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House Mardova

Heads of House: Adela and August,* Miko

Heirs: Angelica, Kikou,† Eiko†

Realms: Vitae

Power: Elementalist

God: Deia
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House Cyr

Heads of House: Waren* and Madeia

Heirs: Nikolas, Rian

Realms: Vitae / Solara

Power: Lumin

God: Phos
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House Lastrider

Heads of House: Elena and Cormin

Heirs: Dante, Taesia, Brailee

Realms: Vitae / Noctus

Power: Shade

God: Nyx
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House Vakara

Heads of House: Rath and Darsha

Heirs: Risha, Saya

Realms: Vitae / Mortri

Power: Necromancy

God: Thana













	* deceased

† adopted











When the Three Sisters were founded, their barren midway became a sight of faith, the singular point on which the parent and children suns shone. It was there the temple was constructed, and there the people knelt. The site of our evermost faith.

Then the god spread glorious wings and spoke, words of amber and glass, of desert wind and mesquite thorns.

“Build me a throne, and I shall reward you. Build me a throne, and I shall distribute my power. Build me a throne, and I shall protect you.”

There was no order that was not followed. There was no reason to question, then or after, what the god sought to protect us from.

—From The Collected Histories of Solara, Volume 2
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Perigee

When the Third Sun crossed the horizon, Imperator Kaspan was summoned to the Divine City.

Attend me.

Kaspan’s hand stilled in the ringing aftermath of his god’s voice. He carefully set down his carafe, the round, lacquered bowl only halfway filled with the milky liquor of fermented agave sap. He stared at its cloudy surface and tried to remember when he had last heard that low cadence, that exacting order.

Months. Years. At least a thousand sunfalls.

Kaspan had hoped for a thousand more.

His fingers twitched as he picked up the bowl and downed its contents. The liquor was sour and thick. He waited for it to dull his senses before turning to the attendant at the door.

“Fetch my mask.”

It was a heavy, full-faced contraption, with sharp contours fitted to his cheekbones and its surface adorned with filigree. The weight of solid gold belied its softness, tallied by the scratches it had accumulated over the years that he didn’t bother to buff out. Kaspan held it to his face and the metal plates hidden inside fanned around his head in imitation of a corona, securing the mask in place.

His attendant fastened a white cloak to his broad shoulders and tied his graying, candle-bright hair into a queue. Kaspan put his gauntlets on himself, hoping they would hide the tremor in his hands. The metal caught stripes of crystal light, beaming from the only lantern he had lit.

Kaspan froze again. Not from the sound of his god’s voice, but something ­else—an unspoken whisper, a cold fingertip to the knob of his spine.


He turned. His chambers were a study of chiaroscuro, white and dark, crystal and gloom. He stared into the deepest pockets of shadow, his skin warming the gold of his mask as his fingers throbbed with cold.

“Your Eminence?”

Kaspan drew a deeper breath. “I have been called to the Divine City. Send word to open the gate.”

Perhaps the liquor had done more than dull his senses.

The guards who greeted him along the gilt-wreathed corridors wore helmets that reflected the sunlight pouring through the skylights overhead. Kaspan did not acknowledge them, debating how long he dare make the god wait. His stride was slow as he crossed the skybridge, taking his time to survey the city from far above and noticing a dust cloud on the horizon of the Sand Sea.

Too soon they arrived at the lightspeed gate. Not the one that sat before Aurora Tower, allowing citizens and dignitaries alike quick passage to the other cities, but one solely for the imperators’ use. Large and circular, the Devisers had built it atop a dais within its own guarded chamber. It sat like a faded sun, the magic that powered it a sluggish sheen of gold.

At Kaspan’s nod, the Lumin guards on either side held their hands to the wide hoop of the gate, the bangles of light around their wrists brightening. The swirling power within—like the slippery, rainbow gleam of a bubble—eased into a vision of where the gate’s eye was directed, the point that sat within the triangle of the Three Sisters: the Divine City.

The glare distorted the image of the walled, abandoned city. It had once been a grand temple, its surrounding houses and estates filled with clerics and holy warriors. But that was before Kaspan’s time.

Now, it was only inhabited by one being.

A tremor rolled up his spine, and he glanced from the guards to the attendant. They glanced back at him, noting his hesitance.

His eyes went to the corners of the chamber, the closed door, the slanted shadows on the floor. No one had moved or spoken. And yet he’d thought, for just a moment . . .

The metal of his gauntlets creaked as he curled his hand into a fist and stepped into the warmth of the gate.

He had traveled to and from the cities enough times that the experience was dull. He had no doubt a plebian, without the gift of Phos’s blood or even a drop of Lumin magic, marveled at the yank and pull of the gates, the way it bore you forward with the force of a sandstorm. Kaspan’s body was pulled out of space and time, surrounded by the flowing golden current of lightspeed—feeling its resonance within his core, and where his familiar hugged his neck in a luminous choker.

The journey only took a handful of seconds. One instant he was in the Aurora Tower, and the next he was stepping into the courtyard before the temple of Phos, beneath a sky blushed with the setting of the Third Sun and the rising of the First.

Despite the sweat along his hairline, a chill prickled his shoulders. He’d always been chary of the emptiness here, the vacant buildings, the lack of life. Not even desert weeds thought to grow between the cracks in the stone. The sounds of the Three Sisters didn’t carry to this sacred site; all was hushed, hollow. Haunted.

Kaspan was staring at the steep incline of steps leading to the majestic columned temple when the gate flared behind him. A tall figure wearing a mask nearly identical to his emerged, cape fluttering.

“Kaspan,” Ulshära said, in a tone anyone else would have mistaken for defeat. “So He has summoned us all.”

“Yes.” He eyed the empty sheaths at her hips; they were not allowed weapons in their god’s presence. Her long, white hair was tied back save for the row of bony quills woven along one side, spilling over her left shoulder to end in a single radiant feather. Kaspan touched the clasp of his cloak, where his own feather bestowed to him by Phos hung within a fortified brooch. “It’s been a while. I was hoping . . .”

Within the eyeholes of her mask came a flash of pale amber. “You know better than to speak your hopes here.”

He did. But the liquor made his pulse throb, and though he seemed to have shaken the whisper that had trailed him from his chambers, he carried its echo.

Another flare of the gate, and the third and last of their number joined them. Varrick was shorter and broader than his fellow imperators, with a barrel chest made for armored plates and square hands meant for spear stocks. Phos’s glowing feather sat ornamenting the bracer on his right arm.

“Brother,” Varrick rumbled. “Sister.”

Kaspan’s mouth twisted behind his mask. No matter their origins, they were separated by centuries of mixed blood, born of different sires. Ulshära found the title endearing; Kaspan found it overly familiar.


A droning hum spread across the courtyard. As one they looked to the temple, the spill of light against the columns like blood splatter.

“Let’s not keep Him waiting,” Ulshära whispered.

The temple was a grand if ostentatious sight, once a place of pilgrimage. There were signs of neglected reverence everywhere: the unlit thuribles, the candle wax drippings, the offering pedestals that only proffered dust. Chants and prayers no longer rang against the walls, replaced with the sound of the imperators’ footfalls.

