violie watches Leopold now, as he sleeps on a bale of hay next to her in a small, empty barn beside a cottage that appeared abandoned—a farm, once, she supposes. There is no sign of life now—neither animal nor human.


But the barn remains, at least, and the few bales of hay left inside make a more comfortable bed than either of them has found over the last few days.


Sophronia was so enamored with Leopold, Violie thinks, watching his relaxed expression. His bronze hair tousled and dirtier than it’s likely ever been, dark circles beneath his eyes, his mouth hanging open slightly. She was so in love with him that she gave her own life for his.


It isn’t fair of Violie to resent him for that, but she does all the same. And now she is saddled with a useless king—a useless king with a bounty on his head, no less, and plenty of people who would rather kill him themselves than claim it.


Not for the first time, Violie considers leaving him behind. She could sneak away before he wakes up and he would never be able to find her, if he bothered looking at all. She would be free of him, free to return to her mother, free of any responsibility to anyone else.


Promise me that no matter what happens, you’ll take care of Leopold.


Sophronia’s voice comes back to her, extracting a promise Violie never thought she’d have to keep, not like this. But she promised all the same.


Leopold’s eyes flutter open slowly, a frown creasing his brow, just as it does every morning, as he takes in his strange surroundings. Then they find her and she watches again as the last six days filter back to him. She watches his eyes widen, his jaw tense, his heart break. Just as it does every morning when he remembers Sophronia is dead.


Violie doesn’t have to remind herself. In her nightmares, she sees it happen again and again, watches as Sophronia, wan and unkempt from days as a prisoner, is led up the steps to the scaffold, watches as the executioner guides her head to the wooden block, wet with the blood of all those who came before her, watches as the silver blade of the guillotine falls, severing Sophronia’s head from her body while the crowd around Violie and Leopold cheers.


Sophronia didn’t even scream. She didn’t cry or beg for her life. In that moment, she seemed to be miles away, and that, Violie tells herself, was the only small blessing the stars gave her.


No, Violie never forgets, not even when she sleeps.


“We’ll reach the Alder Mountains today,” she says, even though she’s sure Leopold knows this. She needs to say something to fill the awkward silence that so often envelops them. They were strangers last week—Violie doesn’t think he so much as glanced at her when she was Sophronia’s lady’s maid. Now, each of them is all the other has, the two of them bound together by Sophronia’s final act.


Leopold nods but doesn’t speak, so Violie feels compelled to continue, to fill the silence. “There’s a popular trading route near the sea,” she says. “We’ll have better luck making our way through there than trying to scale the mountains themselves. We should take a look at the cottage before we leave, though. I don’t think anyone has been here in a while, and perhaps there is some food or something we can sell—”


She breaks off at Leopold’s horrified expression.


“You want me to steal from my own people?” he asks.


Violie grits her teeth. “They aren’t your people, not right now, at least,” she says. “And if you die in the Alder Mountains, you’ll never rule Temarin again.”


“I don’t care, I can’t just—”


“I promised Sophronia I would keep you safe,” she says. “Are you going to let her sacrifice go to waste to honor principles that are, if you don’t mind my saying it, entirely worthless at this point?”


It’s a low blow, but it lands and Leopold’s jaw clenches. Over the last few days, Violie has learned that the mention of Sophronia is a surefire way to silence him, though it’s one that leaves her feeling a bit unmoored as well.


The urge to apologize rises up, but before she can, a sound outside the barn draws their attention—footsteps.


Violie hastens to grab the dagger she keeps in arm’s reach always—this time it’s embedded in the bale of hay just beside where she slept. On light feet, she tiptoes to the barn door and hears the low murmur of voices speaking . . . Cellarian?


Her mastery of the language isn’t as strong as her knowledge of Bessemian or Temarinian, but she recognizes the sound of it.


She frowns, glancing at Leopold, who must hear it as well, because he looks equally perplexed. While they’re close to the Alder Mountains, which serve as the southern border between Temarin and Cellaria, there isn’t much travel back and forth between the countries apart from tradesmen, and they are far from any main roads tradesmen might take.


The footsteps and voices draw closer, and Violie presses herself to the wall beside the door, while Leopold crouches low behind a bale of hay, a large stick he’s been using as a makeshift weapon in his hands.


The door creaks open and two men step inside, one who looks middle-aged and the other around Violie and Leopold’s age. Both of them look the worse for wear, though Violie notes that their clothes are fine beneath the grime.


It doesn’t matter who they are, Violie thinks. Everyone in Temarin is on the lookout for Leopold, the runaway king with a bounty on his head. If these people realize who he is, he and Violie will both be as good as dead. She tightens her grip on her dagger and prepares to pounce, but Leopold’s voice stops her.


“Lord Savelle?” he asks, straightening.


The older man turns to Leopold, blinking rapidly as if expecting him to disappear before his eyes. “Your . . . Your Majesty?” he asks. “Surely that can’t . . . King Leopold?” he asks, as if saying the name aloud will shatter the illusion.


