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FOR MY DEAR READERS, WHO SAILED WITH ME TO DISTANT SHORES. HERE’S TO WHEREVER THE TIDE TAKES US NEXT.

AND FOR ANYONE STRUGGLING TO FIND THEIR WAY OUT OF THE DARK: I HOPE YOU REMEMBER THE LIGHT ALWAYS COMES. POST TENEBRAS LUX; ITERUM ATQUE ITERUM.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

PLEASE BE ADVISED that this book deals with and portrays a number of difficult subjects, including death, murder, grief, guilt, branding/tattoos, body horror, suicide ideation, bloodletting, self-harm, alcohol, violence, magical asylum/prison, and torture. If at any point you find the material distressing or triggering, please take a breather and return to the book only if you feel ready. Your well-being matters.
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The Sacred Lunar Houses & Their Tidal Alignments
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HOUSE NEW MOON Noviluna Hall [image: ]


HEALERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to heal themselves and others

SEERS (Ebbing Tide)

—gift of prophecy and psychic visions

SHADOWGUIDES (Rising Tide)

—ability to see beyond the veil, commune with spirits

DARKBEARERS (Ebbing Tide)

—darkness manipulation
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HOUSE WAXING MOON Crescens Hall [image: ]


SOWERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to grow and alter plants and other small organisms

GLAMOURS (Ebbing Tide)

—compulsion; charisma and influence over others

AMPLIFIERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to amplify the scope and range of other magics

WORDSMITHS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to manifest things into being
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HOUSE FULL MOON Pleniluna Hall [image: ]


SOULTENDERS (Rising Tide)

—emotion manipulation; empaths and aura-seers

WARDCRAFTERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to weave protection spells and ward magic

PURIFIERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to perform cleanses, balance energies

LIGHTKEEPERS (Ebbing Tide)

—light manipulation
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HOUSE WANING MOON Decrescens Hall [image: ]


DREAMERS (Rising Tide)

—dream manipulation, dream walking; ability to induce sleep

UNRAVELERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to unveil secrets and decipher codes; breaking through wards and spells

MEMORISTS (Rising Tide)

—ability to see and manipulate memories

REAPERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to reap life; death-touched
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HOUSE ECLIPSE Obscura Hall [image: ]


Lunar eclipses produce variations of other lunar magics

Solar eclipses produce rare new gifts beyond other lunar magics
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PART I THE FALSE GOD







THERE ONCE WAS A SCHOLAR who believed himself a saint. He had the kind of rare magic that others viewed as a curse, but he knew to be a blessing. A power that would help him become the savior his world so desperately needed, for he had seen the end that would come with the fading of magic, that would destroy his beloved shores, and he believed only he could stop it.

It was a responsibility he shouldered with righteous fervor as he left the college that had shaped him to journey across worlds, a saint embarking on a holy mission.

But his pilgrimage wound up sullying his sainthood. He was a monster now, with an appetite so insatiable that not even the exquisite, hearty life forces he had gorged himself on could sustain him. It seemed like the more he fed on power, the hungrier for it he became. He was ravenous by the time he stepped into the godsworld, this place at the center of all things that was not yet a sea of ash but a lush paradise.

His appetite sharpened to a vicious ache as he beheld the mighty gods who dwelled here, safe from the rot slowly devouring the worlds they claimed to care for. They did not deserve this haven of peace nor the fountain at its heart that overflowed with such delectable power, a heavenly nectar so pure and abundant it could end all suffering if it were allowed to flow freely beyond this place.

The once-scholar turned monster knew something of greed, but his intentions, he believed, were not as self-serving as those of these gilded gods languishing on their gilded thrones. If their power were his, he would share it widely with the malnourished and the starved and the eternally eager, for he knew how it felt to want a seat at the table.

Yet what could one famished monster do against four ever-sated gods? Even the most cunning predator knew it could not feed on a pack of wolves four times its size. But sever them from their source of power—claim the fountain for himself—and he might stand a chance.

They were curious about him, at first. Intrigued by this unusual visitor in whom they could sense conflicting and impossible powers: the Tidecaller blood they believed had been purged from the world and the unified fragments of a lesser deity they thought would never be whole again. They did not know what to do with him but ask questions, sniffing him out like strange prey.

I have come to seek your help, the monster proclaimed, appeasing the gods with lies he had once believed, when he had still only been a scholar who fancied himself a saint, looking to petition those holier than him for their help saving the world.

But these lies were a diversion. He did not want their aid; he wanted to become them. And so, before they could stop him, he funneled their fountain’s power into himself.

It was like ambrosia on his tongue, divinity flooding his veins. The more he took, the closer to godlike he grew, while the four gods dimmed, their might dwindling to nourish his own.

But before he could finish them off, drain them of every last morsel of divinity, the gods vanished.

The world trembled with their leaving, and in the ensuing silence, the near-god found that he was only that: almost divine, not quite exalted, his deification halted by his unfinished feast. And now he was trapped here with a hunger that would inevitably return and a fountain that trickled ever so faintly on, as good as spent.

He knew, then, that he would never be a god in full until he finished what he started. Until he ended the cowardly beings who had ruled the living and took their place as the one true god.
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1 EMORY


EVERY DREAM EMORY HAD OF late inevitably turned into a nightmare.

There wasn’t a single peaceful memory that wasn’t marred by darkness. When she dreamed of home, her father’s lighthouse was swallowed by the sea, his bones sinking toward the Deep. When she dreamed of Aldryn, all the students who’d once been her peers clamored for her death, their hissed accusations of Tidethief and Shadow reborn like lashes against her skin.

When she dreamed of three kids laughing by the seaside, the gulls overhead plummeted lifeless into the water, and the sea dragged the kids into its depths. Emory screamed for Baz and Romie as water filled her lungs, but the current was pulling them all in different directions, and she knew they would never see each other again.

Tonight, Emory dreamed of the Hourglass. Not as it was in real life—the slender stalagmite and stalactite that melded into each other—but as it had often appeared to her in sleep. An actual hourglass, silver and towering and full of fine black sand that fell from one elongated bulb to the other.

She walked barefoot on the damp, slick ground of Dovermere as she approached it, feeling like she’d been here a thousand times before. Every step she took made flowers bloom in her wake. Narcissus, hollyhock, orchid, poppy. When she ran fingers along the cave wall, vines sprouted at her touch. A breeze played in her hair, the sound of it like music to her ears. Sparks danced all around her, like embers from a fire or lightning bugs in a summer field, illuminating the oppressive dark.

Emory, Emory.

The hourglass called to her. Inside it was a door set at the bottom, an opening through which the black sand vanished, sinking and swirling until it disappeared. Emory set her hands on the cool glass. Shadows gathered inside the bulbs, lifting the sand as if there were a sudden gust of wind trapped within. The black sand shimmered like stars in the dark, rearranging into something vaguely familiar. When the shadows dissipated, a tree was trapped in the hourglass, filling every inch of space. Its branches full of healthy green leaves filled the top bulb, and its trunk squeezed tight in the narrow space leading to the bottom bulb, where its dead-looking roots twisted and twined onto one another.

Emory’s hand moved of its own volition as it tightened into a fist and punched through the glass.

The tree dissipated into black sand and shadows once more, which burst out of the shattered glass like an exploding star. Emory wanted to shield her eyes but couldn’t look away, not as shadows and sand and glass pulled back, leaving her untouched, and remade themselves into a shape she knew well.

An umbra wearing a wicked crown of obsidian.

Sidraeus. The deity she’d once known as the Shadow.

Emory’s sleeping consciousness sharpened at his presence. This was no longer a mindless dream; she was dreaming, her Waning Moon magic making her suddenly lucid. Fear shot through her like adrenaline. She’d been trying to find Sidraeus in dreams for a while now, without any luck. Now here he was.

It was odd, seeing him in his umbra form. She’d become so used to seeing him wearing Keiran’s face. Sidraeus had possessed him to escape the sleepscape, where the deity had been imprisoned for centuries by the mighty god who ruled over the realm of sleep and death. Now Sidraeus was trapped again in the dark between stars, bodiless, after he’d lost his vessel.

That was the last time Emory saw him. When he, in Keiran’s body, had put himself between her and Cornus Clover, saving her from a killing blow that ended Keiran’s life—for good this time—and left Sidraeus as the crowned umbra that stood before her now.

He did not seem to recognize her. Or if he did, whatever tentative truce they had found vanished as his shadowed hand shot out to wrap around her neck.

Emory flinched, her body going rigid. She wasn’t sure if it was the deity towering over her she feared or the echo of Keiran the gesture conjured. “Sid—Sidraeus,” she sputtered as his clawed hands dug deeper into her skin. “Let go of me.”

Those fathomless eyes drank her in, a flicker of hatred burning deep within.

You’re the reason I’m here, Tidecaller. Why should I not kill you?

He had no mouth to speak with, the words echoing instead in Emory’s mind. He spoke in a tongue that was rough yet ethereal, something she felt certain she had heard before but never understood until now. His hold on her tightened, and she grappled with the arm choking her, her hands connecting with what felt like exposed bone, those swirling shadows making her fingers go numb with cold.

“Please,” she managed painfully. Pitifully. “You need me.”

Cold laughter in her mind. Lungs burning as they ached for breath. Her vision started to go dark, and she truly believed he would kill her then. Would she become an eternal sleeper? Her consciousness trapped among the stars while her body remained behind, vacant until it eventually withered?

All at once, Sidraeus let her go. Emory gasped for breath and grasped her neck, scrambling away from the umbra’s towering form. The shadows around him lengthened to follow her. They wound around her middle as if to keep her from escaping.

His voice sounded in her mind again: We’ve played this game before, and you had me captured. You betrayed me, yet still I chose to sacrifice myself for you.