The entry hall fed into what was once the inner sanctum, the womb-chamber, where the icon of their god had stood with fanned wings and open hands. Elaborate carvings of the three suns on their daily journeys spanned the curved walls, extending up into a spire with an open top so that the sunslight would always splay across the statue’s shoulders. It had been designed according to the god’s specifications, with numerical precision in its repeating circles and turning squares.

But it had been many years since that icon stood with its patient, prayerful hands. Many years since inner sanctum had been replaced with throne room.

Kaspan evened out his breathing as they approached the tall dais. There were no steps, and no way to climb; it was meant to bear the weight of one being alone. The imperators all took a knee before it, heads bowed.

“Blessed Phos,” they intoned as one. “We attend you.”

The pressure in the air grew stronger. Kaspan heard the faintest intake of breath from Ulshära.

“My children,” echoed the voice that could trigger storms and start wars. “Rise.”

They did so. Kaspan finally allowed his gaze higher, to what sat upon the dais.

The throne was constructed of gold, both pure and alloyed, the detailed topography gleaming white with electrum. It was far too large for a single Solarian to fill, its back at least twelve feet high and six across, bristling with gilt-sculpted feathers that spiraled into a palmette of a beaming sunburst. The seat emanated a troubling energy, the source of the low hum that pervaded the entire temple and vibrated along Kaspan’s bones.

That was nothing compared to the throne’s occupant.

The body of a god was difficult to perceive, if one was not accustomed. The largeness of it, the uncanniness of it, the sheer truth of its existence was enough to drive one mad. Even now Kaspan could only observe Phos in pieces: the bare torso scrolled with metallic, geometric designs beneath a golden torque; the plumage along his arms sprouting from the feather follicles peppering his skin; the taloned claws of his hands and feet; the arc of his radiant wings tucked between his broad back and the throne.

When Kaspan had last seen Phos, he’d thought the god as vacant as the city surrounding him. He looked much the same now, if not worse. The deep bronze of his skin had faded to a sickly, ashen hue, and his hair—a wave of burnished white—lay lank and long around his fey, abnormally frozen face.

Not once had Phos ever moved his gaze, let alone his body. So long as their realm showed signs of erosion, the god was forced to sit here, fueling Solara with his power alone, staring into a distance too far for anyone to guess. The god’s eyes, colorless save for a pale ring of crystal, wept gold and black ichor that dripped steadily onto his skirted lap.

None of the imperators spoke. Kaspan’s gaze landed traitorously upon the blackened, seething wound on Phos’s chest, where a human heart would lay. Shivering, he quickly averted his eyes.

“I have neglected you,” Phos said without so much as a twitch of his pale mouth. More ichor oozed down the hollows of his cheeks. “But it is not without just cause.”

Ulshära rested a hand upon her empty sheath. Varrick remained unmoving, arms clasped behind his back.

They listened to the god describe his efforts in Noctus. His plans to expand Solara, to find the remedy for their various plights—to flood their oases with fresh water and drive off the new chill turning people sick. How he had been thwarted by the spawn of the other gods, those who would lay waste to Solara given the first opportunity.

Ulshära sent a glance Kaspan’s way, but he didn’t meet it. Even Varrick had grown stiffer within his armor. The hinge of Kaspan’s jaw ached from the clench of his teeth.

They knew of the other offspring, and they knew of Phos’s schemes. Their consensus, while the god was away, had been not to interfere in either. Although there were some high-ranking generals in the Three Sisters who would jump at the chance to assist the god’s desire for conquest, Kaspan’s concern was not of other realms, but of fixing their own. A task that he had long given up hope for.


But now the god was returned, and impartiality was no longer possible.

“The realms will retaliate,” Phos went on. “They will seek to destroy us in their fear of expansion. They will seek to destroy me. They are primal, foolish things, and do not understand that what I do is a kindness—or that we are the most fit to rule them.”

Varrick nodded, accepting this as truth. They all felt the scars of the Century of Eclipse to this day. The thought of Noctus retaliating with an attack equal to the one that created the Shadow Sea was unthinkable.

Worse, the annihilation of Phos would condemn them all no matter what. This time Kaspan did share a glance with Ulshära, who cleared her throat.

“Blessed Phos, what can we do to prevent this from happening?” she asked in a voice that belied her unease.

“It was foolish of me to not employ my most loyal servants from the beginning,” Phos replied, deepening the pit in Kaspan’s gut where the liquor churned. “You are needed more than ever. Together, we will rebuild Solara. Together, we will rebuild the universe.”

Before any of them could question what this meant, a fire started in Kaspan’s chest.

He crashed to one knee, unable to clutch at the spot that burned so horribly his eyes watered. Ulshära had also fallen, her left shoulder erupting into a beam of scalding light, holding back a scream so that only a thin whine crawled out her throat. Varrick alone remained standing, gripping his right arm while his legs shook under the onslaught.

Kaspan had to shut his eyes against the light and the pain. It seemed a century passed before they both diminished, leaving him a panting, sweating mess on the floor. Ulshära cut off a sob.

“We all know my demise means the demise of this realm,” Phos said over their dazed forms. “Fear not. You are my children, my ­warriors—and my protectors.”

When the tears and sweat cleared from his eyes, Kaspan finally looked down. His cloak had slithered onto the floor around him, a fallen banner of white. Where its clasp once sat—the brooch containing his god’s prized feather—was the iron-hot outline of a brand.

The feather had been grafted onto him. With trembling fingers Kaspan touched its red, tender outline, gasping at the flash of heated magic that licked through his limbs.

But he didn’t feel stronger. Only more aware of the uncanny being before them, and the decaying state of their world.


Ulshära and Varrick were also gaping at the feathers seared into their flesh. Varrick’s neck shone with sweat, and Ulshära staggered when she rose to her feet.

“Together, we will thwart their efforts.” Phos’s own tears dripped steadily, accompanied by the blood that oozed from the wound on his chest. “Together, we will defend what is ours.”

Kaspan didn’t bother to speak to the others; they could not do so freely in the Divine City. They would have to wait and communicate a different way, and try to reason what the god had in store for them.

My protectors, Phos had called them, as if he hadn’t promised to be their shield so long ago.

Now we are the shield, Kaspan thought as he stepped through the lightspeed gate and back into the Aurora Tower, holding his cloak around him. We cannot even help our realm, and we are being called on to aid a god.

He wanted to laugh. He wanted to be sick. He wanted to fling himself off the tower’s spire.

“Your Eminence?” his attendant asked, clearly alarmed when Kaspan hurried past him. Kaspan waved him away, nearly running into the wall as his head pounded and spun. His shirt stuck wetly to his skin, and he wanted to claw off his mask if only for one gulp of unimpeded air.

Once he slammed his chamber doors behind him, Kaspan did just that. He took in great, sobbing breaths and dropped his cloak, baring the front of his ruined shirt on his way to the standing mirror in the corner. The feather curved like a smile beneath his collarbone.

What is he planning?

What will he do with us?

Kaspan leaned against his desk, hands flat on its surface, but the panicked fog of his thoughts would not dissipate. He shoved off his gauntlets and rubbed a hand against his clammy face before reaching for the carafe, planning to down the whole thing.

A whisper stole through him. Kaspan looked toward the window, dreading another summons, to be told Phos wasn’t done with him yet.

But the whisper wasn’t in his mind. It settled instead on his shoulders, carding through the hair that had fallen out of its queue. The shadows in the corners writhed and reached.