Leopold drops the stick and shakes his head as if trying to clear it. “It’s me,” he says. “I thought you were in a Cellarian prison, or dead.”


“And I thought you would be in your palace,” Lord Savelle says, looking Leopold over with a furrowed brow. “And much cleaner, too.”


“Shortly after we received word of your imprisonment, there was a coup—we barely managed to escape the palace. We were on our way to Cellaria to seek refuge with my cousin.”


The younger man shakes his head. “Pasquale and Beatriz were arrested for treason,” he says. “We also just managed to escape.”


“Stars above,” Violie curses, looking toward Leopold, who clears his throat.


“Lord Savelle, this is—”


“No need for introductions, I detect that Bessemian accent,” Lord Savelle says, offering Violie an attempt at a smile. “Queen Sophronia, I presume. Your sister saved my life at great cost to herself and I’m eternally grateful.”


Violie’s heart sinks. She knows she and Sophronia look alike, knows that this is at least part of the reason the empress recruited her, but now that knowledge turns her stomach.


“It seems that’s something the girls in that family have in common,” she says with a grimace. “I’m afraid Queen Sophronia did not escape the siege at the palace. I was her maid, Violie.”


“Queen Sophronia is imprisoned too?” the younger man asks, the Temarinian words thick with a Cellarian accent. He’s handsome, with the look of gentry—the sort of boy with soft edges and kindness that hasn’t been filed away yet.


Violie and Leopold exchange a loaded look.


“No,” Leopold manages after a moment. “No, she was executed.”


It isn’t something they’ve ever talked about, not since they rushed back into Kavelle after realizing Sophronia had lied to them about her plans.


Lord Savelle’s and his companion’s eyes widen. “Surely there must be a mistake,” Lord Savelle says.


Violie swallows. Again, she sees the blade fall and Sophronia’s blond head roll away from her body. There was so much blood.


“There isn’t,” she says before turning back to the boy. “Who are you?” she asks.


“Ambrose,” he says. “I’m . . . I was . . . Pasquale and I are . . . friends,” he manages.


“He helped me escape Cellaria,” Lord Savelle explains. “Princess Beatriz used magic to get me out of prison and I met Ambrose and Prince Pasquale at the harbor. Our boat was nearly out of sight when we saw the guards come and arrest Prince Pasquale.”


Violie glances at Leopold. “We’ll need another plan, then,” she says.


“And we will as well,” Lord Savelle says. “We were on our way to you, though I suppose now you don’t have armies about to invade Cellaria,” he adds.


“He doesn’t,” Violie says. “But the Empress of Bessemia does.”


Lord Savelle frowns, looking between Leopold and Violie. “What does Princess Beatriz’s mother have to do with it?”


“It’s quite a long story,” Violie says. “And I certainly could do with a bit of food before telling it.”


Ambrose holds up a knapsack. “We bought food with the last of our coin,” he says. “You’re welcome to it.”


“Oh, we couldn’t—” Leopold begins, but Violie is too hungry to be polite.


“Thank you,” she says.


Over a breakfast of bread and cheese in the kitchen of the abandoned cottage, Violie tells them everything she dares—how the Princesses of Bessemia were trained as spies to further their mother’s goal of conquering the continent, how Violie herself was recruited two years ago to spy on Sophronia, who the empress suspected was too weak to follow through, how Sophronia did go against her mother, and how the empress coordinated with Leopold’s mother, Queen Eugenia, to overthrow Leopold and Sophronia and execute them both.


“I tried to help Sophronia escape, but she insisted she wouldn’t leave without Leopold,” Violie says as they eat the last of the bread and cheese. “The plan was for her to use a wish her mother had given her and her sisters to send both her and Leopold to meet me in a cave far from the palace—”


“But she knew all along that the wish would only be strong enough to save one of us,” Leopold finishes, “and she used it on me before I could stop her.”


“The wish . . . a diamond-like bracelet around her wrist?” Lord Savelle asks. Leopold and Violie nod. “Princess Beatriz used hers to save me.”


“So we can’t count on Cellaria for protection,” Leopold says. “We can’t stay in Temarin, and Bessemia can’t be trusted. Perhaps Friv? Sophronia’s sister there might offer help—Daphne.”


Violie manages not to make a face, but everything she knows about Princess Daphne tells her that help against the empress would be unlikely. Leopold is right, though—unlikely is the best chance he has of finding protection. Violie, however, isn’t interested in protection.


“You three should head to Friv,” she tells them, pressing her finger to the wooden table to get every last crumb—who knows where her next meal will come from, after all. “I’ll travel on to Cellaria to find Beatriz.”


The three of them stare at her, shocked, but to Violie it is a perfect plan. By entrusting Leopold into Lord Savelle’s care, she’ll no longer have to nanny him, and half her debt to Sophronia will be cleared. If she could rescue Beatriz as well, Violie thinks, Sophronia would consider them even.


Lord Savelle is the first to break the silence, clearing his throat. “When we docked in Temarin, we heard a rumor among some sailors that Princess Beatriz and Prince Pasquale had been sent to a Sororia and a Fraternia in the Alder Mountains,” he says. “We’d hoped to gain the support of Temarinian forces before seeking to free them. Trying to do so without an army is . . . well . . .”