“I never asked you to.” Her voice was raw, her throat burning with every word. “And you betrayed me first. You were going to make me siphon all the power of the gods’ fountain to you, knowing it would have killed me.”

A pity you still breathe, and I paid the price for it. Spin it however you want, Tidecaller, but you owe me. A clawed finger of shadow brushed against the bruises on her neck. A threat; a promise. Rest assured I’ll find a way to collect.

Fear settled in her bones. She was, perhaps for the first time, truly scared of him. It was as if whatever shred of humanity she’d come to glimpse in him had been filed away to nothing, stripped from him the same way his body had been. Before her stood not Sidraeus but the Shadow of Ruin, the ruthless deity she had always heard of in stories.

A chill went through her as she realized they were no longer in the dream-Dovermere but in the black, glittering sleepscape, empty save for the two of them. There was nothing but darkness and stars, but it felt to her like there were a thousand eyes on them, countless whispering voices on a nonexistent breeze. And it was her name they were calling.

The souls of the dead are restless, the Shadow said. How eager they are for you to join them.

Her gaze snapped to his fathomless one. The swirling shadows around him receded until she could see the bony outline of his ribs, the abyss that lived between them, the obsidian thing that beat in his middle. His heart. She wondered if all umbrae were like this beneath the billowing shadows, or if this was a particularity of his, a king amongst umbrae. A deity stripped of his body, reduced to this creature that was as much overseer as prisoner in this slumbering realm.

“Does this mean you’re back to ferrying the souls of the dead, then?” Emory asked.

I cannot help them so long as the fountain remains depleted. There is no resting place for them now.

Dread crept along Emory’s spine. If the souls of the dead couldn’t be put to rest, if all the power from the fountain had been extinguished by Clover, were they all trapped here in the place between worlds? A purgatory of sorts. Maybe they were overspilling, slipping through cracks between worlds. It would explain why Emory was still plagued by ghosts whenever she used magic, she supposed.

Tell me, have you been visited by his ghost yet, or can I assume his soul is burning in the infernal abyss?

His voice dripped with cold disdain, and Emory knew he meant Keiran.

“I haven’t seen him,” she said. She was grateful Keiran’s ghost seemed to be gone for good. She puzzled over Sidraeus’s cruel contentment over this. She knew there had been no love between Shadow and vessel, but surely the prison of Keiran’s body had been better than the one he now found himself in. “But it’s not him I care about right now. I need to know if you’ve heard anything from my friends. From the keys.”

Emory wasn’t sure how Sidraeus’s imprisonment here worked. Clearly, she could contact him through dreams. Perhaps Romie could as well, and he’d gotten to talk to her—something Emory hadn’t been able to do since the last time she’d seen her best friend, when Clover’s creatures had taken Romie, Aspen, and Tol to the sea of ash, where they would be sacrificed to revive Atheia—the deity known in Emory’s world as the Tides, the opposite of everything Sidraeus was.

They are shielded from me, as they are shielded from you, Sidraeus said. At the way she deflated, his voice became almost gleeful. You cannot stop what’s coming. Clover will sacrifice them. Atheia will be whole again, I will have my body back, and you—

“I won’t let my friends die. There has to be a way to stop Clover.”

A cruel, cold laugh. Even if you were to reach the godsworld in time, how do you plan to stop him? If his power is an entire sea of ash, yours is but a tiny speck of dust. You stand no chance against him.

He was right. And this was the conundrum they found themselves in, wasn’t it? Because the only one who might stand a chance against Clover was Sidraeus, but he was trapped here. The only way he could regain his true form was if Atheia came back to life, and for that, Emory’s friends needed to die. Which meant that as long as Sidraeus was in here, Romie, Aspen, and Tol still lived… but so did Clover.

There had to be another way. Sidraeus had done it before, had escaped his prison by slithering into Keiran’s revived corpse. If all it took was another body…

That feeling of being watched slithered along Emory’s spine again. She felt properly cold now, goose bumps running along her skin. Or maybe that was the dawning of consciousness, the chill of where she lay asleep seeping into her dream. Calling her back to herself.

Emory, Emory, the unseen souls of the dead whispered, as if trying to tell her a secret. As if hungering for her own soul.

Sidraeus withdrew into the darkness. When you’re ready to pay your debt, Tidecaller, you know where to find me.

A trail of shadows caressing her neck was the last thing she felt before waking.



Storms raced across dark dawn skies like a grim omen of the day ahead. It hadn’t stopped storming since they’d gotten here, rain falling in sporadic bursts, then quickly turning to snow, before the skies cleared for a blissful few minutes of sunshine that never lasted long enough.

Emory tried to keep her mind off the bone-deep cold that seeped through her damp clothes, but the clacking of her teeth wouldn’t let her think of much else. This world was too quiet. There was only the howling wind, the distant thunder, and her own trembling. It was unsettling for a world that was supposed to be full of song.

Emory and the others had taken shelter under the sloped wall of a mossy cliff. Not quite a cave, but it offered enough protection from the elements. They’d managed to keep a fire going through most of the night, huddling next to it with woolly blankets they’d found in an abandoned village a ways back. They’d slept two to a blanket—Emory with Virgil, Nisha with Vera—too exhausted from the previous day’s journey to mind the fact that their clothes were still damp and their bellies mostly empty.

A noise had them all tensing, but it was only Vivyan and Ivayne returning to their makeshift camp. The mother and daughter duo had accompanied them to this world—the fourth and final one before they reached the sea of ash. And thank the Tides they were here, or Emory and her friends never would have made it this far. The two women were draconics, able to sprout dragon wings from their backs, and seasoned warriors, too. They’d taken it upon themselves to stand lookout and scout the surrounding areas. And best of all, to hunt.

Ivayne held up a dead rabbit with a wide grin. “Breakfast,” she proclaimed.

Emory felt her stomach rumbling at the sight, too hungry to despair over the cute bunny’s death.

Today marked a week since they’d first arrived in this world. They’d come into it with a splash, stepping through this world’s door, which had been a slab of ice-covered rock, only to fall into a scalding pool. For a moment, Emory had imagined they’d fallen into a fiery pit, the very belly of the sleeping volcano they’d left behind. But the warmth was actually pleasant and not flame at all but water a shade of turquoise so vivid, it looked unnatural. Steam wafted up in the air, which was, in contrast, completely frigid.

They’d all heaved themselves out of the steaming pool onto a mossy bank and immediately regretted leaving the warmth behind. The pool was set in a mountainous ridge of black rock and lush grass interspersed with patches of snow. In the distance, high, scraggy peaks glittered white against an angry sky the color of a deep bruise, all blue and black and purple. Lightning split the skies, the rumbling of thunder threatening to break the world apart.

Ever since, they’d been walking toward that distant mountain range. It was where the compass-watch pointed them to, and so they had to assume it was where they’d find the last door—the one that would bring them into the sea of ash where Clover had brought the keys. Where he planned to sacrifice Romie and Aspen and Tol to bring Atheia back.

It hadn’t happened yet. Emory would have known this with certainty even if she hadn’t just seen Sidraeus in the sleepscape, because whenever she used her magic, she could feel the pull of the keys from far away, as if her Tidecaller power were desperately seeking a source to fuel itself on. They were still alive. Which meant either Clover hadn’t found the guardian yet—the last piece of Atheia, the soul to bind her blood and heart and bones—or he had but was biding his time, for whatever reason.

As they ate a meager breakfast of grilled rabbit, Emory told her friends of her encounter with Sidraeus. All of them took it as proof that the keys were still alive, if Sidraeus was still without his true form. They debated, for what felt like the hundredth time, why Clover hadn’t sacrificed them yet.

“It’s almost like he’s waiting for us,” Nisha said ominously. Her face was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed. “Like maybe he’s luring us to the sea of ash, just like in the book.”

Emory’s heart lurched as their gazes met over the fire. If anyone here understood the desperation and premature grief she herself felt, it was Nisha, who had only just rekindled her romance with Romie. Some days, it felt like there was no point to keep going; that they would never be able to reach Clover in time to stop him from killing Romie and the others. And then they would have to mourn Romie all over again. Only this time, she’d be gone for good.

“If he were luring us to the sea of ash,” Virgil said darkly, “you’d think he’d help us get there, not try to hinder us at every turn by sending his ash monsters after us.”

They all glanced at the open wilderness outside their shelter, as if expecting said monsters to appear, conjured by Virgil’s words. The ash-umbrae, they’d taken to calling them. The same creatures Clover had manifested back at the Sunforge, umbrae-like wraiths he’d created out of a mound of bones and dust.

Ever since they’d gotten here, ash-umbrae would sprout from the storms and the darkness, as if born of the lightning itself, and attack them relentlessly. Clover was nowhere in sight, but surely he had to be commanding them from afar.

And because the creatures were made of ash, no blade or physical weapon of any kind could impede them. Virgil’s Reaper magic was useless too—ash itself was dead, so what good was it to try to kill what was already lifeless?

Only Emory’s magic seemed to have any effect on them, and even that took a while to get right. She used the same principle as when she’d healed the umbrae in the sleepscape the first time she’d gone through the door in Dovermere. Unmaking them. Returning the ash to where it came from.

Without Sidraeus here to alleviate the dark side effects of her Tidecaller magic, without the keys nearby for her to borrow power from, Emory let herself dive fully into the depths of her power. No holds barred, side effects be damned. There were no limits to what she would do to reach that Godsgate in time. And she didn’t mind the ghosts that appeared after she used magic anymore. Keiran’s ghost was gone. She still saw Lizaveta, Travers, Jordyn, Lia, and all the other Selenic Order initiates who had perished in Dovermere, but most ghosts that flocked to her were faceless, unknowable. She found their presence comforting. Almost.