Slowly Kaspan turned. The darkest shadow along the far wall spread, opening like an unhinged jaw. The longer his eyes fixed on it the more he could not comprehend its existence, his heart pounding at its impossibility, its paradox. It almost seemed to draw him in, a gravity well both alluring and repulsive.

The carafe dangled from his slackening fingers. The darkness devoured the wall, the floor, snuffing out crystal lamps as it went. The whisper warped into a low drone, much like that of the throne room, as frost splintered along the furniture.

Kaspan stared into the heart of the shadows and saw a cosmos. The entrails of the universe that waited out beyond the triple suns, vast and cold yet brighter than he ever thought, from the silver gleam of stars to the bruise-deep clouds of galaxies.

But the blackness between them was antithesis. His mouth quivered as it crept closer, as it formed a shape. A steady, loping gait, the slope of strong shoulders and the flow of loose hair. The jagged outline of a wicked sword speckled with stardust.

The woman the shadows birthed could have been monster or madness. She carried the darkness like an extension of herself, and in her eyes Kaspan beheld a reflection of the cosmos he’d just glimpsed, sclera black as pitch and studded with constellations he had no name for.

The carafe slipped from his fingertips and crashed to the floor, spilling its hazy liquid. The woman grinned, a flash of white against all that antimatter.

“Don’t worry,” she said, and under her voice came the echo of another, deep and disturbing. “I’ll put you out of your misery before it even begins.”

When the sword pierced him through, bisecting the newly branded feather, Kaspan wondered if it was a mercy. His blood pooled into the cloudy liquor, white and scarlet with a thread of gold.

For the first time in his life, Imperator Kaspan ost Phos witnessed nightfall.






Part I

Feather and Flower




I
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N ikolas Cyr stared at his reflection, and a stranger stared back.

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. It was the same face he had seen for months, either in ­half-hearted glimpses or numb observance. The stark cheekbones, the pale eyebrows. The red muscle of the empty socket.

But it wasn’t his face. Not as he knew it—or had known it.

He touched the lower eyelid with its short blond lashes. Traced the arc of bone at his brow. The medic had told him this was good, the mirror and the touching—that the more he became accustomed to it, the more he would make peace with it. There had been discussions of an implant, a curved thing of glass with a lifeless blue iris.

“It helps not only in terms of healing, but mental recovery,” she had explained as she held it in her palm. Nikolas had felt wetness on his own hand, phantom blood and lymph. “It’s not necessary, but we find most patients fare better with one.”

The prosthetic lay on the surface of his dresser, beneath the mirror, gaze affixed to the ceiling. Beside it was a bowl of warm saline water, and beside that, an eyepatch.

For comfort, the medic had claimed, and Nikolas suspected she didn’t mean his own. He had already noticed glances and winces from the others, the thinning of mouths, the flicker of pity.

His fingertips hovered between his two choices. His nose burned, and though it made no sense and had no cause, he wanted nothing more than to hurl the prosthetic out the window. To hear the crash and revel in the broken glass, the lifeless eye lost in the gardens under loam and leaf.


Nikolas fisted his trembling hand and banged it on the dresser. After a moment to deepen his breathing—In through your nose and out through your mouth, Lord Cyr—he swallowed down the prickling in his throat and picked up the eyepatch.

It was black and plain. Fin had suggested painting something on it, and Nikolas had done his best to smile at the time. He slipped the eyepatch on with more familiarity than he used to, but it was still an awkward process that meant readjusting the strap so that it wouldn’t flatten his hair.

The face that looked back at him was even more unfamiliar, now. He felt as if he were standing before a portrait of someone he had never met. That this body was not even his body, this world not his world.

His throat seized up again. Nikolas held on to the dresser as he choked. The coughs were wet and thick, and came from deep in his chest. By the time he was done his lips were flecked with spittle.

The last thing he needed was to get sick. They were out of winter’s grip, crawling into spring, but the air still stung with cold. Unseasonable, some people muttered.

Nikolas knew better. Whenever he glanced up at the sun, all he saw was its diminished glow, its fading warmth.

We’re running out of time, Angelica had said weeks ago. The same words Nikolas had thought in the days before Godsnight when his father had pulled him from bed to acknowledge their dying sun.

Maybe their time was already up.

He breathed. In for five, out for seven. Nose, then mouth. The storm in his head gradually lessened until he felt—well, if not human again, then something within its proximity.

A knock on the door gave him a full-body start. “Yes?” he called once he was sure his voice wouldn’t waver.

The door opened, revealing a servant in white and gold. The villa was significantly short-staffed, but the few who desperately needed the employment—or rarer, who maintained a steadfast loyalty to the Cyrs—had stayed on.

Isobel, one of the latter, ducked her head in greeting. “Sorry to disturb you, my lord, but we have more correspondence from the acting high commissioner and first comandante regarding the redistribution of soldiers. It’s waiting for you in Lord—in your office.”

The slip was minimal, but a cut still bled no matter how small.


“Thank you,” he said as firmly as he could, and waited for her to leave before massaging his tight chest.

He didn’t go to the office. Instead, Sunbringer Spear slung across his back, he headed for the stairs. He kept one hand on the banister, not wanting a repeat of last time; he was still adjusting to his shift in depth perception. The lavish ornamentation of the Cyr villa was a familiar eyesore, but he couldn’t help but be grateful that the walls surrounding him were not made of bone and the echoes of a dead god.

On his way outside, Nikolas made a detour to the solar, a spacious room with folding doors opened wide. While the sun room upstairs was for the early morning, the solar was for the afternoon, when stripes of light slanted over the wide-leafed ferns his mother enjoyed.

She and Fin were sitting on one of the white couches. Madeia Cyr was a slip of a woman, dark hair falling loose down her back and her face sharing the same angles as Nikolas’s. He remembered a time when she had boasted a loud laugh and strong hands, when her eyes had been sharp instead of sullen.

They held a gleam now as she spoke, the words rattling off her tongue like she had been holding them back for ­years—which, in some sense, she had. Grief had not been kind to Madeia Cyr, even now during her attempts to climb out of its depths. There were still bad days, quiet days, heavy days, only now the good days were better.

She was knitting something while Fin obediently held a skein of yarn between his hands to keep it from tangling. He nodded at Madeia’s words, occasionally responding, until he said something that made Madeia laugh.

Nikolas’s heart soared. He hadn’t heard his mother laugh in . . . he didn’t even know how long.

He let their mirth draw him into the room, and Fin turned with a welcome smile. His gaze landed first on the eyepatch, quick as a hummingbird.

“There you are,” Fin said. “Done with work?”

Nikolas didn’t care to admit no work had been done today. “For now. What are you two making?”

“I’m just here as decoration. The lady’s doing all the work.”

Madeia smiled, deepening the lines of her face. Once again Nikolas wondered at how well she had taken to Fin. He had worried that it would complicate things, but the fact of the matter was that the young man had nowhere else to go. The palace was gone, his father dead, his title compromised. No one knew the prince of Vaega even existed.

The least Nikolas could have done was offer him a roof over his head, even one as gaudy as theirs.

His mother lifted the half-done project from her lap. “It’s supposed to be the start of a sweater, but I’m not sure if it’s right . . .”

“It looks just fine to me,” Fin declared. “And the color will suit Rian well.”

Madeia mumbled something about Fin being a flatterer. As she turned her project over, the sleeves of her dress slid up, revealing the still-vivid scars along her wrists.