“A death sentence,” Leopold finishes. “The Alder Mountains alone claim a dozen lives a year, at least, and Cellarian Sororias and Fraternias are practically prisons. You can’t simply walk in and out.”


“I’ll go with you,” Ambrose says, taking Violie by surprise, though when she meets his steady gaze, she knows there will be no talking him out of it. She nods.


“No offense, Ambrose, but that isn’t terribly reassuring,” Leopold says.


Ambrose shrugs. “I’d have turned around and gone back for them as soon as we heard that rumor, but I needed to get Lord Savelle to safety, like I said I would. Violie is right—the two of you should continue on to Friv. We’ll return to Cellaria.”


“And do what?” Leopold asks.


Violie glances at Ambrose. “I don’t know, but it’s a few days’ journey at least. Plenty of time to figure it out on the way.”


Leopold stares at Violie, brow furrowed. After a moment, he gives a quick nod. “Fine, I’m going too.”


Violie snorts. “You can’t be serious,” she says.


“I’m as serious as you are,” he says. “You aren’t the only one who owes a debt.”


Deep down, Violie knows he’s right, that she isn’t the only one plagued by guilt and haunted by Sophronia’s death. For all of Leopold’s many faults, he loved her.


“You owe a lot of debts,” she counters, pushing aside any sympathy she feels. “Don’t you think they’d be better repaid in Friv?”


Leopold holds her gaze, but he doesn’t fight back the way she expects. Instead, he sighs. “No,” he says. “I don’t. Sophronia wanted us to go to Cellaria, to find Beatriz and Pasquale. Their current peril wouldn’t have changed her mind, and it doesn’t change mine.” He turns toward Lord Savelle, whose forehead is creased in thought. “Can you continue on to Friv on your own?”


“No one is looking for me. If I travel alone, I should avoid notice, but there is nothing for me in Friv. I have a distant cousin in the Silvan Isles—in Altia,” Lord Savelle adds, naming one of the smaller islands. “I’ll wait things out there, and if any of you have need of help or shelter, come find me.”


“With what money?” Violie asks. “I thought you said you’d spent your last aster.”


Lord Savelle offers her a half smile. “I’m not so old that I can’t work for passage, my dear,” he says. “I’ll swab decks or clean fish if need be.”


“Here,” Leopold says, digging through his coat and producing a jeweled pin—the one he wore the night of the siege. It’s one of the few things he still has, in addition to his signet ring, diamond cuff links, and his velvet cloak with the ruby buckle. While the items are worth enough to keep them fed for a year or more, selling them in Temarin is too risky. Lord Savelle is right, though—no one is looking for him, and after the journey he’s had, no one will suspect he’s part of the nobility. They’ll assume he stole it, and likely praise him for it.


Lord Savelle takes the pin and pockets it. “And you three?” he asks.


“If you can work, so can we,” Leopold says, shrugging.


“There was an inn we stopped at on our way here, at the edge of the mountains,” Ambrose points out. “They let us wash dishes and muck stables in exchange for dinner and a bed.”


“Sounds good to me,” Leopold says, and Violie can’t help but snort. She doubts Leopold even knows what mucking a stable means. He has no business making this trip. He’ll only slow them down and likely complain all the while. She opens her mouth to protest again, but closes it just as quickly.


She promised Sophronia she would keep him safe. Keeping him longer in Temarin with Lord Savelle won’t accomplish that, not when the entire country is looking for him. Cellaria is the safest way.


“We shouldn’t dally, then,” she says, pushing back from the table and standing up. “The cottage might be abandoned, but I don’t want to risk crossing paths with anyone else—I doubt they’ll be as friendly as you two turned out to be.”










Beatriz


Back in her cell, Beatriz sits cross-legged on her cot, the skirt of her long gray dress spread around her and her eyes closed. There wasn’t much time to go over everything she needed to know about this new power waking up within her, but Nigellus stressed the importance of concentration and patience—two things that have never been Beatriz’s strong suits.


But at least if she sits completely still and keeps her eyes closed, she knows there is little chance she can miss Nigellus’s signal. In one hand, she clutches the vial of stardust he passed to her before he left, the glass warm from her skin since she’s barely set it down over the last day.


Any moment now, Nigellus will raise the signal. When he does, she has to be ready.


Any moment now.


Any moment.


She opens her eyes just enough to squint around the room. What if she missed it? Maybe it was too quiet to pierce the stone walls of her cell. Maybe—


Before she can finish the thought, a clap of thunder booms loud enough and close enough that the pitcher of water on her table rattles off the edge and shatters on the stone floor.


Beatriz leaps to her feet, unstoppering the vial of stardust and sprinkling it over her hand, remembering the wish Nigellus made her memorize, word for word so there would be no mistakes.


Wishes are tricky, he told her, as if she hadn’t used stardust relatively often growing up. Beatriz knows that the key to a successful wish is specificity—magic is like water in a bucket: if any holes exist, magic will find its way through them.