The souls of the dead are restless.

Sidraeus’s words prickled unpleasantly along her skin.

As they erased all evidence of their camp and prepared to leave for another long day of trekking under hostile skies, Vera held the compass-watch in her lap, fixated on it as if to engrain the direction they needed to go in her mind. The compass had belonged to Emory’s mother, and though it was technically Emory’s now, she’d let Vera have it, thinking her cousin was more attached to it than she was.

Her cousin. Emory still couldn’t wrap her head around it. If one good thing came out of this ordeal, it would be this expansion of her family. Getting close to Vera and hearing all about the Kazans had awakened a sense of belonging in her that she hadn’t realized was lacking before.

It had always been just her and her father, but now, not only did she have a cousin, she had three aunts, too. Thanks to Vera’s vivid stories, Emory felt like she personally knew Alya, Agata, and Ava, the three older Kazan sisters. Agata and Ava, the latter of which was Vera’s mother, both still lived in Trevel, while Alya lived in Cadence, steps away from Aldryn College. It was a wonder Emory had never crossed paths with her—or maybe she had without even knowing.

Vera had also told her what little she remembered of Adriana, the youngest Kazan and Emory’s mother, whom Emory knew as Luce Meraude. Though knew was putting it mildly, since she’d never met her mother and probably never would. This way, at least, she was no longer something so mythical.

“We’ve veered off path again,” Vera noted, her eyes lifting to Emory. “I swear, each ash-umbra attack pushes us farther away from where we’re supposed to go.”

“It’s a good thing we have that compass to stay the course, then.”

As soon as they left their shelter, rain fell upon them, thunder rumbling overhead. Even without the ash-umbrae to impede their journey, it seemed the world itself was always against them: landslides, flash storms, anything to slow down their progress.

“I hate this place,” Virgil grumbled as they walked, miserable and cold and already exhausted at the thought of another long day ahead of them.

Emory had to agree with him. This world might have been beautiful if it weren’t so desolate. During the week they’d been here, they hadn’t come across a single person. They’d stumbled upon one village, and it had been abandoned, most of it destroyed by some storm, or perhaps by something worse, like the ash-umbrae.

The silence, the emptiness, the raging storms… it was crushing their spirits. Especially since the mountain range still looked so distant.

But today, it seemed, they were given a bit of a reprieve.

Around midday, Ivayne returned from scouting ahead, her draconic wings unfurled, with a smile on her face. “There’s shelter up ahead, not very far. Some kind of ruins.”

The discovery couldn’t have come at a better time as hail started pelting them. The ruins in question were at the foot of a waterfall, half-submerged in the flooded river that wound through the desolate landscape. The site was impressive: great carved pillars and broken sculptures, what could have been some sort of shrine, part of a wall that still stood with carvings of winged horses and great peaks among the clouds.

“Looks like this might have been a temple,” Vera said with awe.

Emory could feel the ley line beneath them, corrupted as it was by Clover. It would have made sense to build a temple to the Celestials—this world’s version of the deity that was Atheia—atop such a source of power. Part of the ceiling was still there, protecting them from the hail. The howling wind seemed not to reach them here either. True silence reigned, making Emory realize the constant wind had become so normal to her ears that she hadn’t really heard it anymore. It was eerie. In her mind she heard those whispers from her nightmare, the souls of the dead calling her name.

Emory, Emory.

There was a sudden, earsplitting crack like the earth was splitting apart as a shaft of lightning hit the waterfall a mere few feet away from the temple. Ivayne already had her sword drawn in case the ash-umbrae showed up, despite it being useless against the monsters. Emory hurried to the draconic’s side, magic at the ready. Another fork of bluish lightning split the skies, but not a single ash-umbrae appeared.

Something else did.

Across the river, a man sat astride a horse of pure white. Emory’s first thought was that it was Clover, but the man’s stature was too bulky, the frame of a seasoned warrior. He wore a navy jacket embroidered with silver details of lightning bolts and wind gusts, and had a heavy cloak draped over his shoulders, the hood drawn over his head. Gloved hands gripped the reins of his steed, which had feathered wings just like the creatures carved on the temple ruins. As beautiful and ethereal as Emory would have imagined a winged horse to be.

Except for the eyes. They were gaping, dark hollows ringed by knotted veins of black that spread all along its face and neck, marred its beautiful wings, too. As if it were corrupted from within. A ghostly, tainted version of what it once might have been.

The man held a hand to the skies and caught a bolt of lightning that fashioned itself into a wicked lance. In one swift motion, he threw the lance at the temple. It whirred past Emory, so close she felt it singe her cheek, and embedded itself in one of the carved pillars, crackling and sparking until the lance disappeared in a wisp of smoke. From that smoke appeared another man dressed in a similar outfit, holding a sword of lightning and moving on silent feet. They hadn’t noticed him coming into the temple from the opposite side.

Vivyan threw herself at him with a battle cry, her metal sword meeting his lightning one in a thunderous clash. The man’s lightning sword pierced through Vivyan’s shoulder, making her scream. The smell of burning flesh filled the air. Before Emory could think of helping Vivyan with magic, before any of them could go after the man, a horde of ash-umbrae descended upon the temple swifter than the wind. The man disappeared among them, only to jump across the river with inhuman strength and settle behind the other warrior astride the winged horse.

As Ivayne and Vivyan swung their swords to no effect at the dozens of ash-umbrae that encircled their group, Emory opened herself up to the power of the ley line. Silver veins danced along her skin. She felt it burning inside her, power coursing through her like the cold burn of a distant star, and she unleashed herself to unmake the ash-umbrae.

She tried to reach farther still to the two men across the river, but she was burning out, depleting herself too quickly. Ash-umbrae fell around her, but more seemed to rise in their wake. Distantly, she felt the call of the pieces of Atheia, blood and bones and heart and soul, but they were too far away and felt shielded from her somehow.

The ley line tore through her. Ghosts sprung up around her. She tasted blood in her mouth, heard someone screaming in her ears—her own screams?—and felt her vision blur as unconsciousness pulled at her, seeking to plunge her into the dark.

Suddenly there was music.

A voice singing loud and clear, achingly beautiful. The dark skies above them split open, sunlight piercing through to chase away what was left of the ash-umbrae, which seemed to disintegrate to dust under the light.

Emory fell limp to the ground. Before darkness could claim her, she searched the riverbank, but the two men were no longer there, their infernal steed carrying them toward darker skies.
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2 BAZ


IT WAS IRONIC, BAZ THOUGHT, that time should lose all meaning here, in the very place where it was spun.

He was surrounded by more clocks than he’d ever seen in his life, time-measuring instruments of all sorts, shapes, and sizes, and yet it felt to Baz like time stood frozen. Days and years might have passed without him knowing, were it not for the incessant ticking of clocks, a constant hum that followed him even in sleep. But they indicated the passing of time out there—in the four realms of the living where time flowed differently for each according to careful sets of rules.

In here, though, time was an endless loop.

Here was the workshop of a god Baz had magically stumbled upon. Maybe he should have been used to it by now, being dragged unsuspectedly through strange doorways. He’d traveled back in time to an Aldryn College of the past, had spent a lifetime obsessing over a book about a scholar who went to other worlds through a portal on a page, and still it had come as a shock to fall into one such portal. To find himself here, at the center of all worlds, in the presence of divinity.

Assisting the god of balance was meticulous work, tedious and time-consuming—or so Baz assumed; he knew time passed in here only by the hunger that seized him and the sleep he would fall prey to. He woke, filled his belly with whatever the god conjured out of thin air for him—the endless supply of coffee and tea was nothing to complain about—then got to work. Filled his belly again. Slept again. And again, the loop went on.

There was always something for him to do, whether it was dusting astrolabes or marking the pace of pendulums of different clocks for comparison. Tasks that felt useless to Baz, though they seemed like the most crucial of things to the frazzled god of balance. (If he had a name, he would not divulge it to Baz, who thought of him simply as the god and referred to him politely as sir, like he would any other professor.)

The real work revolved around the giant loom in the center of the god’s workshop, which spun threads not only of time, Baz learned, but of fate—working past, present, and future into a great big tapestry that was the universe itself.

“I’m here to ensure all things happen as they should,” the god had told Baz upon his arrival. There’d been an air of self-importance to his demeanor, a note of gravity to his voice that Baz would come to be familiar with. “Otherwise,” the god had continued in this dramatic way of his, “the tapestry of fate would be ripped to shreds, the worlds forever skewed off-balance. Thrown into chaos.”

Which was, understandably, the last thing a god who served balance wanted.

“But sir,” Baz had asked, running a nervous hand along the nape of his neck, “why am I here?”

He’d wondered if his tinkering with time—all the tiny little threads he’d pulled throughout his life, all the bigger ones he’d more recently dared to mess with, like mending the Hourglass when he ventured into the past—had done something to anger the god and landed him here to face the consequences.

“Why, you’re here to help me, of course,” the god had replied with a gruff chuckle and a clap on Baz’s back. “Time runs through your veins, and I’m here to show you how to use it to its full potential.”

So the god showed Baz how the loom worked. He taught him how to use the warping board to measure and organize individual threads for weaving; how to work out small snags in the loom; how to properly gather the woven tapestry that piled onto the floor, shaking the fabric out flat as if he were making up his bed and watching it billow up and out into the stars beyond the workshop, where it disappeared into the dark.

“Where does it go?” Baz had asked, mesmerized.

“Into the universe,” the god had replied, “and back again.” At this, he’d pointed to the warping board where individual threads waited to be weaved. “Past, present, and future are always being woven and unwoven and on and on. Time is a never-ending thing, you see.”