Nikolas’s throat went tight again. He coughed into his elbow and swallowed hard against the tickle that was forming.

“I’m sure it’ll be lovely,” he said, somewhat strangled. “I— Where is he?”

“In the garden.” Fin, with his hands occupied, jerked his chin to the open doors. “Are you—?”

“Thanks.”

He hurried out of the solar, ignoring Fin’s plaintive call. The pinch of guilt was overshadowed by the growing pressure in his throat, and once he was far enough away, he had to lean against the wall and cough again, cough until he was gasping for air and blinking tears from his eyes.

“It’s not unusual for patients to fall ill more easily after a stressful experience,” the medic had told him when he’d been suffering insomnia and constant headaches. “Rest as much as you’re able.”

Nikolas had been doing nothing but rest. His body was a contradiction of exhaustion and restlessness. But until the next step he was stuck here, reading correspondence meant for his father and pretending to know what he was doing.

He had a guess where Rian would go, and after a few minutes of walking he was proven right. There was a small circular courtyard laid with smooth cobblestone, surrounded by pristinely cut hedges and pedestals with decorative ceramic vases. It was too frigid for the flowers to bloom, but the vases gave a hint of needed color, their russet lacquer a pleasing contrast to the faded greenery.

On the bench that overlooked the courtyard sat Rian. His gaze was aimed above the hedges, toward the structure of the indoor training ring.

Nikolas paused. Rian hadn’t noticed him yet; his face was blank, almost vacant. A rattle of disquiet went through him, and for an instant he expected Rian’s eyes to light up gold and his flat mouth to curl into a sneer.

Lux tightened around his wrist. Nikolas touched his familiar in reassurance, waiting for it to loosen its hold before he stepped into the courtyard.

Rian’s head whipped around. No matter how many days had passed since their journey from Noctus to Vitae, Nikolas couldn’t help but be stricken over and over at his brother’s transformation.

He remembered a cheerful boy with wind-ruffled hair and bright crystalline eyes. The constant motion of his body, snapping his fingers and bouncing on the balls of his feet. Wide grins and white teeth. Confident, exact movements practiced under their father’s instruction.

The person before him was a specter of that boy. A pale mimic, a house that had been haunted for so long it couldn’t remember a version of itself without its ghosts.

But he was still Rian. Still his brother.

And no matter how many times Nikolas had failed him, he still chose to be here.

The panic died in Rian’s expression. He sat back, gaze returning to the outer wall of the training ring. Not a dismissal, but not quite an invitation either. Nikolas sat on the opposite side of the bench, slinging the spear off his back and letting it lean against the iron arm.

Lux unspooled from Nikolas’s wrist while Lucent, Rian’s familiar, slithered out of his brother’s sleeve. The two balls of light hovered together in the air as if to share warmth. Rian was bundled in two separate coats—Nikolas was fairly sure their mother had insisted on the layering—and didn’t seem to feel the cold. Then again, compared to the chill of Noctus, this was nothing.

Finally, Rian sighed. “I haven’t slept in two days.”

Nikolas could tell. The bags under his brother’s eyes were vicious, the planes of his face stark.

“Take the medicine,” Nikolas said, stern as he could handle. “I know it makes you nauseous, but—”

“I’ve been taking it.” Rian swallowed. “It’s not working anymore.”

Nikolas sighed in sympathy. The same thing had happened to him during his worst bouts of insomnia.

“I think . . .” Rian gave a lengthy pause, testing the words in his head before speaking them aloud. “I think I want to try drills.”


It was the last thing Nikolas expected him to say, but this, too, he sympathized with. He’d learned that the best way to feel in control of your own body was to move it. Exhaust it. Strengthen it.

He had picked up training a month ago with mixed results. Maneuvers he could have done in his sleep were suddenly off-kilter. Where he moved his spear didn’t seem to line up with where he thought it was going.

He touched the edge of his eyepatch and traced its seam. When he remained silent, Rian glanced at him—at the eyepatch—and flinched away. Nikolas dropped his hand.

“It’s a good idea,” Nikolas said after swallowing another tickle in his throat. “I can . . . We can do them together. If you want.”

After all, they had no one left to teach them.

And they both knew who to blame for that.

The Sunbringer Spear shone beside him, its light source coming from the metallic wings that framed the blade. The same blade Nikolas had driven into Waren Cyr’s neck, cutting artery and muscle into useless meat. The gift of a god, returned.

Once Rian had been declared stable by the medics, Nikolas had knelt at his bedside and spoken his confession. His hand had laid open on the counterpane, and remained empty as the words took shape and effect. Explaining the madness of grief in their father’s eyes, and a rooftop on Godsnight, and the desperate urge to survive. To save their city.

“I’m not seeking forgiveness,” Nikolas had whispered to the sheets, to the play of shadow along the bed. “Just that you— If you could understand—”

“Nik.” The backs of Rian’s fingers had brushed his, there and gone, possibly an accident. “Don’t say any more.”

So he hadn’t. Days of silence passed. Rian had started taking turns around the garden with Madeia, and even smiling tremulously at Fin’s jokes. He started sitting in the same room as Nikolas, simply existing together. It was the most he could ask for.

Yet Rian had trouble looking at him. A problem, he supposed, if they were to pick up sparring again.

“Maybe,” Rian said. Then, “When’s the next meeting?”

“Tomorrow.” Provided that Dante Lastrider could get the answers he needed before then. If he couldn’t . . . Well. There wasn’t much time left until the spring equinox, when the barriers between their world and Phos’s weakened. The day that might be their one and only chance to get to Solara.

Rian curled his hand inward, then unfurled it. “I’m going with you.”

Nikolas pushed down his first instinct of giving him a flat no. “Why?”

“I . . . I want to do something. I want to help.”

Phos had been forcefully driven out of Rian’s mind by the combined efforts of Brailee and Julian, but that didn’t mean he was out of commission. Somewhere in Solara he was undoubtedly preparing his next strategy, setting up his next attack.

“It must be the summer solstice,” Dante had theorized weeks ago. “It’s when Solarian magic is at its strongest, and the barriers to Solara are at their thinnest. Phos will no doubt use the advantage to rain down everything in his arsenal.”

They had to find a way to make a portal before that happened. If Dante was to be believed, the spring equinox and the use of the stepwell in Phos’s basilica might be enough to get them there.

Nikolas carefully chose his words. “Do you want to help, or do you want revenge?”

His brother had been Phos’s puppet for years. Now that he was free, Nikolas wasn’t surprised Rian had a mind to make the god suffer for every injustice he’d inflicted.

But Rian’s expression was calm. Serene, even.

“I want what the rest of you want,” he said softly. “To put an end to this.”

In Nikolas’s nightmares Rian stood at his side facing down their god until his mind and body were taken hostage. In those nightmares, Nikolas died at his brother’s hand; or worse, he was the one to plunge his spear into Rian’s heart, in the same place Taesia had run him through.

Nikolas coughed into his sleeve and cleared his throat. “You can come to the meeting.”

But he wasn’t about to let Rian think he would be going to Solara. He wrapped his hand around the spear’s stock, hefting its familiar weight. Nikolas allowed himself a moment in its warmth before he pushed it toward Rian.

His brother leaned back, gaze sharpening. “What are you doing?”