“I wish lightning would strike my cell and make a hole the size of my fist,” she says, the words coming out in a rush. As soon as they pass her lips, another clap of thunder sounds outside her cell and stone breaks off from her wall, falling to the ground in a cloud of dust.


Beatriz hurries toward it, her heart pounding in her chest. Already, she can hear the surprised shrieks of the Sisters, and it will only be a matter of time before someone comes to check on her. She peers through the hole in the wall, doing a quick inventory of the constellations she can see—the Lonely Heart, the Raven’s Wing, and the False Moon. The Lonely Heart means sacrifice, the Raven’s Wing means death—neither of those is a constellation she wishes to draw from tonight, or ever. The False Moon means duplicity—can that be twisted in a way to suit her purpose? She’s sure the Sisters will consider her behavior duplicitous.


Before she can make that decision, though, another constellation edges into view from the north and Beatriz lets out a sigh of relief—the Queen’s Chalice, which signals luck. She can see the outline of a goblet, tilted just slightly, as if its contents are threatening to spill.


Well, she can certainly use all the luck she can get. She finds a star at the center of the constellation, the sort of small twinkle of light that fades if you try to look directly at it. The sort Nigellus assured her that few will notice missing, though because it’s a smaller star, it will mean a weaker wish.


She was surprised Nigellus would allow her to pull a star from the sky intentionally—even outside Cellaria, that is a sacrilegious act, reserved for the direst of emergencies. But Nigellus pointed out that being locked away in a Sororia in Cellaria when her mother is determined to kill her qualifies as an emergency, and Beatriz wasn’t about to disagree with him. There is a part of her, though, that suspects Nigellus could, perhaps, go about freeing her in a less sacrilegious way, with more stardust perhaps. There is a part of her that suspects this also serves as a test for her.


If that is the case, Beatriz can only hope she passes. The last few times she used star magic have been accidental, in moments of heightened emotion. In time, Nigellus assured her, she would be able to better control her power, but for now it will be simplest to replicate those prior incidents and channel her emotions. This time, homesickness and lust are far from her heart. This time, she reaches for anger.


It kindles within her in an instant, hot to the touch and easily stoked. She thinks of Sophronia, executed while she was hundreds of miles away and helpless; she thinks of Gisella and Nicolo, who she trusted only for them to betray her and Pasquale; she thinks of Daphne, who refused to help her or Sophronia and left them to fend for themselves. Anger comes easily, but it isn’t enough. Beatriz can feel it, power just past her fingertips no matter how she tries to stretch.


Her heart pounds in her chest—there is no time for half measures, no time to hold back.


Beatriz keeps her gaze focused on the constellation and imagines what will happen when she sees her mother again. After two months in Cellaria, parts of Bessemia have already become a blur, but she sees her mother’s face as clearly in her mind as if she is standing before her, perfectly coiffed and powdered, with that same smug smile she always wears.


Did she smile like that when she plotted to kill Sophronia? When she tried to do the same to Beatriz herself? Beatriz’s hands clench at her sides as she imagines confronting her mother with that knowledge and laying all of those sins at her mother’s feet. The empress won’t care, of course, Beatriz knows that, but she will make her care. And then she will make her sorry.


Power wells up in her, filling her chest with heat in a way that feels vaguely familiar, though this is the first time she has recognized it for what it is. She takes a deep breath.


Clear your mind of everything but your wish, Nigellus told her, so Beatriz tries to do just that. She latches onto her wish, holds it tight, and forgets everything else.


I wish Nigellus, Pasquale, and I were far from here, together in the Alder Mountains.


She repeats the wish over and over in her mind, mutters it under her breath. She closes her eyes and sees the words on the backs of her eyelids. They burn themselves into her soul.


Frigid air blows over her skin and she opens her eyes once more, but she is no longer in her cell at the Sororia. Instead, she stands beneath an open, star-strewn sky, her bare feet buried in fresh snow and her wool dress blowing around her legs in the wind.


She is so cold, but she is free.


“Triz,” a voice says behind her, and she whirls around, a laugh bubbling up in her throat before arms come around her, holding her tight—Pasquale’s arms.


“Pas,” she says, hugging him back. “It worked! It actually worked!”


“What—” Pas begins, but before he can say anything more, another voice interrupts.


“Yes, well done,” Nigellus says, holding up two cloaks. “But it will have been a waste of a star if you freeze to death.” He passes them each a heavy, fur-lined cloak before reaching into a satchel to pull out two pairs of boots that look to be roughly the right size. “Hurry up now, we’ve got quite a journey ahead of us, and I’ll explain on the way, Prince Pasquale.”


Pasquale shrugs on the cloak, but his eyes find Beatriz’s, brow furrowed as it so often is. Beatriz realizes how much she missed him and his furrowed brow.


“Who . . . ?” Pasquale asks her.


“Nigellus,” she tells him. “My mother’s empyrea.”