Time hurt Baz’s brain and only added to the misery he felt over not knowing how those he loved were faring. Images of that last moment with Kai haunted him often, how the Hourglass had barred Baz from following Kai through the door. He needed to know what awaited Kai and Luce and Clover, if the vision Luce and Clover had both seen about the worlds being reduced to ash—by a Tidecaller they had believed was Emory but was in fact Clover himself—would prove true. If this horrid fate could be changed.

But no matter how much Baz begged for answers, the god of balance would not tell him their fates, always keeping his replies short and vague and infuriating. “Mortals are better off not knowing the ins and outs of fate’s design.”

The god’s responses only made Baz more desperate for the truth. And if the god would not share with him Kai’s fate, then Baz would find out on his own.

So he set about studying, eager to excel at every lesson and task the god threw his way. Baz learned how to use his magic to manipulate the threads of time in ways he never had before, like unspooling them forward so that he might view an object’s future. The principle was the same as pulling them back, but it was harder to do in practice.

“The past is easier to make sense of,” the god explained, “because it has already happened and cannot be changed.” When Baz argued that he and Kai had ended up in the past, and surely that meant they had changed it, the god shook his head. “You were always meant to travel to the past; and so the past always involved you. There has never been a version in which you did not find yourself there by some means. Fate’s design can never be broken.”

“So then isn’t the future also set in stone, if fate is already written?” Baz asked.

“Well, yes,” the god faltered, fiddling with the buttons of his waistcoat—a very loud floral print that he’d paired with a plaid jacket and brown tweed pants, a mismatched ensemble that should have been an eyesore but somehow worked for him. “But there can be variables in the road leading up to that fate,” he continued, “which is why the threads multiply and unravel in ways your mortal mind could not keep up with. You would have to follow each thread separately to see the several different ways in which a thing might happen, but it will always lead to the same outcome.”

Baz slumped in defeat. “Then what am I doing here? If nothing at all can be changed, what’s the point of doing any of this?”

“The point,” the god said, “is for you to learn. You have yet a part to play in your world. What knowledge you acquire here will serve you when you go back.”

Baz asked the more pertinent question: “Back when?”

He had come here from the past—Aldryn College as it was in its two hundredth year of existence. But there was nothing left for him there. After being separated from Kai and the others who had gone through the door, Baz had intended to find a time rift that might bring him back to present-day Aldryn. Instead he had inadvertently found himself here, at the center of the universe, in the presence of a god who would not give him a straight answer.

“Back to your own time, of course,” the god said as if it were obvious. He looked at the silver pocket watch he carried—one of four pocket watches attached to his vest, each one representing one of the four worlds, though if they told time or something else, Baz did not know. “Things there are getting worse,” the god continued conversationally, as if he were discussing something as trivial as the weather. “Your arrival will be due soon.”

“And what exactly am I meant to do there?”

“It would not be wise of me to say. Your part will play out the way it is meant to. You’ll know what it is when it comes to you.”

Frustration sang through Baz’s veins. It wasn’t that he did not want to return to present-day Aldryn and help however he could—especially if things were getting worse. But he couldn’t help this sinking feeling in his gut, this unshakeable idea that, if he left this place and went back to the present, he would lose Kai for good.

Kai, whom he had last seen in the past. Kai, whose fate remained unknown.

It was clear to him that what Clover had set out to do—wake the Tides and the Shadow, save their worlds from being plunged into darkness—had not happened. Would not happen. Clover would bring them to ruin as his vision foretold. Baz himself had seen this in Thames’s memory, a nightmare of Clover’s where he and Emory faced off against each other, two Tidecallers at the end of the world, one wretchedly evil, the other a source of light.

But if Clover was still alive in the present—having found a way to make himself immortal, perhaps—what would become of Kai and Luce? Surely they would not exist in Baz’s time given that they’d left with Clover two hundred years ago.

If Baz left the past behind, he would never see Kai again.



It was not unusual for the god of balance to step away from the loom and become so engrossed with the workings of one instrument or another that he seemed to forget about Baz entirely.

Today what held his attention was a large piece of canvas he was hunched over, sketching like a man possessed. There were sketches scattered everywhere in the god’s workshop, plans and designs for fancy clocks and whimsical gadgets and instruments of all kinds. Baz had never seen him quite so invested as he was now. With his thick black hair disheveled, his peculiar goggles covering his eyes, he looked like a mad scientist.

However tempted he was to get a closer look, Baz seized the opportunity to find the answers he was searching for. He approached the loom on quiet feet, and, after making sure the god was still preoccupied, put into practice what he had learned.

There were as many threads spun on the loom as there were living beings in the universe, each one showing how a singular life played into the larger tapestry of fate. Baz found the thread connected to Kai by feel alone, and with his magic followed it all the way to its beginning.

Warmth spread through him as Kai’s life unspooled in his mind’s eye: his birth, his first steps; the taste of his favorite Luaguan dish on his tongue; the ease with which he learned languages; the love he had for his parents, never diminished despite how abandoned he felt whenever they dropped him off at a new school and left him there while they traveled the seas for their trading business; the pride of getting the Luaguan symbols tattooed on his chest, his father explaining what they meant; the taste of nightmares, of Baz’s specifically, how it felt to pull all the darkness away from the printing press scene.

Kai’s first kiss. His first love. His first heartbreak.

Baz, a beacon in the dark.

All the thousand little moments they’d shared together in the Eclipse commons, past and present. And then: Kai going through the Hourglass after Clover and Luce, his hand ripped from Baz’s as Baz was thrown back, barred entry, the door shutting between them with grim finality.

From here the thread of Kai’s fate split into multiple thinner strands, each one harder for Baz to grasp. They unspooled in different directions, weaving through darkness and stars, sentient forests, what looked like the bottom of an ocean, a spiraling path of obsidian—

And then nothing.

All the threads frayed as if they had been cut off. Cleaved. Ripped at the seams.

Baz opened his eyes with a gasp, letting go of his magic as if it had burned him. His head and heart raced wildly, and he had to remember to breathe. In, out, in again.

He couldn’t stop now.

Determinedly, he found the thread of Luce’s fate and discovered it ended the same as Kai’s. And Clover’s… That one, he could not see the end of; it went too far beyond his reach, leaving him gasping for breath until he let go of it.

“There’s a reason I kept this from you.”

Baz whirled around at the god’s voice. The god peered at him with sad, gray eyes, his goggles resting atop his head.

“What does it mean?” Baz didn’t realize he was trembling until he heard the words spill shakily from his mouth.

The god let out a heaving sigh. “Is it not obvious?”

Baz shook his head through tears. “They can’t be dead. I know what death looks like, and that was not it.”

The god had shown him before, what happened to a person’s thread when they died. The bright, glowing thread simply became dark and kept going, unmoored, until it eventually returned to the warping board, shining once more.

“You’re right. Death does not cleave one’s thread,” the god said. “When a life ends, one’s soul is repurposed. Returned to the fabric of the universe. Think of an hourglass being flipped over, sand filling a previously empty bulb. An end becoming a beginning.”

“So then why are Kai’s and Luce’s threads cut off?”

The god shifted uncomfortably. “There are things worse than death. I’m afraid the end of the Dreamer and the Nightmare Weaver is… an unmaking, if you will. Oblivion. That’s all I will say on the matter.”

“But how? That’s not possible, not natural…”

The god looked at him with a quiet sort of pity, as if the answer were clear enough for him to grasp. And it was.

Whatever happened to Kai and Luce could only be one person’s doing: Clover.

Guilt speared through Baz at the realization. Kai and Luce hadn’t known what he now knew of Clover—all the horrible things Clover had done back at Aldryn, the people he had killed. They’d traveled with him to the Wychwood thinking he was a friend and ally, only to meet an abrupt end.

An unmaking. Oblivion.

If Baz gave in to the grief and despair gnawing at his heart, he felt he would suffer such a fate himself from the pain alone.

“There has to be a way to stop it,” he begged. “A way I can change things. What good is my magic if I can’t—if it means Kai—” He bit the inside of his cheek to stop from crying. “Send me back to the past. I can convince Kai not to go through the door. I can fix this.”

“You can’t.”

Baz looked beyond the workshop, remembering all the doors to other worlds he’d passed on his way here. “Then I’ll go after him through the Wychwood door. I’ll help him stop Clover before—”

“This place we are in exists outside of time, boy,” the god snapped. “You are no longer in the past. If you were to walk through that door, any door, you would find yourself back in your own time, where you belong. Kai is in the past, and there is nothing you can do for him. Fate cannot be changed.”

“But—”

“Clocks,” the god exclaimed, throwing his hands up in exasperation. “Let me show you, if you’re so insistent, what would happen if you were to pick at the threads of the past.”

He rifled through a pile of stray pendulums and gears and abacuses, grumbling to himself before he handed Baz an intricate brass scale.

“This,” the god said, “allows you to explore different possibilities without actually disturbing the tapestry itself. I use it to interpret patterns, see all the different ways a thread might work itself into fate’s design. See what might happen if someone were to change something here, erase something there.”

“If the past can’t be changed, then what’s the point?”

“The point,” the god growled, setting the instrument between them with an indignant thud, “is that even gods get curious.”

Baz stared at the scale. “So how does it work?”

“Think of a significant moment from your past. A catalyst that would fundamentally change the course of your life had it not happened.”

“The printing press,” Baz said with confidence. “The day I Collapsed.”

The god nodded and, with an enthusiastic flourish, produced two intricately carved wooden beads from one of his many pockets, one white, one black.

“This is your life as it is,” he said, putting the white stone on one side of the scale, “and this is your life as it might have unfolded if you had not Collapsed.” He set the black stone on the other side of the scale. “Hold that day in your mind. Now, watch the pendulum here in the middle of the scale… and let it show you what might have been.”