“Father trained you to be heir. Not me.”

Rian turned his head away. “It doesn’t matter who he trained more.”

Nikolas wanted to argue that it did, though he admittedly had trouble understanding why. He shifted and knelt before Rian, holding out the spear in both hands.

“It’s yours,” he insisted. “I was only a temporary keeper.”

Rian kept staring into the distance, his face blank.

“You were always better with the spear than I was, anyway. Better with people, better at political games.”

His brother shook his head. “Giving me this—this weapon, this useless title. None of it matters.”

“It does matter. The city—”

“You know what I did with that spear in my hand,” Rian whispered.

The column of scorching light. The screams.

“That wasn’t you,” Nikolas asserted. “It was Phos.”

Rian turned his right hand over, the wind stirring his pale hair. “I still held it. He still spoke through me. Used me.”

“You didn’t have a choice. We were all doing what we had to in order to survive.”

“And what does that amount to?” Rian shot back. “What’s your plan, Nik? When you face him, what are you going to do? You were—we were raised to dedicate ourselves wholly to Phos. Can you forget his teachings so easily?”

“You seem to have.”

Rian looked away again. Nikolas tightened his grip on the spear even as he shoved it closer to Rian.

“You said you wanted to start training again,” Nikolas reminded him. “You said you want to help. The best way to do that is to take up your title while I—”

“While you what? Disappear to kill a god who almost killed you?”

Nikolas gritted his teeth.

“You’re just trying to throw your life away,” Rian went on, deadly quiet. “Trying to get rid of everything that no longer serves you. Your weapon, your position, your god. Yourself.”

“That’s not true.” He grabbed Rian’s hand, pressing it to the metal. “If you just—”

“I don’t want the fucking spear!”

In one fluid movement Rian knocked Nikolas back and grabbed the Sunbringer Spear. He flung it across the courtyard and it smashed through one of the decorative vases, spraying shards of red clay across the cobblestone like blood.


Nikolas braced himself with one arm and raised the other in the long-practiced motion of fending off a blow. Lux spun worriedly around him while Lucent hovered over Rian’s shoulder. Rian stared down at him, panting harshly, until the flame of his anger dimmed to regretful embers. He staggered back and covered his mouth, holding something back—a sob, a retch, an apology.

“Rian.”

His brother hurried away with his familiar at his heels, coat flaps snapping in a sudden gust of wind.

“Ri—”

His throat spasmed. Nikolas gagged, wondering if he, too, should cover his mouth to keep something inside that shouldn’t get out.

He suffocated around the pressure scratching up inside him, taking up space in the very back of his mouth. He braced his hands on the cold ground and heaved. His skin felt too tight, and his stomach writhed as he fought for air.

Nikolas sank down to one elbow and reached for his tear-streaked face, prodding at his trembling lips with equally shaking fingers before slipping them inside. He kept coughing, hacking, struggling with whatever sought to choke him.

His fingertips touched the edge of something damp. He slowly drew it out until it slid free from his mouth.

He blinked hard to clear his vision. Even then he had trouble comprehending what he held. It was thin yet curved, about the length of his hand, its downy barbs and outer vane wetly spiked.

A feather, white as alabaster, with the faintest hint of gold.






II
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D ante Lastrider stood before the building that had been his prison with a grimoire under his arm and a demon at his back.

The latter was barely more than a cloud of black fog, a roiling reminder of his presence. It shifted until Azideh whispered directly into his ear, “Are you frightened?”

Dante did not respond. He was staring at the guards at the gate leading into the outer yard, remembering a time when seeing their uniforms had been a daily occurrence. When those who wore them shoved and grabbed him, sneered and cursed and spat at him, thinking him a heretic. A killer.

His wrists prickled. He resisted the urge to encircle the faint scars with his fingers, replacing the phantom chill of lightsbane shackles with the warmth of his own flesh and blood.

Instead, he strode purposefully toward the gate. Azideh chuckled.

“Stop,” said one of the guards upon noticing him. “We’re not allowing—”

“Let me in,” Dante said, his voice low and chiming with the demon’s influence.

The guards were all caught by its spell. Their eyes glazed over, and those who had reached instinctively for their batons let their arms grow slack. The one who had told Dante to halt motioned to someone on the other side of the gates, which opened with a creaking welcome.

And just like that, Dante swept onto the grounds of the Gravespire.

He was an omen of ill fate in his long black coat with its gleaming silver buttons and Lastrider crest pinned to the lapel. He’d forgotten to take the crest off when he had pulled the coat from his closet at the villa, but ultimately it didn’t matter; no one here would recognize him unless he wanted them to.

Again there was a flurry of perplexed outrage when the guards at the front doors spotted him. Another simple command and they were escorting him into the sandstone walls that had entombed him for months, turning him into little more than an insect trapped under glass. Dante stared at the guard ahead of him rather than observe his surroundings. It kept his breaths from snarling in his throat.

“Your heart is beating so loud,” Azideh crooned against his ear. The pinprick of talons rested against Dante’s chest, under his House crest. “You are frightened. Poor thing.”

Dante didn’t bother to respond as his ensorcelled escort brought him to one of the warders. Dante grabbed the bewildered man by his uniform jacket and shoved him into the wall. If the warder’s head hit the stone harder than he’d meant it to, he considered it a minor reparation.

“Take me to the topmost floor.”

The Gravespire was unique in its design, ­conch-like and spiraling, with its highest point reserved for the city’s greatest offenders. Dante had once been kept there, in isolation and darkness, until he’d flirted with madness. Being able to do little else than anticipate one’s execution had that effect.

He wondered if there had been another way out. If those fleeting thoughts of madness had urged him to draw that Conjuration circle with his own blood, spelling out Azideh’s name and all its wicked intent. If he would be here now, a free man who still bore a collar around his neck, a prisoner of a different kind.

Dante lost count of how many stairs they climbed. Higher, and higher, and higher, until the barred cells became metal-fused coffins, until the shouts and jeers of the prisoners became muffled sobbing and muttering. His thighs burned and his hairline was damp with sweat by the time the compelled warder stopped in front of a thick iron door studded with bolts.

“Open it.”

The dim torchlight of the hall cast a sheet of pale yellow across the dark cell. Dante’s fingers twitched and the shadows moved at his command, rippling into the corners and allowing the sheet to spread farther.

It first illuminated the flat, lumpen shape of the bed. Then his eyes settled on the figure seated against the far wall, shackled and squinting at the onslaught of light.

Without missing a beat, Camilla Lorenzo graced him with a wry smile. “And here I thought I’d never get any visitors.”

Dante’s hold on his aunt’s demon was the only way he’d been able to drag Camilla back to Nexus.

Weeks ago, in front of a judicial committee that had included the royal magistrate of Vaega, the Lastriders had put forth their claims of Dante’s innocence. After sufficient pleading (mostly on Brailee’s part), Houses Cyr, Vakara, and Mardova had offered themselves as witnesses attesting to Camilla’s guilt.

The whole trial felt like one long fever dream. Mostly he’d had trouble believing that Angelica was willing to sit in and give her word that he had done no wrong.

“I’m not doing this out of goodwill,” she’d said when he thanked her afterward. “Unfortunately, we need you. You’re best suited to decipher the grimoire.” That, he could believe.