His eyes widen at that—not that Beatriz can blame him. Star magic is outlawed in Cellaria—he’s likely never met an empyrea before. Well, apart from her, she supposes, though that label still doesn’t feel like it fits her. She doubts it ever will.


“He helped us escape,” she says.


“You trust him?” he asks, and Beatriz knows that Nigellus is only pretending not to hear.


“No,” she says, quite clearly. “But we have little choice, do we?”










Daphne


Daphne has imagined her wedding often, for as long as she can remember. Her imaginings started off as skeletal daydreams, growing more solid once she attended a few weddings herself and taking on shading and color the more she learned about Friv and its customs. She imagined her wedding dress, how it changed with each season’s trends. She imagined a ceremony under the stars, an audience of strangers, and a prince waiting for her at the end of a long aisle. The prince’s face changed over the years too, an unrecognizable and unimportant blur that took on Prince Cillian’s features once they began exchanging portraits.


As much as she thought about her wedding, though, she spent just as much time dwelling on all the things that would come after. Her mother’s plans. Her orders. Her eventual return to Bessemia, triumphant and proven worthy of being the next Empress of Vesteria. Daphne ran over every facet of her future, not only the wedding, but as she stands here now, at the top of the aisle in the castle chapel with the stars shining down through the glass roof, she feels wholly unprepared.


Her gown is nothing like the frothy Bessemian gowns she ogled at the dressmakers’ and in fashion plates—the spring-green velvet is unadorned and simple, except for a gray ermine trim at the hem and sleeves, and it hugs her figure without the usual layers of petticoats and cages. The audience is not made up of strangers, either, at least not entirely. She sees King Bartholomew and Cliona’s father beside him. Cliona herself sits a row behind, Haimish beside her, though she is studiously ignoring him. There’s Rufus, Bairre’s friend, as well, seated with his five siblings. There are other courtiers too, ones she recognizes now. Ones she’s even come to like.


And then there’s Bairre, waiting for her at the end of the aisle, not a featureless face and certainly not Cillian. When his eyes find hers, he smiles slightly and she smiles back, clutching the bouquet of lilies and daisies she carries even tighter as she takes one step closer, then another.


She only glances away from Bairre for an instant, to look at Cliona again, but the other girl gives nothing away, which makes Daphne’s stomach twist.


In all of her imaginings of this night, she always knew exactly what would happen. She would walk down the aisle. The empyrea would say a few words. She and her prince would exchange vows. And then it would be done.


But Daphne knows that Cliona and the rebels have something waiting. She knows she will not leave this chapel married. She only hopes she will leave it at all.


Oh, the less you know about that the better, Princess, Cliona said when Daphne asked about the rebels’ plans for the wedding, and as annoying as it is to be kept ignorant, she knows Cliona is right. Daphne and Bairre have to be above suspicion, should anything happen.


And something will happen.


Won’t it?


Daphne reaches Bairre and he takes her hand in his, but she barely feels it. Her mind is spinning and she’s dimly aware of Fergal, the Frivian empyrea, beginning to talk about the stars and their blessings. Any minute now, something will happen. Rebels will charge into the chapel. Star-summoned lightning will strike. Someone will start a fire. Any minute now.


But as Fergal drones on, nothing happens, and some small corner of Daphne’s heart stutters.


What if there is nothing? What if the rebels have changed their aims and no longer wish to prevent this wedding? What if they’ve realized that Daphne’s letters about King Bartholomew and Empress Margaraux seeking to unite Friv and Bessemia through Daphne and Bairre were forgeries? What if—


Bairre yanks her toward him so hard that she feels like her arm leaves its socket and she crashes into him, toppling them both to the stone floor just as an explosion tears through the chapel, making her ears ring and raining down shrapnel over both of them. Something hard smacks the back of her head and pain erupts across her skull as her vision fractures.


“Daphne!” Bairre yells, and though she is sprawled over his chest, his mouth a breath from her ear, he still sounds miles away.


“I’m fine,” she says, trying to shake off the pain in her head so that she can take an inventory of the rest of her body—her shoulder is bleeding and her ears are still ringing, but nothing feels broken, at least. She pushes up to look at his face. Some bit of shrapnel cut his temple, but apart from that he appears unharmed, though there could be all manner of injuries that can’t be seen. “Are you?”


“Fine,” he says, though he winces when he says it.


Daphne rolls off him, the pain in her head throbbing, but she forces herself to ignore it and instead take in the pandemonium of the chapel—guests huddled together, clothes bloody and torn, the ceiling above shattered, shards of glass and metal strewn over the ground. Her eyes find King Bartholomew first, but he is safe, crouched down beside Rufus and his siblings, checking on the children. Cliona and Haimish appear unharmed too, though Daphne must admit they are both doing a decent job of appearing startled. Cliona’s father is as well, hurrying around the chapel to check on the injured.


Daphne lets out a breath. Everyone is safe, it was merely a stalling tactic . . .


Fergal’s severed hand lies inches from her face, drenched in blood and identifiable by the empyrea ring he wears on his right thumb.


The ring he wore on his right thumb, Daphne corrects herself as she forces her gaze up. She sees a leg, then an ear, and then, finally, his head.