The god gave the pendulum a little nudge, and Baz was hypnotized by the steady rocking motion. The god disappeared, the workshop, too, and he found himself in the printing press he so vividly remembered, almost as if he were in one of his nightmares. But Kai wasn’t here, and this wasn’t a nightmare. The scale was still in front of him, the pendulum swinging rhythmically, but the scene around him played out in rapid motion, a blur of color.

He saw himself as a boy with his father and Jae Ahn in their printing press. He saw Keiran’s parents and Lizaveta and Artem’s father enter. He saw the altercation between them and Jae just as he remembered it. But Baz did not Collapse. Keiran’s parents and the Orlov siblings’ father did not die.

A sliver of hope bloomed in Baz’s chest. If he hadn’t Collapsed, hadn’t killed anyone that day… then surely Keiran would not have become obsessed with bringing back the Tides, would never have gone after Emory. Baz’s own father wouldn’t have ended up at the Institute. None of this would have ever happened.

But then the rest of the scene unfolded. No Collapsing on his part meant there was no stopping Keiran’s parents from going after Jae, who was the reason they’d come to the printing press to begin with. A fight ensued, and in the chaos, Baz’s father told him to run. He hid in a shop across the street. And when all was said and done, it was Jae who was brought to the Institute, hands bound in damper cuffs. Their secret—that they had been Collapsed for years—had come to light, and they would now receive the Unhallowed Seal.

The scale skewed off-balance. Fate thrown off course.

The scene shifted before Baz’s eyes, the years speeding up as he followed the thread of everyone’s life who had been at the printing press that day.

He saw Jae at the Institute, where they became a shade of themself, wholly unrecognizable. He saw his own father, a free man, but a haunted one; in the wake of Jae’s arrest, Theodore closed up shop, the printing press long forgotten, and lost himself in obscure work trying to understand the Nullifying magic used in damper cuffs and the Unhallowed Seal to find a way to reverse the damage. His work ruffled some feathers, and he, too, ended up at the Institute for misusing his magic.

Baz followed the other threads, seeing Keiran at his parents’ funeral years later, after another tragedy led to their deaths. Keiran still wound up on his quest to bring back the Tides, still went after Emory, still died in Dovermere.

Baz saw himself Collapsing years later to even more catastrophic results. It happened in Dovermere, on that fateful day he saw Emory slip through the Hourglass. Here he called on his time magic to try to stop Keiran from going after her, but since Baz hadn’t Collapsed, since his magic was not yet limitless… This is where it finally happened. A great blast of silver light flooding the Belly of the Beast, killing everyone who was there as the cave crumbled onto itself—Virgil, Nisha, and the rest of the Selenic Order.

Leaving only Baz and Kai alive, their only way out through the Hourglass—where they were pulled, once more, back in time.

The pendulum suddenly stopped, and Baz found himself in the god’s workshop again, everything around him coming back into sharp, dizzying focus.

“You see?” the god said with a defeated, sad smile. The scale was completely off-balance, even though all of their fates had remained the same—or worse. “Changing the past is pointless. You might be able to sway individual threads, make things like death and destruction happen sooner or later than they should, but the larger picture remains an immovable outcome. Fate will always autocorrect, leading you down different paths that will still inevitably get you to the same destination. You can’t unwrite what is already written.”

There was a wistful note to his voice, as if he’d tried to do just that but could not.

Baz righted his glasses. “I can’t accept that. I have to try.”

The god sighed, muttering something to the darkness above them. He looked at Baz, studying him intently before saying, “If I do send you back to the past. If I give you the chance to try changing history. Will you let this go and return home?”

Baz gulped. “Yes.”

Another sigh. “So be it. I will entertain this naive determination of yours.” He rifled through his pockets. “If you reach the end of the sequence of events and fail to alter the outcome, you’ll be brought back here, and the timeline will reset to what it originally was. You can then attempt to go back if you wish, however many times you deem necessary. But be warned—every time we reset, whatever change you did make may leave ripple effects. Small snags in the tapestry, not of fate in the larger sense, but in the threads of individuals you interact with. The more directly you try to change things, the more knotted their threads might become, which could lead to all kinds of, ah, unpleasantries in their future.”

Baz blanched. “Unpleasantries?”

“Drastic changes in behavior, hallucinations, delusions, loss of touch with reality, distorted memories. That sort of thing.”

The god handed Baz a pocket watch that fit in his palm, and for a moment Baz thought it was like the Veiled Atlas compass watch that Emory’s mother had left her. It was similar, but made of bronze, not silver, its clockface full of symbols and lines and words Baz didn’t recognize.

“You will need this to navigate to the past,” the god explained.

He showed Baz how to manipulate the pocket watch. At the flick of a finger, a little magnifying glass popped out on the side, which would allow him to view past events, see how threads were connected in time. There was a dial he could turn to make time speed up, so that he wouldn’t need to relive every second of the past and would be able to jump between key moments and locations as needed. Another dial made the symbols on the clockface come alive, which would render Baz invisible to unwanted eyes—his former self, especially.

“The repercussions of a past version of yourself coming face-to-face with the current version would be…” The god shuddered. “Just don’t let past Baz see you. And for clocks’ sake, don’t lose the pocket watch. You lose it, you lose yourself.”

“Meaning?”

“Ever seen a ship caught in a storm? That’ll be you, adrift in the currents of time, and good luck finding your way back here then.” The god closed Baz’s fingers over the pocket watch. “Don’t. Lose. It.”

Baz’s hands felt unbearably clammy. “Thank you,” he said, trying to put on a brave face.

“Well.” The god gave him a curious look. “Don’t thank me just yet.”

The god snapped his fingers, and shimmering threads of light pulled Baz back into the past.
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3 EMORY


EMORY MUST ONLY HAVE BEEN out for a few seconds. She opened her eyes to Virgil hovering above her, saying something she couldn’t hear, his voice muffled, distant. Above him, the sky had started to darken again. Emory sat up with a start, Virgil keeping her steady as she scanned their surroundings.

Not a single ash-umbra was left. The winged horse was nowhere to be seen.

Ivayne crouched over her mother, whose arm was badly hurt where the lightning lance had pierced flesh. Emory sent a wave of feeble healing power to mend the wound. Her magic still felt depleted, and she realized with new clarity that she hadn’t been the one to chase away the ash-umbrae or the strange men.

That voice…

Her eyes caught movement nearby, where a child was staring at them, half-hidden behind a mossy mound of rocks.

The girl couldn’t be more than seven or eight. She had red hair braided in a crown atop her head and wore a fur coat that was several sizes too big for her. Her eyes widened when she saw them all looking at her.

“Hello?” Nisha called out to her. “Who are you?”

The girl put a finger to her lips, then beckoned them over.

“Yeah, like that’s not creepy at all,” Virgil muttered.

“Should we… follow her?” Vera asked.

The child motioned for them to come with more persistence. And so, with little other choice, they did.

Storm clouds had gathered, angrier than before. Lightning the likes of which Emory had never seen lit the skies in neon blues and purples. The girl picked up speed as the wind did, great gusts of it winnowing around them in whirlwinds that picked up grass and dirt and snow and rain that lashed at their cheeks like arrows in a battlefield. Just when Emory thought the wind would knock them all flat on their backs, the girl fell over a ridge.

No, not a ridge—she’d jumped down into a trench, its sides made up of those basalt columns they’d found beneath the tree cavern back in the Wychwood. The girl pressed on one of the columns, which was no column at all but a door that looked like one, revealing an opening through which a grown man could just barely fit. She motioned again for them to follow, and this time they did without hesitation. It was either follow the creepy child or suffer the eerie storm, as Virgil pointed out.

As soon as they were all inside, the girl shut the door soundlessly behind her, and for a moment they were in utter darkness. Then—hundreds of tiny blue lights shone above their heads, illuminating the tunnel they found themselves in like a ceiling of stars. Nisha reached out a finger toward the pretty lights, only to draw back with a sound of disgust. Upon closer inspection, Emory realized why: the lights were glowworms.

“Over here.”

This came from the girl, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Oh, so she does speak,” Virgil grumbled.

And she wasn’t the only one. Sound came alive down here, their own voices echoing against the rock walls. And farther down, the chatter and hum of voices reached their ears, along with the clash of pots and pans and the crackling of embers and the raindrop patter of some kind of cascade.

The tunnel opened onto a vast grotto that was in fact an entire village. Houses built into the walls, communal areas spread out between them. And though the people were indeed talking, they did so quietly. As if they were scared to make too much noise—which only begged the question why.

Their group got strange looks and murmurs thrown their way as the girl brought them to an elderly woman with silver hair and deep laugh lines who greeted them with a smile.

“Welcome, travelers. I’m Inga.” Her voice and accent were lilting, musical. “We’re glad you’ve made it this far. We’ve been expecting you.”

Emory frowned. “How do you…”

“Know who you are?” Inga finished with a mischievous grin. “We have eyes up above. Saw you coming. Please, sit. Eat.”

They didn’t need to be told twice. Their group sat around a fire and devoured the bowls of stew that were handed to them. Inga was clearly these people’s leader; they treated their elder with deference, and she exuded serenity and wisdom.

“What is this place?” Ivayne asked around a bite of food. “You’re the first people we’ve seen all week—well, other than those men who just tried to kill us.”

Inga nodded grimly. “The Songless. We do not claim them as our own.” She motioned to the people around her. “We are what’s left of our world, at least in these parts where the storms rage on. We left our homes to seek shelter here. From the storms—and the Soulless One’s creatures.” Her gray eyes peered at Emory intently. “It’s no easy feat to vanquish these beasts of ash the way you have been doing. You have power in you.”

Emory squirmed under her gaze. “I wasn’t alone in defeating them this time.” She looked over at the redheaded girl who’d sat down next to Inga. “You’re the one who sang out there, weren’t you?”