But although the ruling had ultimately ended in his favor, it hadn’t gone smoothly. He had been under house arrest for its duration, unable to properly scour said grimoire without revealing that he was, in some sense, actually a heretic. At least the Lastriders had been allowed access to their villa again, trashed though it was by incensed citizens.

Dante had expected Camilla to be one of the hardest obstacles. His aunt had always had a way with words, able to charm paint off a wall, and she could have swayed the committee to her side if she’d really tried. But for some reason, she had admitted to Prelate Lezzaro’s murder and her use of Conjuration at Godsnight, albeit in terms that presented her as a tragic hero. She hadn’t mentioned the king, or the son she had made with him. Only that she had been attempting to undo the barriers around their realm and reverse its decline.

And then, of course, there had been Taesia.

“Even if Lord Dante is exonerated from the murder of Prelate Lezzaro,” the royal magistrate had said from her perch at the long table where the judicial committee had convened for five days in a row, “the Lastriders must still answer for the killings of Don Samuel Soler and of High Commissioner Cristoban Damari.”

Elena and Cormin Lastrider had sat on either side of Dante during the extent of the trial. At this, his father had breathed in sharply and his mother’s face had hardened.

“In both cases, there are witnesses who saw Taesia Lastrider engage in this wanton violence. In the matter of Cristoban Damari, this includes several officers under his command as well as citizens in the Noctus Quarter who were present.” The royal magistrate had peered over her spectacles at the court stands, empty save for the other Houses. “And in the matter of Samuel Soler, Lady Risha Vakara.”

Risha, sitting with her own parents, had grown ashen while the magistrate read the report the high commissioner had written after Risha had reanimated Don Soler for questioning. In it, he shared his suspicions that the Shade who had dismembered the king’s former spymaster was in fact Taesia.

“Do you believe this is correct, my lady?” the magistrate had asked in a tone indicating she already knew the answer.

Risha had stood with her father’s gaze boring into her. Thanks to the demon’s power, Dante had read her aura as a cloud of charcoal apprehension. After a long moment, she had breathed a quiet yes.

Dante’s heart had been pounding when Azideh hummed in the back of his skull.

You can change the course of this. You can change their minds.

He could have stared the royal magistrate in the eye and compelled her to grant Taesia clemency as well. He could have compelled everyone assembled in the court to forget all transgressions save for his aunt’s.

He’d nearly done it. The first words had been on his lips, ready to be given suggestion.

And then he’d glanced at Camilla’s solemn face. Remembered how they had taken on the baron of Seniza, a man who’d changed into a monstrous entity when fused with his demon. Dante had shuddered hard enough to rattle his chains.

Azideh had sighed. What good is my power if you do not use it when you should?

“Then I declare that the ­Lastriders—”

“Hold, please.” Elena had also stood. His mother’s words were curt yet bland, the same voice she used whenever he had gotten into trouble as a boy. “Before the honored committee makes their ruling, there is something the Lastriders must announce.”

Foreboding had sunk its claws into him. He’d searched for Brailee in the stands, who’d stared back at him in wide-eyed horror.


“The Lastriders have no association with the suspected murderer of Don Damari and Don Soler.” Elena had drawn a shallow breath, shrouded with the shade of mournful evergreen. “As Taesia is hereby banished from House Lastrider.”

The shocked murmurs that had followed were broken by Brailee’s dismayed cry. Saya had held her back, looking nearly as stunned as Risha, while Angelica’s jaw dropped and Nikolas glared at his own lap.

Dante had done nothing. Said nothing. He’d been numb from crown to toes, barely aware of Elena stiffly regaining her seat or what the magistrate had said next.

Only the ruling that he was free, free, and Taesia was not.

Dante reached into his pocket and drew out a hand torch affixed with a flare quartz, which he tapped on and set down. Then he turned to the compelled warder and ordered him to close the door.

“Reopen it in a quarter of an hour,” Dante added.

He braced himself against the familiar sound, the scrape and shriek of metal and the finality of the lock thunking into place. He stifled his breaths so Camilla wouldn’t catch on to the panic swimming under his skin. In the gloom of the cell, cut through with only the white luminescence of the hand torch and the uneasy cyan haloing Camilla’s head, aunt and nephew studied one another.

The last few weeks had not been kind to her. Her dark hair lay loose and unwashed, and the formless garb they had put her in hung large on her thinning frame. Compared to the woman he was used to, who wore fine fabrics and never hesitated to indulge, she seemed a stranger. Despite everything, regret washed over him.

Even though Camilla held no magic of her own, she bore the same lightsbane shackles that had once weighed down Dante’s arms. Around her shoulders was a glimmer of red mist, the only trace of her demon that could manifest in this condition.

Partially due to the shackles, partially due to Dante’s command. In speaking the demon Shanizeh’s true name, given to him by Azideh—a betrayal Shanizeh hadn’t been expecting, no matter how much they despised one another—Dante held her leash in a way Camilla couldn’t hold his.

Provided that Camilla herself never learned the demon’s true name, it would hopefully stay that way. And Dante didn’t expect Shanizeh to give that up so easily.


“I see you’re more adept at that.” Camilla nodded to the door. “Must be, to get all the way up here without fuss.”

Dante ignored her and knelt on the floor, opening the grimoire to flip through its old, musty pages.

“Bit ironic, isn’t it,” she went on, undeterred. “Having to convince your way inside the very place you had to convince your way out of.”

He pressed his fingertips to a worn page decorated with demonic names for summoning. Azideh’s was near the top.

“And who was it who put me here in the first place?” he asked softly.

Camilla afforded him a dry smile. “You heard my reasoning. I won’t bother to repeat it.”

“Yes, and I’d rather you didn’t.” Dante searched through the grimoire until he found what he wanted. He turned it around to face her. “But I’m giving you the opportunity to make up for it.”

Intrigued, she straightened and leaned toward the ancient tome. It was open to a spread of various Conjuration circles, from stars to triangles to quadrants, with lists of symbols waiting on the next page. Dante had spent weeks studying them, to the point he saw those arcane glyphs whenever he closed his eyes to sleep.

All spelling out different gods, different realms, different offerings, different intentions.

And when arranged correctly, they could open doorways to various points within the Cosmic Scale: the flow of energy that ran through the realms and comprised their known universe.

“When we made a portal to Noctus, we used a circle like this.” He pointed to one that contained four quadrants, nearly identical to the sketch he carried in his pocket. It was a remnant from the mysterious circles that had cropped up in Nexus before Godsnight, when Rian Cyr—or rather, Phos—had prepared a massive one around the city to summon the Bone Palace to Noctus.

But the realm of eternal night was not Dante’s destination.

“It’s the strangest thing,” Dante went on. “But when I researched how to construct one of these circles to make a portal to Solara, I found the circle that should have worked didn’t do a damn thing.”

He had resumed his experiments in the room under the Lastrider villa. But no matter the symbols he drew or the offerings he made, every attempt to connect to the realm of light was unsuccessful.

Then he’d moved to the stepwell within the basilica of Phos. Though dormant, the portal should have been a stronger conduit, but all it had given him was a vague tremor.

The spring equinox was less than a week away. He had been confident he could make this work, but now he was getting desperate.

Camilla raised her eyebrows a fraction. Now that she wasn’t regularly getting them trimmed, they’d filled in thick and dark.

“That is a nasty little setback.” She leaned back against the wall. “But unfortunately, I can’t help.”