The last thing Daphne remembers is screaming.


Daphne comes to with weak predawn light filtering through her window and it takes her a moment to remember what happened—her would-be wedding day, Bairre pulling her out of the way an instant before the explosion, like he knew what would happen, the pain in her head, Fergal’s body, blown to pieces.


She didn’t know Fergal, really, she certainly won’t mourn him, and yet . . .


Just last week, she, Bairre, and Cliona dispatched half a dozen would-be assassins and Daphne felt nothing.


But when she closes her eyes, she sees that bloodied hand right in front of her face. She sees Fergal’s disembodied head with those lifeless silver eyes—star-touched, just like hers, just like Bairre’s.


She shudders and forces herself to sit up, noticing as she does that the pain in her head is gone. All of her pain is gone. The glass ceiling shattered, pieces rained down, cutting her skin, but now there isn’t even a scrape on her.


The room is empty and it takes only a second for her to realize why that unsettles her—the last two times she’s woken up after grievous injuries, Bairre has been beside her.


Dread pools in the pit of her stomach as she reaches for the bellpull beside her bed, giving it a sharp tug. She hears the faint ring down the hall and forces herself to stay calm. Bairre was fine, he was conscious and talking. He had to be fine. He had to be—


The door to her room swings open and when Bairre steps in, Daphne feels herself sag with relief. An instant later, that relief is replaced with fury. When he closes the door behind them, ensuring they’re alone, she reaches for one of the pillows piled around her and throws it at his head.


“You knew,” she hisses, careful to keep her voice low.


Bairre catches the pillow with barely a flinch but doesn’t deny it. “I couldn’t tell you,” he said. “It was for your own protection, the less you knew—”


“Yes, Cliona fed me that line as well,” Daphne interrupts. “But we all know what the truth of it is—you don’t trust me.”


That, she expects him to deny, but he doesn’t, and that hurts worse than Daphne expects it to. “You’re keeping secrets too, Daphne,” he points out, and much as she hates it, she can’t deny he’s right. “Are you going to pretend you trust me?”


Daphne grits her teeth. She told him pieces of her mother’s plan, but there is plenty she’s left out, too. Plenty that she can’t tell him, that she won’t because at the end of the day her loyalty isn’t to him, it’s to her mother and to Bessemia.


“I almost died,” she says, fighting to hold on to her anger.


“You didn’t,” he said. “I made sure you didn’t.”


“Oh, am I supposed to thank you for that?” she snaps. “Fergal is dead. Any other casualties?”


“No,” Bairre says, without so much as a flash of guilt. “We were careful about placing the bomb. There were a few injuries, but the new empyrea already healed them all, including yours.”


“New empyrea? How did you find one so soon?” Daphne asks, struggling to process the information. “Wait, you wanted to kill Fergal. Why?” She doesn’t know much about Fergal, but from all of her studies of Friv and her reading through intelligence provided by spies in the Frivian court, she was under the impression that Fergal was wholly uninteresting and uncontroversial. She isn’t sure what anyone would have to gain by killing him.


Before Bairre can answer, the door opens again and Bairre’s mother, Aurelia, sweeps into the room, Fergal’s empyrea ring on her right thumb and a cheerful smile on her face.


“It’s good to see you up, Princess. I must say, it feels like I am making a habit of healing you.”


Daphne looks to Bairre again, and now she sees a hint of guilt in his gaze. Daphne realizes what, exactly, the rebels accomplished: not only the wedding postponed again but the royal empyrea killed and one of their own stepping into his place at the king’s right hand. A king Aurelia already has quite a history with.










Beatriz


The Etheldaisy Inn is just barely on the Temarin side of the border, Nigellus explained, though if they crossed any kind of border, Beatriz didn’t see it. Nigellus might have mentioned more but even though he talked for most of the hour’s walk, Beatriz’s teeth were chattering so loudly she barely heard him.


Pasquale has kept an arm around her shoulders, but by the time they finally reach the inn’s great oak doors, Beatriz can barely feel her skin anymore. She’s dimly aware of Nigellus ordering them rooms and hot baths, of Pasquale helping her upstairs, of a strange maid undressing her and helping her into water so blissfully hot that steam unfurls from its sudsy surface.


She must fall asleep at some point, because the next thing she knows she’s burrowed under a mountain of blankets, in a bed much bigger than her cot in the Sororia but smaller than the bed she shared with Pasquale in the castle. Pas.


She sits up, blinking around the dark room, but she’s alone. She wiggles her fingers and toes, relieved to find that her time trekking through the snow caused no harm, though a part of her wonders if Nigellus’s magic helped with that, and if it’s another debt she will owe him. It’s a thought for another day.


She gets to her feet, determined to find Pasquale, since they couldn’t speak more than a few words while they walked. She’s sure they have much to discuss, but mostly she wants to assure herself that he’s safe.


As if he’s been summoned by her thoughts, the door opens and Pasquale steps inside, his eyes finding hers. He lets out a long breath.