The girl gave Emory a gap-toothed smile in answer. “They don’t like it when I sing.”

“Elín is one of the few of us still able to call on the Celestials’ magic through song,” Inga explained. She leaned in close to Elín and, in a slightly chastising voice, added, “But she must use that power sparingly so as not to anger the Soulless One.”

Elín pouted but answered with a respectful, “Yes, elder.”

“The Celestials,” Emory began tentatively, “they’re gods of yours?”

“They ruled the skies, long ago,” Inga said, “forming a great pantheon of gods whose power we could call upon with music.”

“Music is what gives a soul to the universe,” Elín recited proudly, “so the Celestials give miracles in return for us feeding that soul.”

Inga pinched her cheek. “That’s right. Songs were like bargaining chips. Different instruments and melodies were associated with different Celestials. There were innocent songs, the ones that called on the more benevolent Celestials who powered us with small magics. Speed and strength, courage and love, talent and renown. Heightened tracking skills. The ability to not grow cold in winters. Protection over one’s flock. A talent for storytelling or dancing. Then there were the songs one dared not play unless willing to accept the consequences that came with the more powerful Celestials’ magic. Stopping avalanches from swallowing villages whole. Diverting storms. Healing abilities that could pull someone from the brink of death. These types of magics came with consequences.”

“What kind of consequences?” asked Emory, eyeing Elín.

“It varied depending on the Celestial who answered. Some had to give years off their life. Others would simply find themselves quickly depleted of energy after wielding their miracle.”

“I get headaches,” Elín said. “But they don’t last too long. At least the Soulless One hasn’t taken my voice.”

“Yet,” Inga said pointedly, and Elín’s smug smile faltered. “The Soulless One was once part of the same pantheon of gods as the Celestials. If the Celestials were gods of peaceful skies and order, responsible for things such as the turning of the seasons and the small miracles of life, then the Soulless One was the god of storms and mayhem. Disruption of nature. They worked in tandem with one another. Equally revered and respected. But then something changed. All we remember is that the Soulless One brought down the entire pantheon of Celestials, silencing them forever. He made himself into the sole deity of our world, ushering in this dark, songless reign of storms and terror.”

“You mean he still lives?” Virgil asked, frowning.

“Oh yes,” Inga said gravely. “Who do you think is responsible for these endless storms? Who controls the creatures who terrorize our world, those soulless beasts made of storm and dust and death? The Soulless One is hunting for songs, for power. Has been for as long as I can remember.”

Virgil met Emory’s eye, and she knew what he was thinking. The Soulless One was supposed to be this world’s version of Sidraeus. But how could that be, if Sidraeus had been trapped in the sleepscape for centuries?

“What about those men we encountered who wielded lightning bolts and rode winged horses?” Vera asked.

Inga seemed to consider her words. “We call them the Songless. Back in the age of Celestials, they were considered… different. Blessed, by some standards, because they did not have to call on any god with music to wield magic. Cursed, some would say, for their power was that of the Soulless One: the ability to call on storms. It’s no wonder they still follow the Soulless One today. They are his faithful warriors, terrorizing any who come in their way.”

It sounded like the Songless were the equivalent of the Eclipse-born, the result of Sidraeus’s magic, like the hellwraiths in the Wychwood and the eldritch beasts in the Heartland.

“Has no one been able to stop the Soulless One and his followers?” Emory asked.

Inga sighed. “We had thought—hoped—that one of our own would defeat the Soulless One and bring back the Celestials, but…”

“Orfeyi!” Elín exclaimed. “He’s my cousin and his song healed his mother, but he was struck by lightning and survived, which means he’s Godstouched, and then he took the lyre up the mountain and—”

Inga laughed, stopping Elín’s excited rambling. “Take a breath, child.” Her gaze trailed over to a woman sitting alone not too far from them, her face drawn, her eyes red-rimmed. “Orfeyi healed his mother with magic more powerful than anything we’ve seen in a long time. So we sent him to the Godsgate not so long ago, but he never returned to us. And since the storms have kept raging and the Soulless One seems to have grown more powerful…”

She didn’t finish her thought, eyes darting to an unsuspecting Elín with profound sadness. Emory understood. Orfeyi clearly hadn’t defeated the Soulless One.

“Did Orfeyi have a mark like this?” she asked, showing Inga the spiral scar on her wrist.

Inga’s eyes went wide. “Yes. That—you are Godstouched too?”

“Sort of. We’re not exactly from around here.”

Virgil choked on a laugh. “That’s a subtle way of saying we’re from another world.”

Emory shot him a look. But Inga didn’t seem fazed by this in the slightest.

She gave them a sly smile. “I know where you’re from. Travelers from other worlds. The Veiled Atlas.” She pointed to Vera, then Vivyan—who both had a Veiled Atlas compass hanging from their neck. Inga produced her own identical compass. “This was passed down from elder to elder, each of us tasked with watching over the door that leads into our world, waiting for the travelers we knew would one day come and help us stop the Soulless One.”

Emory put the pieces together in her mind. If Orfeyi had the mark and, supposedly, a power unlike anyone else, he had to be this world’s key, called to the sea of ash to bring back the Celestials—Atheia—the same way all the other keys had been called there too.

A realization struck her. The Soulless One that Inga described… if it wasn’t Sidraeus—couldn’t possibly be—then it had to be Clover. He must have stepped into the Soulless One’s shoes, so to speak; made himself into the villain of these people’s mythology. Taken Sidraeus’s place and twisted his role into something entirely evil.

Clover had wormed his way into the sea of ash, absorbed all the power from the original keys, then from the gods’ fountain itself, growing into this monstrous thing he now was. Then, unable to reopen the doors back to other worlds, he must have found a way to at least keep the Godsgate open between the sea of ash and this world that was so intricately connected to it. An extension of his prison, which he’d then lorded over for years as the Soulless One.

The original Soulless One, the real Sidraeus, was never feared here. When he and Atheia disappeared—he, imprisoned in the sleeping realm, and she, splintered across worlds—the magic in this world remained in the Songless, with their ability to wield lightning bolts, and in those who sang to the skies, calling on the magic of whom they believed to be the Celestials. The same way people from Emory’s world still had magic from the Tides and the Shadow, even after the deities had left their shores. The same way witches were blessed by the Sculptress, and some, like Bryony, were hellwraiths touched by a netherdemon, the dark rival of the Sculptress. The same way the draconic knights were given hearts of gold made of dragon flame, this gift created by their Forger, and the Night Bringer’s eldritch beasts still roamed the Heartland.

Sidraeus and Atheia’s magics lived on in these worlds without them. A legacy unbroken.

Until Clover.

Because now that the worlds were dying, now that magic was on the verge of extinction, that legacy would fade. There would be nothing left but Clover and his reign of terror.

Unless they found a way to stop him.

“We’re trying to get to the Godsgate,” Emory said. “To stop the Soulless One from making himself into something even more evil. If he succeeds… Orfeyi will die. Along with three of our friends who’ve been taken captive with him.”

Inga went pale but gave a resolute nod. “We will send our best rangers to guide you to the foot of the mountains. But only those who are Godstouched can go up the mountains themselves. You will have to go the rest of the way alone.”

They talked of preparations and logistics, deciding they would stay the night to get properly warm and rested for the first time since they’d arrived in this world. In the morning, they would leave.

“One last thing,” Inga said. “Orfeyi has with him a golden lyre. The instrument is ancient, hailing from the era when our pantheon of gods still ruled the skies. Back then, there was a myriad of such instruments, each one tied to a different Celestial, all lost or broken now like the temples they were forged in. But this lyre is something we have kept safe for centuries. It is rumored to have been the original instrument with which the Celestials gave life to the universe. We believe it to have many powers, one of them being the ability to bring back the Celestials and ask for their favor in healing our world. In the hands of someone like Orfeyi, it has the potential to do wonders. But in the hands of the Soulless One…” Her face was ashen. “It could spell the end of everything.”

“This lyre,” Nisha said, “it sounds like the one the guardian has in the book.”

The beginning of an idea formed in Emory’s mind. “Are there other such instruments? One that might have been tied to the Soulless One as he once was?”

When Inga hesitated, Emory told the elder her theory. That the one terrorizing their world now wasn’t the Soulless One of old, but Clover, someone from her own world. That the real Soulless One was gone, just as the Celestials were.

Inga sat with this information for a few minutes. Slowly, she said, “There are rumors of a great number of powerful instruments hidden in the ruins of old temples to the gods like the one you found up there. Most of these temples are high in the mountains you will travel through to reach the Godsgate. If what you say is true… well, there are stories of a syrinx.”

“Did she say a syringe?” Virgil whispered in Vera’s ear. She swatted him with an annoyed shh.

“A syrinx is a pan flute,” Inga said with an indulgent smile. “It is said to be made entirely of glass, formed by lightning striking sand. According to legend, it once was able to tame even the most destructive storms and quell all chaos.”

Lightning. Storms. Chaos. This had to be tied to the Soulless One.

The elder peered at Emory. “Be careful in the temples. The Songless have been drawn to them of late, as you witnessed firsthand. We do not know what power resides in these ruins. Evil loves to fill the empty spaces left by divinity.”

Emory understood that better than Inga knew.

She thought of what the Selenic Order had believed about whoever managed to bring back the Tides. That they would earn the Tides’ favor, be able to use it for whatever they desired. If the people in this world believed something similar about the Celestials, that whoever brought them back might earn their favor… What if it was all true? What if, by bringing Atheia back, Clover would have control over her? And by bringing Sidraeus back, he’d have control over him, too. Over both deities, who would then be powerless against him as he used them to make himself into a god.