“You’ll understand if I have trouble believing that.”

“I’m afraid I truly don’t have a solution for you. You’d have been better off asking our dear late prelate for advice.”

He fixed her with a mild look. “You mean the prelate you killed in order to get this grimoire?”

She shrugged with a light jangle from her shackles.

“She doesn’t lie.” Azideh didn’t morph out of his cloud form, but he spoke aloud for Camilla to hear. “Now that her pest is contained, I can sense it.”

At the sound of his low voice, the red mist around Camilla’s shoulders thrashed. Azideh chuckled at Shanizeh’s stifled fury.

Dante drummed his fingers against the grimoire. He wondered if he could ask Risha or Saya to reanimate the prelate’s body. But no, Shanizeh had snapped the man’s neck; he’d have trouble talking even as a corpse.

“I may not know the specific instructions for opening a portal to Solara,” his aunt ventured, “but I do know something that could be of help. Something Lezzaro passed on to me. Even Marcos Ricci confirmed it, before he disintegrated all over the floor.”

Dante’s fingers stilled. Azideh’s curiosity buzzed along the back of his skull.

“You remember, of course, how Don Ricci explained that in order to activate certain circles—in this case, portals—a proper offering must be made. Of magic, or blood, or both.”

He kept his face blank as he thought back to a plateau in southern Vaega, to the rising dead below and a young woman falling off its ledge. He must not have kept it as blank as he hoped, since his aunt clucked her tongue.

“You did what had to be done,” she said. Words he had tried to comfort himself with, and now felt revulsion at. “The portal opened, did it not?”


“Just say what you want to say.”

Camilla smiled. “I will. But only if I see my son first.”

Dante shut the grimoire with a resounding thump. “You’re not in a position to make demands.”

Besides, he wasn’t sure if Vincenzo Accardi—Fin—had any desire to meet her. They had traveled separately back to Nexus, and since then, his newfound cousin had stayed with the Cyrs. Dante had no doubt Nikolas had filled him in on what his mother had done, as Fin hadn’t expressed any desire to visit her.

Not that Camilla had the privilege of visitors, save for himself.

“We don’t have time for that,” Dante said. “But if you tell me what Lezzaro told you, I’ll pass on to him—”

“I will see my son first, Dante.”

As if she had any power to negotiate, to sound like she was merely his elder, his aunt, when she may as well have given up that title the moment she’d betrayed him. The moment she’d condemned him to this godsforsaken place.

Azideh’s hands settled on his shoulders.

Remind her who actually holds the power.

The revelation was a scab removed, sordid yet satisfying.

He would not let all his work be for nothing. He would not miss their one chance of reaching Solara and finding Taesia.

Dante looked his aunt in the eye. Expecting to be given what she wanted, the corner of her mouth curled higher.

“Reveal what Prelate Lezzaro told you about opening portals,” he ordered.

Camilla’s expression was wiped vacant. The red mist fought again, snarling in its futility to protect its summoner from the influence of another demon. Some part of it must have still taken hold of his aunt, her gaze hardening as sweat bloomed along her temples.

Azideh’s talons pricked Dante’s shoulders.

“Reveal what Prelate Lezzaro told you about opening portals.”

His words were booming, ringing, making the floor and walls tremble at his mere existence. Azideh pressed a grin to the back of Dante’s head.

Camilla exhaled a strangled noise before her gaze clouded over.

“Offerings,” she murmured, somewhat slurred. “The proper offerings will activate the circles.”

“And for the circles that create portals to other realms?”

Camilla’s stare went beyond him, her mouth sagging open. It was a moment before she answered, “The strongest offerings are of blood and magic.”

“You already said that. I—”

“Blood and magic,” she repeated as if she hadn’t heard him. A bit of drool shone on her lower lip. “Blood and magic that originates from the realm the circle leads to. A sacrifice strong enough to open the way.”

A young woman following Dante’s order to throw herself off the side of the plateau.

The metal door screeched open. Dante jumped and the grimoire fell with a loud thud to the dirty floor. He swung around, but the guard remained under his compulsion. His quarter hour was over.

He fought to swallow, fumbling the grimoire in his attempts to pick it back up. “That can’t—that can’t be the only solution. Right? Au— Tell me what else he said. What can I . . . ?”

What am I supposed to do with this?

Camilla shut her eyes and shook her head, cyan aura blooming sharply around her. When she looked back up at him, the cloudiness had been replaced with disquiet. Discomfort.

Breathing fast, Dante left her cell and shut the door, cutting off that unnerving look, that anxious shade. He ignored the still-compelled guard and made his way to the stairs.

You did what had to be done.

Only when he was away from the looming walls of the Gravespire did he find the nearest alley, pull the shadows in around him, and throw up everything in his system.






III
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R isha Vakara, wielding the bones of undead kings in either hand, walked steadily toward a nightmare come to life.

The dead crawling from their graves was not uncommon these days. For centuries the way to Mortri, the realm of death, had remained shut. It was only a matter of course that the angry, bemused spirits trapped in their realm sought any escape they could. And if there was an empty body for them to inhabit, all the better.

Risha did not fault them; she felt sorry for them. Her frequent visits to the necropolis were acts of mercy, her way of apologizing for not yet finding a solution.

But today’s summons carried a different tone. As soon as she laid eyes on the creature, she understood why. It wasn’t the typical horde of risen dead searching for revenge, or atonement, or aid.

Multiple bodies had fused together into an amalgam of ruined flesh and howling mouths. A dozen arms flailed from the sorry thing, displaced legs kicking and attempting to find solid ground while scores of lifeless eyes bulged from their sockets. The bulbous form’s unwieldy movements caused it to smash into the wall of a mausoleum. The tattered remains of the corpses’ burial outfits had been torn away in the joining, leaving it a naked, pitiful sight.

Injured soldiers stirred feebly in the consecrated soil and propped themselves against the nearest tombs. They looked up as Risha passed; whether their faces bore reverence or revulsion, she didn’t bother to check.

Samhara hummed readily in her grasp. The chain scythes were constructed of bone and spirit, from their humerus handles to the rib bones fused along the backs of the blades. Marigold etchings crawled over their ivory-hued surfaces. The flower was associated with her House, founded by the very woman who had built this weapon. Who had journeyed to Mortri to fight the four kings, then humiliated them by using parts of their fiendish bodies to build a tool in which to better defeat them.

The humeri from Tenamar, the ribs from Rescentia, the calcaneus bones from Moraditis—the latter of which had been used to carve small, decorative skulls between handles and blades.

And from Valentin, king of Cruciamen, the city where souls went to endure eternal torture: his fingerbones.

The handles no longer rattled with those prized phalanges. Instead, a bristling red light ran down the curves of the scythes. Risha thought she heard the chime of silver jewelry.

“My lady, please be careful,” choked out one of the nearby soldiers.

Risha drew in a breath. The bones woke at her simple command, the power stored within them brilliant and wicked.

She eased one foot back and lifted her left leg high, knee bent. She raised the scythes before and behind her, their points viciously sharp. But that was not the only danger Samhara brought to the dead.

Exhaling, Risha quickly spun and turned her wrist. The right scythe flew, and as soon as it left her hand she formed the mudra for air.

The chain extended impossibly long. The scythe, guided by her command, shot past the amalgam and turned midair, the chain wrapping around its form before the blade sank into its side.