“I thought I’d dreamt it all,” he says, sagging against the doorframe. “I was in my cell at the Fraternia, picking maggots out of the gruel they’d given me, and then suddenly I was in the snow, with you.”


He doesn’t ask a question, but Beatriz knows he deserves an answer. After all the secrets they’ve shared, it should be easy, but Pasquale was born and raised in Cellaria, its customs are all he knows. He told her once that he didn’t believe magic was sacrilegious, the way most Cellarians do, but it is one thing to say so in the abstract, quite another to be faced with it directly.


“Close the door,” she tells him softly, sitting back down on her bed.


Pasquale does as she asks and comes toward her, his steps tentative.


“I’m not an idiot, Triz,” he tells her before she can speak again. “I knew you were hiding something—and I assumed you’d used magic to help Lord Savelle escape.”


“A wish,” she tells him, shaking her head. “My mother had given it to me before I left, in case of an emergency. Magic, yes, but not mine. Not that time, at least.”


He considers this. “The stardust on our windowsill?” he asks.


Beatriz remembers being dragged before King Cesare, accused of using magic. She denied it then, she even believed that denial, though now she knows better. She remembers the servant girl who was executed in her stead.


She nods. “That was the first time. I hadn’t even meant to then. It took a while for me to realize I had. When I told you it wasn’t me, I believed I was telling you the truth. But this time, I meant to.”


She thinks about the star she wished on, the one she pulled down from the sky. There is one less star because of her. Several less, she supposes, if she considers the two she wished on by mistake.


“It was an emergency,” she says, to him and to herself. “I had to do it.”


She braces for judgment from Pasquale, but he only nods. “I’m glad you did, Triz,” he says before glancing at the closed door behind him and then back at her. “And the empyrea? Nigellus? He can be trusted?”


“Stars no,” Beatriz says with a scoff. “He’s been my mother’s lapdog since before I was born, and I certainly don’t trust her.” She relays the details of Sophronia’s death and what Nigellus told her, that the empress had orchestrated it and had tried to have Beatriz killed as well.


“But why rescue you, then?” he asks. “If your mother wants you dead . . .” He trails off, brow furrowing. “Perhaps you were safer in the Sororia. It could be a trap.”


“I thought about that,” Beatriz says. “But Sophronia’s death was public, with an audience, and it gave my mother an opening to invade Temarin. Killing me in the Alder Mountains wouldn’t serve that purpose. It could be their plan, but they won’t enact it yet, and if they do, we’ll be prepared.” She pauses. “He wants to teach me how to control my power, and I need to learn. Empyreas aren’t exactly commonplace.”


He nods, but he still looks troubled. “I’m sorry about Sophronia,” he says after a moment.


The words are kind, but Beatriz feels them like a knife between her ribs. She gives a curt nod. “She wasn’t an idiot,” she tells him. “My mother always said she was, but Sophronia was smart. It was the kindness. She was too kind, and it got her killed.”


Pasquale must hear the warning in her voice—she hopes he does. She doesn’t know what she will do if she loses him, too.


She clears her throat. “And then there’s Nico and Gigi to worry about. I don’t imagine they’ll be thrilled to learn we’ve escaped.”


Pasquale lets out something akin to a laugh. “I’d give just about anything to see their faces when they hear,” he says.


Beatriz smiles too, but she still feels hollow. Not even the thought of Gisella’s face, red with rage, or Nicolo’s guilty eyes is enough to fill her with joy or anything close to it.


Pasquale’s smile fades and he drops his gaze from hers. “You haven’t asked me how the Fraternia was.”


“Oh,” Beatriz says, frowning. “I assumed it was like the Sororia, more or less. Lonely. Boring. Though I admit, bland as the food they served was, I never had maggots in mine.”


“The maggots were the least of it,” Pasquale says, shaking his head. He doesn’t elaborate and Beatriz doesn’t push him. When he speaks again, his voice is soft. “But in the hardest moments, I thought about what I would do when I got out. And the truth is, I didn’t think about Nico and Gigi and revenge, I didn’t think about Cellaria or being king. I just thought about Ambrose.” He pauses. Considering his next words. “Let Nico be king—it isn’t a duty I ever wanted.”


“They betrayed us, Pas,” Beatriz says, struggling to keep her voice level. “They banished us to the mountains to die—they’d have had us executed if they could have.”


“I’m not sure about that,” Pasquale says, his voice mild. “If I recall correctly, Nico tried to get you to marry him.”


Heat rises to Beatriz’s cheeks. She was such a fool over Nicolo, and both she and Pasquale have paid for it. “And I said no,” she says.


Pasquale fixes her with a long look. “We never talked about it,” he says. “About what, exactly, was between the two of you.”


Beatriz doesn’t want to answer that question. Whatever she thought was between her and Nicolo doesn’t matter—it was never something with a future, even before he betrayed her. She knows Pasquale won’t believe her if she claims she doesn’t miss him, or even Gisella, so she cloaks her broken heart in thorns of anger.


“The only things between Nico and me were lies,” she snaps.