Unless someone else brought Sidraeus back first—earned his favor.

And wielded it against Clover.



Emory found the crowned umbra in the sleepscape again.

The dream was the same as last time. Dovermere. The hourglass. The tree trapped inside. Glass shattering, Sidraeus appearing in his shadow form. And again, they were in that empty space surrounded by the chilling presence of a thousand invisible eyes.

This time, at least, Sidraeus did not attack her.

Back so soon? his voice crooned. Can I take this to mean you’re ready to repay your debt?

Emory hugged her arms to ward against the cold and the unsettling feeling of being watched. “You keep talking about this debt I owe you,” she said, “but what about yours?”

Mine? came his baffled reply.

“All those Tidecallers you sacrificed.”

The ones whose blood had been spilled to seal the doors between worlds—Sidraeus’s own creations, whom the gods had viewed as such a threat to their godhood, they’d been ready to burn down their realms and rebuild them from scratch just to ensure such a power never saw the light of day.

“Saving my life doesn’t make up for what you did to them.”

Emory regretted saying anything at all as the swirling shadows around Sidraeus thickened dangerously, those fathomless eyes of his sucking her in like black holes.

I’ve already told you their sacrifice was inevitable, he said, low and threatening. And this isn’t about them. This is about what you can do for me.

“What exactly do you have in mind?” she asked, if only to defuse the tension, indulge him for a second.

The shadows seemed to retract a bit. I would have asked that you bring a body into the sleeping realm so that I might possess it as I did Keiran, Sidraeus said. But I suspect you’re too far from the door to reach me in time.

“Is there no other way to reunite you with your true form? Without Atheia being brought back first, I mean.” Or her friends having to die.

If there was, do you really think I’d still be wasting away here?

“The people in this world believe there are ancient instruments able to summon their gods,” Emory pushed, watching for his reaction. “A lyre that might bring back the Celestials and earn their favor. A pan flute that could do the same for the Soulless One. They call it the syrinx.”

Ghostly voices rose in an incoherent cacophony, as if summoned by the name. Emory had the distinct impression they were trying to tell her something, but her focus remained on Sidraeus—and the cold fury that emanated from him as shadows thickened around his form.

The syrinx, he repeated, is said to be lost.

He didn’t deny the potential it had to summon him, and Emory latched onto this wild hope dawning inside her. “What if I find it? If I bring you back with it and—”

No. If you find that cursed instrument, you must destroy it.

There was something hiding beneath the strain of his voice that she hadn’t expected. Fear, she thought. From the ruler of nightmares himself.

“Why?” she asked.

Because if it were to fall in Clover’s hands, he would use it to bind me to his will, rendering me powerless. But break the syrinx, and I will help you defeat him once I regain my true form.

Emory shook her head. “It’ll be too late by then.”

His voice lashed out in exasperated anger. Your friends will die, Tidecaller. The sooner you accept that you cannot save them, the better.

“I can’t do that.”

Then you condemn us both to die too.

He spoke it as incontestable fact, but Emory knew it to be a lie. The fear in his voice at her mention of the syrinx, the ghosts’ agitated whispers in the dark—they were proof of this instrument’s power, of what she now knew with utter certainty she must do with it.

“No one has to die if I find the syrinx,” she told Sidraeus. “Not to break it, but to use it as you say Clover would.”

To bind Sidraeus to her own will.

As the weight of her words settled between them, Emory willed her subconscious to wake, leaving the dream and him behind before the angry, swirling shadows that lashed out of him could reach her.
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4 BAZ


ONE SECOND, BAZ WAS IN the god’s workshop, and the next, he was once again standing on the windswept cove of Dovermere, half-hidden behind a rocky outcrop as he watched himself emerge from the sea.

It was the oddest thing in the world to see himself not as a reflection in a mirror or a face in someone’s memories, but the real him as he had been the night he and Kai appeared in the past. Glasses askew, drenched and shivering from the cold, so pale as he fought for breath.

From his vantage point, Baz couldn’t hear the words his past self and Kai exchanged, holding on to each other so tightly as the rising tide rolled in around them, but he remembered in vivid detail how Kai had calmed him. He ached to have that now—Kai’s soothing, solid presence at his side.

But he was alone, and he had no Tides-damned idea what he was doing.

As he watched them retreat down the beach toward Cadence, Baz thought to follow them. Maybe he could stop them before they even set foot at Aldryn.

Just don’t let past Baz see you.

Maybe not, then.

Finally tearing his eyes away from the boy he’d been and the boy he was trying to save, Baz made his way up the secret stairs to the Eclipse commons. He needed a plan, and he needed to be smart about it.

Things he did not wish to change: his relationship with Kai. All the tiny, beautiful moments that had made butterflies flutter against his ribs, that had sent his heart into a racing gait, that had set all his nerves aflame. He could not bear a reality in which they never kissed. A reality in which Kai never peeled off his armor to lay bare his feelings for Baz. A reality in which Baz never realized that what he felt for Kai had been there all along, slowly evolving into something undeniable.

Things he must change: Kai going through the door with the murderer that was Clover.

One way or another, he had to prevent this one thing.

The Eclipse commons were thankfully empty, Thames and Polina probably at the Bicentennial’s opening ceremony. Baz paced in front of the fireplace, trying to come up with a plan.

He could start small. Leave Kai a note telling him not to go through the door, not to trust Clover—which Kai never really did to begin with, come to think of it. But would Kai be confused by this so early on? Be even more suspicious of some ominous note telling him not to do something? That would probably only entice him to do it more.

Baz could set crumbs. Pave the way for Kai deciding not to follow Clover. Or he could outright expose Clover for what he was. That would solve it. It would solve everything.

But Clover was cunning. He’d left no evidence of what he’d been doing. Even his journal, which Baz had studied at length, gave nothing away, or was too obscure to make sense of. Baz would have to catch him in the act. He knew from Thames’s memories about the atrocities Clover had committed: the four students he had killed the night of the velleity party. Louka, Cordie’s boyfriend, whom he had killed not long after.

If he could make past-Kai and past-Baz see the kind of monster Clover was…

All his pacing made him lose track of time. Voices outside the commons had Baz scrambling to hide behind the curtains just as Polina came in with his past self and Kai. Heart pounding wildly in his chest, he stared at the pocket watch in his hand, forgetting which dial would make him invisible. Was it the one on the left? Or was that the dial that sped up time?

He looked up to see Polina had gone to bed, leaving his past self alone with Kai in front of the fireplace, with Kai staring at him so longingly that it was a wonder past-Baz had ever questioned Kai’s feelings for him.

Baz’s heart swelled to see that look. But it plummeted as he thought of everything the god had said. Maybe he was right, and the past couldn’t be changed, and Baz would never see Kai look at him like this again.

And if this time was all they had together, who was he to change it?

No. I have to try.

Baz turned the knob on the right of the pocket watch—and the scene before him sped up, night bleeding into day, over and over again, until he glimpsed a flash of navy and copper. He abruptly let go of the knob, and time returned to normal. In the middle of the commons, his past self stood in a copper suit, and Kai in a navy one.

He recognized these outfits, the trepidation on his own face.

This was the night of the velleity party.

The first of Clover’s murders.



The invisibility worked. It let him pass by Kai and Baz, still getting ready to leave for the party, without them even blinking his way. Brushing past his own face, seeing how nervous he’d been… Tides, this was strange. But he couldn’t linger, had no time to waste.

Baz rushed to the Decrescens library ahead of them, desperately trying to remember where Clover and Thames had hidden the unconscious bodies of the four students they would kill in a twisted experiment once the party ended.

But Baz couldn’t find the bodies. He recalled Clover putting up a ward to shield them from unwanted eyes. If he could pull back the threads of time to before that ward was up, if he could draw past-Baz and Kai’s attention to the bodies… Surely they’d find out Clover had had a hand in this.

Except he was running out of time, knowing full well that past-Baz and Kai would show up any minute now. He eyed the pocket watch, suddenly remembering the magnifying glass that flicked open on the side. If it allowed him to view past events, could it show him where Clover and Thames had stashed the bodies?

He brought the magnifying glass up to his eye and peered at the library through it, focusing on the velleity painting that opened onto the secret ballroom beyond it. It didn’t seem to do anything until he started to see students walking backward out of the secret room, the threads of time unraveling, playing out the scene in reverse for him. Finally he saw Clover and Thames coming out of the room and followed this strange, rewinding vision of them through the library until they were huddled in a dark corner, standing over the unconscious bodies of Wulfrid and his Eclipse-hating friends.

Baz withdrew the magnifying glass and headed for that same dark corner, where he tripped over something invisible and fell face-first to the floor, the pocket watch shooting out of his hand. He fumbled to get it back, his hands coming up against something fleshy and warm instead. A body, most definitely. Dread sluiced through him. He pulled back the threads of time around what he knew to be four unconscious bodies, until the ward was no longer around them, and they were plainly visible.

But without the pocket watch, Baz was also visible. And those were footsteps coming his way—and his and Kai’s voices drifting toward him.

Baz paused time. Found the pocket watch. Activated the invisibility knob, then unpaused time and, panicking about how to get Baz and Kai’s attention, knocked a few books to the floor, wincing at the damage. He couldn’t help himself—he felt like he was hurting the books. But the resulting noise had the desired effect:

“What was that?”

His past self’s voice, a slight tremor of fear laced through it.

Baz could see himself through the shelves. His past self’s hand had shot out to grab Kai’s arm upon hearing the noise.

“Dark corner of a library where a party’s going on?” Kai said, a sultry note beneath the teasing in his voice. “Isn’t hard to imagine what that was.”

His midnight eyes lingered on Baz’s hand on his arm, before slowly raking up to look at him. They stood so close. Past-Baz looked flustered, cheeks burning red. He quickly removed his hand and cleared his throat.

Tides, even present Baz felt flustered, even as part of him wanted to wrest Kai’s mind out of the gutter. This was serious—and more importantly, this was new. He didn’t remember this conversation happening, which must mean he could change the past.

And yet…

“I don’t like this,” he heard his past self saying.

“The fact that you, Basil Brysden, are going to an actual party? Or the fact that said party goes against the rules?”

“Both.”

This, he remembered.

And as present-Baz watched the scene unfurl, a gutting thought occurred to him. If he did manage to get past-Baz and Kai’s attention, if they did see the bodies, their night would be over before it could start. Baz wouldn’t find himself dancing close with Kai, wouldn’t finally come to terms with this attraction between them. And if not tonight, then when? Would he ever realize he had feelings for Kai or be confident enough to act on them? Would they ever kiss?

Did it matter, if he managed to save Kai in the process?

He glanced at the unconscious students beside him, rethinking his entire plan. Past-Baz and Kai seeing them here would prove nothing. Even if Wulfrid were to talk, it wasn’t enough to prove that Clover and Thames had meant to actually kill them.

This whole thing suddenly felt beyond him. Baz stood frozen with fear, the way he used to be before. Unable to act as a thousand different scenarios ran through his mind, each worse than the last.

What if he messed everything up?

It was the image of the threads of Kai’s fate severing that finally got him moving. He threw another pile of books on the floor, more forcefully this time, just as past-Baz and Kai reached the velleity painting. They looked at each other.

“Now tell me that wasn’t creepy,” past-Baz said.

Kai frowned at the shelves, taking a step toward them.

Yes, just come and have a look, you ass, present-Baz thought, face smushed between the shelves.

A soft sound made him whip around, thinking Wulfrid or one of his friends had regained consciousness. But it wasn’t them. It was Clover, standing over the four of them with a mildly panicked look on his face, puzzling over why his ward had vanished. Clover threw a glance over his shoulder, then quickly used his magic to make them invisible once more.

Damn it, Baz thought as Clover sidestepped the bodies.

Clover stopped with his foot in the air, tensing as if he’d heard something. As if he’d heard Baz. Clover’s gaze went to the fallen books. He bent to pick one up, and his eyes slowly traveled up, searching the empty space where Baz stood, invisible.

As if he knew Baz was there.

An edge of fear. Something darker honing to a sharp point. Because as Baz stood there, a foot from the man who had betrayed everything he believed in, who was a murderer and the source of all chaos to come, a wicked thought crossed his mind.

If Baz were a killer, he could end this here, now.

He already was a killer, wasn’t he? Had killed before, an accident, yes, but would it be so different now if he did so intentionally, if it was for the greater good?

“So you’re the one making all that noise.”

Kai’s voice tore Baz from his thoughts. His heart stopped, thinking he’d been discovered. But Kai didn’t see him. He inspected the fallen books Clover crouched over, then looked around for someone else. He raised a brow. “Having fun all on your lonesome?”

Clover slapped on one of his easy smiles. “Something like that.” He put the books back on their shelves and casually leaned against the frame. “Truth be told, I was waiting for someone.” He looked Kai over as if to say, Not who I was expecting, but you’ll do.

A hint of jealousy reared its head up in Baz before he saw the flat, uninterested look Kai gave Clover. “Party’s that way,” he said before rejoining past-Baz.

And just like that, the bodies were forgotten, an opportunity missed.



Despite being invisible, Baz couldn’t risk going into the ballroom after them. Too many dancing bodies to weave through undetected. But as he paced around the empty Decrescens library thinking of his next move, Thames came barging through the hidden door looking like he was going to be sick.

And that’s when Baz remembered the bloodstain on Thames’s jacket—and the doubts that would be creeping into Thames’s mind right about now. He had seen this before through Thames’s own eyes, from the memory Polina had extracted from his dead body. And this doubt, he might be able to use to his advantage. Get him to turn Clover in.

Baz started to follow Thames, but a sudden prickling sensation on the back of his neck made him stop dead. He turned, peering around the dark, empty library. He had the distinct impression someone was watching him.

When he turned back, Thames was gone.

Baz deflated. It probably wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Despite all his doubts, Thames was too enamored of Clover to turn his back on him. It was the great tragedy that would lead to his own death.

A string of more failures followed.

First Baz tried to keep his past self and Kai at the party after hours so that they could catch Clover and Thames in the act of killing Wulfrid and his friends, to no avail.

Next he sped time up to the night he and Kai had caught Clover emerging from the Vault—which also happened to be the night Clover and Thames brought the bodies up into the library to make it look like Wulfrid and his friends had been killed by the Vault’s vicious wards. But he failed to alert past-Baz and Kai to Thames’s presence, and Clover seamlessly managed to divert their attention so they never saw him handling the bodies.

Before the authorities were alerted and the bodies moved, Baz decided to damn the risk and seek out Polina. She was the first person his present self interacted with, pretending to be past-Baz, and he hoped she wouldn’t look too closely at the slightly longer length of his hair or the different clothes he wore. If she noticed anything off with him, she didn’t say, and eagerly agreed to come with him to the library, where he convinced her to use her Enshriner magic on the corpses of the four students to extract their memories so Clover would be ousted.

But Polina came up blank. “It’s as if their memories have been wiped clean,” she said, frowning at the bodies. “Could the wards have done that?”

Baz grumbled a noncommittal response. He knew without a doubt that Clover had wiped the corpses’ memories using his magic. Covering all his tracks like the clever fox he was.

Everything Baz tried backfired. But he kept going. Had to.

Wondering if the changes he sought to enact were too direct, he shifted gears and tried leaving subtle clues instead. And when neither Kai nor past-Baz picked up on any of them, and time kept ticking forward until it was the night they were to break through the wards and disappear behind the door in Dovermere, Baz resorted to blatant desperation.

He found Kai alone while past-Baz had gone to tell Cordie the truth about what they were doing. If Kai knew he was not his Baz—at least, not exactly—he did not show it. Kai only looked at him with an arched brow, dark eyes glinting with amusement.

“Back so soon?” Kai asked.

“I, uh…” Words escaped him. Because here he was actually talking to Kai again, and for a moment, he could pretend everything was right. He wanted to draw Kai close, pull him in for a kiss. Get lost in his eyes, his voice.

But all he saw in the back of his mind was the thread of Kai’s life, cleaved by a fate worse than death.

Whatever you do, don’t go through the door. The warning was stuck in his throat. Would Kai believe him, if he were to speak to him so bluntly?

“Brysden.” Kai’s brows were knit together. “What’s wrong?”

“I think you were right not to trust Clover,” Baz said, opting for the truth—as much as he felt he could divulge of it.

Kai immediately grew tense. “What did he do?”

“It’s what he’s going to do. What he said about Emory bringing about the destruction of the worlds… It’s not true. It’s Clover who will do that, not Emory.”

Kai studied him for a moment, expression unreadable. “Look, I know I gave Clover a hard time,” he said tersely, “and I know you’re dead set on thinking there’s no way Emory could do this, but you have to face the facts here.”

“What if we don’t have all the facts? What if Clover manipulated the facts to make himself look like the hero?”

“What about Luce, then? She had the same vision as Clover. I don’t see how both of them could be wrong about this.” He frowned at Baz. “What prompted this, anyway? You were team Clover a minute ago. What changed?”

I saw how it ends. “I just have a bad feeling.”

“About tonight?”

And what comes after.

“I know you’re nervous,” Kai continued. “You don’t have to be. But if you don’t want to do this, I’m with you. We’ll head to Harebell Cove, try to go through this time rift Luce spoke of. We’ll find another way. But Baz? I know you can do this.”

Baz wanted to cry. Lie, a voice in his head said. Tell him anything that will stop him from going through that door.

Tell him the truth.

It’s what Kai would do.

“Don’t freak out,” Baz said slowly, “but I’ve seen this all happen before. Because I’m… I’m from the future.”

Kai gave him an odd look. “Yeah, you and me both.”

“No, I mean, I’m not the same Baz who came here with you.” He took a deep breath. “In a few minutes, Baz is—I am going to walk in here, and I’m going to tell you that Cordie’s coming with us tonight. And then we’re all going to go unpick the Vault’s wards, and I need you to listen to me, because something really terrible is going to happen.”

“You’re freaking me out here, Brysden.”

“I know, but—just listen, please.”

And Kai did. He listened without interrupting as Baz told him everything that would happen, how they would get separated by the Hourglass, how Baz would later find out everything Clover and Thames had done, the murders, the Tidecaller synth. How Baz would pen their favorite book and be transported to the very center of the sleepscape, where he would meet the god of balance and learn of the grim fate that awaited Kai and Luce.

Kai was quiet for a while after, making Baz think maybe he’d broken his brain. Was there a rule the god forgot to tell him against divulging someone’s future?

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Baz said. “I know you probably don’t believe me, but—”

“I believe you.”

He met Kai’s eyes, so stark and bright with trust.

“You do?”

A muscle feathered in Kai’s jaw. “I swear, if that piece of shit Clover thinks he’s getting away with this…”

“Kai?”

Baz’s voice drifted toward them—past-Baz’s voice. He was back.

Panic seized present-Baz. He gripped Kai’s hands. “No matter what you do, promise me you won’t go through the door. Please, I can’t lose you.”

Before Kai could reply, before his own past self could see them together, Baz turned the dial on the pocket watch, the symbols on its surface coming alive to make him invisible. Kai frowned at the space where he disappeared, then at Baz’s invisible hand as it squeezed Kai’s arm. His eyes fluttered shut.

“I promise,” Kai whispered.

For the first time, Baz thought there might actually be a chance to change both past and future—and save the boy he loved.
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