“Triz, I have no interest in defending him, but the lies were yours as well,” Pasquale points out.


Beatriz hates that he’s right. “My lies never put him in danger,” she replies.


“No,” he agrees. “Only me.”


She bites her lip. “What, then? You want to just . . . forgive him? Forgive both of them?”


Pasquale shrugs. “Not forgive, no. But I don’t want to waste my life seeking vengeance against people who took something I didn’t want. Honestly, Triz? If I never set foot in Cellaria again, I will die happy. I don’t want to go back.”


It’s a radical statement, though not one that Beatriz is surprised to hear. Pasquale has never wanted to be king, and if she’s honest, the role doesn’t suit him. But if he walks away from Cellaria and the throne, he’s also walking away from the only thing that truly binds them together.


“Where will you go, then?” she asks, trying to ignore the worry twisting in her gut. “I’m sure you’ll want to find Ambrose.”


He considers it. “If I knew where he was, I’d leave right this minute,” he says. “But I don’t, and I know myself well enough to know that I can’t survive out there on my own.” He hesitates. “Besides, Ambrose doesn’t need me right now. You do.”


Beatriz bristles at that—she doesn’t need him, she doesn’t need anybody. The very idea of it is mortifying.


“I’m the one who just saved you, in case you’ve forgotten,” she tells him.


“I haven’t forgotten,” he says. “But we promised to look out for each other, didn’t we? That goes both ways. If you’re going to Bessemia, I’ll be right there with you. Learn how to use your magic, figure out your mother’s plans. And when the time comes to strike, I’ll strike with you.”


Beatriz’s chest grows tight and all she can manage is a quick nod. “Then we’ll strike together,” she says.










Violie


It takes another day of travel for Violie, Leopold, and Ambrose to make it to the inn Ambrose mentioned, but in that time Violie learns more about their new companion than she could find out about Leopold in almost a week together. Though she would wager that Leopold would say the same thing about her—their days mostly passed in silence. Neither of them likes the other, and neither of them trusts the other, and so there has been little to discuss.


Ambrose, however, seems to like both of them right away, and he seems to trust them implicitly—a quirk Violie can’t quite wrap her mind around. In just a day, Violie has learned about not just Ambrose’s childhood in the Cellarian countryside but the names of his parents and their three dogs, and every detail of how he felt when his uncle named Ambrose his heir at the age of twelve and had him brought to court, where he met Prince Pasquale.


Though it’s one detail Ambrose doesn’t share, Violie suspects there is something other than friendship between the two—it’s clear in the way Ambrose says his name, the slight color that touches his cheeks, the way he glances away. He isn’t very good at keeping secrets, Violie realizes, and she finds that she envies him his lack of practice in that area.


Violie never had any choice but to be a good liar. She doubts she’d have survived this long otherwise.


When the chimney of the inn pokes out through the trees, Violie sags with relief. She doesn’t care how many stables she needs to muck or dishes she has to clean—she’ll happily cut off her own arm if it means she’ll have a bed to sleep in tonight and a full belly.


“We should give you a name,” Ambrose tells Leopold. “Technically, we’re still in Temarin, after all. We have to make sure no one recognizes you.”


Leopold frowns, considering it. “I could be Levi,” he says. Violie winces and he gives her a sideways glance. “What’s wrong with Levi? It’s close enough that it should be easier for me to remember.”


“Nothing’s wrong with the name,” she says. “But the second you open your mouth, they’ll know you’re noble-born. Try not to say anything.”


Leopold’s jaw twitches and she knows if it were the week before, Leopold wouldn’t let anyone speak to him that way, especially not a lowly servant girl. But after a brief hesitation, he nods.


“Fine,” he says. “Though your Bessemian accent will raise eyebrows too.”


Violie knows that’s a fair point, even if she is good with accents. Tired as she is, she doesn’t want to take that risk. “Fine,” she echoes. “Then Ambrose will take the lead.”


Ambrose looks uncomfortable with that idea, but nonetheless, he dips his head in assent.


 


The Etheldaisy Inn is small but well kept. As soon as Violie sets foot inside, a wave of heat hits her and she realizes just how cold she was, trekking through the snow all day. An assortment of mismatched rugs covers the floors, leading the way into a parlor whose walls are covered in cheery paintings of the snowcapped mountains outside. On a small table beside the door sits a clay vase filled with the inn’s namesake flower—etheldaisies. Violie takes a step closer. She’s never seen fresh etheldaisies before, only dried bunches merchants brought through the Bessemian markets, but she’s always loved them. Delicate white flowers that appear fragile but can survive the fiercest of blizzards.


A woman bustles in from the hallway, brushing her hands off on a dusty apron, cheerful smile at the ready, though when her eyes fall on Ambrose, it slips away and she frowns.


“Didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” she says, her accent mostly Temarinian, but with a Cellarian lilt around the vowels. “Though I did warn you there was nothing good to be found in Temarin these days.”


Ambrose glances at Leopold, then back at the woman. “Things have gotten worse, apparently. King Leopold’s been overthrown and Bessemia’s invaded.”
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