The creature released a many-voiced howl. The soldiers shrank back, but Risha grabbed the chain and yanked, urging the blade to sink deeper into fused flesh. The various limbs scrabbled and punched and kicked, toppling the mausoleum it had already halfway destroyed. It tried to turn the bulk of its contorted faces toward Risha.

The left scythe flared red. Risha gripped it tighter.

“What a hideously beautiful beast,” came a breezy tenor from the blade. “Don’t you want to dissect it, see how it formed?”

Risha ignored the voice as her power crackled down the chain like black static. Her torus kicked in around her as a cyclone of cold air. Dressed as she was in her ­form-fitting necromantic leathers, only her braid was caught in the wind’s force.


A pair of crimson eyes burned along the curve of the left blade. “This is a rare specimen,” Valentin went on. “In fact, it’s giving me some ideas.”

Risha’s hold didn’t waver. “That’s a shame, then, considering you won’t be returning to Cruciamen.”

Those eyes narrowed in what she thought was amusement. “We both know you’re not yet done with Mortri, little Vakara.”

Her power reached the amalgam. It writhed with gaping jaws, decayed fingers scratching through grave soil. One of its arms flung out and hit a soldier, sending them crashing into a marble statue of an old woman sitting on a chair reading to what Risha guessed were the likenesses of her grandchildren.

Risha’s hand shifted into the mudra for fire. Her power expanded, sending waves of black lightning over the creature. It continued to make its sluggish way toward her even as it convulsed and screamed, rolling and slumping over the ground, a slow rotation of grotesque faces.

She was about to summon the right scythe back for another attack when one of those faces brought her up short.

It was a face she had seen often at galas and meetings with King Ferdinand, shrewd and observant. It was a face she had last seen on an autopsy slab at the city guards’ offices, gaping in horror at its last memories under the influence of her reanimation spell.

Don Samuel Soler stared at her with the murky eyes of the dead, rotting teeth set in a resentful grimace. His neck and arms had been reattached postmortem, sutured lines snaking across his flesh where it merged with the other bodies.

Neck and arms that had been severed by Taesia’s shadows.

Risha’s power stuttered. The amalgam inched closer, Don Soler’s teeth clacking in search of a throat to tear. Risha began to melt out of her own body, the scythes an unbearable weight, her torus stinging her skin with its chill, even the burden of her long braid pulling her down, down—

It’s not your fault.

The voice didn’t come from the blades. This one opened like a flower at morning, a soft blossom along the thorned vines of her thoughts. A breath eased into her lungs, and the power running down the chain restabilized.

You had no choice. Not a real one, anyway.

Risha wrapped the chain around her hand and tugged. The amalgam wailed and thrashed its limbs.


“They were forced to exile Taesia because of me,” she whispered, pitched low so the soldiers couldn’t hear.

Because of her actions. Not yours.

And yet . . .

Focus, now, Jas whispered.

Risha jerked the chain, and the right scythe came flying back. She grabbed it and spun again, directing the blade to pierce into the fused flesh, landing with her left leg extended and her right arm poised over her head. In the new pose, guided by her lessons of the dance-like tandshri, she formed her left hand into a spiritual mudra, ring and pinkie fingers touching her thumb while the first two fingers remained straight. She aimed it at the amalgam, strengthening her connection to the turbulent souls that comprised its shape.

“Return,” she commanded.

The souls shrieked. They fought against her grasp, her energy burrowing out of Samhara and into jumbled skin and atrophied muscle, worming in until it found the dozen angry ghosts. One of them she recognized immediately from having touched it before: the actual Don Soler, having claimed his ruined body in a fit of pique.

When Leshya Vakara had made Samhara, the purpose of the weapon was to absorb the spiritual energy around her and unleash it in offensive moves against her foes. A perfect weapon for Mortri, where such energy was abundant. But Risha had shunned the thought of using spirits this way without their consent. After all, one of the more steadfast beliefs of House Vakara was that the dead deserved respect.

But now there was no need to worry. In absorbing Valentin’s spiritual energy, she had more than enough to infinitely fuel Samhara.

She felt the Mortrian king’s power thread with hers, sickly crimson. Hers outshadowed it by leagues, snaking around each soul with a gentle yet firm pull.

Before, she used to unbind spirits from bodies with the visual aid of string. Now she could see each soul as its own ephemeral tether, which had tangled together. It uneasily reminded her of Godsnight, when she had braided the gossamer threads of the other heirs’ lives.

All she had to do was tug Samhara back to her waiting hand. The tangle of spirits loosened and dispersed, abandoning the bodies they had taken hostage. With nowhere else to go, the spirits furiously returned to the void, a dark expanse of nothingness that lay in the cracks between Vitae and Mortri.


The merged bodies spilled apart, though some limbs remained stubbornly fused together. The soldiers backed away with sounds of disgust, but Risha mostly felt pity.

And something else—something that pressed against the base of her throat and crowded the back of her mouth. Something thorny and scarlet-wreathed.

It’s unfair.

Her own thoughts, her own voice. Her own desire to dig up every single one of these graves and turn the bodies within to ash.

It had been months since she’d last heard her god’s terrible voice. Now she detected a hint of it on the breeze, a contemptuous laugh that made her scythes bristle with unspent energy.

Soon there will be nothing to laugh at, Risha promised. She half expected Jas to answer, but his voice had fled.

“Thank you, my lady,” said the soldiers’ captain. “What shall ­we—?”

“Burn them.” Risha shoved the scythes into the holster against her back, their blades crossed. “Scatter the cremains outside the city. Break down any bones that remain.”

“But . . .” The captain spoke slowly, clearly unwilling to question a Vakara on this matter. “Some of these bodies belong to, ah . . . impor­tant dignitaries.”

Which meant, in Vaegan tradition, they should be laid to rest in marbled mausoleums. Catered to even in death.

Risha glanced at the amalgam. Don Soler’s face lay in twisted repose, one hand curled into a rictus claw.

You had no choice, Taesia had said across a moonlit room, carrying a strange black sword while her gaze weighed heavier than Samhara against Risha’s back. The voice of a friend. The voice of a stranger.

“Burn them.” Leaving no room for argument, Risha turned and made her steady way out of the necropolis, spine straight despite the cumbersome yoke of bone and memory.

Risha climbed the stairs to her tower bedroom to put Samhara away. She’d cleared the saris and lehengas out of her bureau and installed dual hooks weeks ago, where she hung up the chain scythes. She shut the doors before the blades could glow crimson with Valentin’s presence.

The Mortrian king didn’t come out often; Risha’s power ensured it. But when she was distracted and irritated, a state she’d become regrettably prone to, he slipped past her defenses. The bureau prison was to ensure she slept undisturbed—although she didn’t need Valentin’s jeering to keep her maddeningly awake most nights.

A servant had left a sealed missive on her wardrobe. She thumbed under the wax crest of House Mardova and read the sprawling cursive inside.

Noon tomorrow. Thakar’s Tearoom. Staggered arrival times to throw off attention. Bring any and all relevant information. —AM

Risha frowned and turned the missive over, but Angelica had written no further instructions. Thakar’s Tearoom was across the city, near the library, in a district close to the hollow crater where the Bone Palace once resided with its resplendent domes and towers. Not the most public area these days, aside from those who paid their respects to the late king and laid out offerings for the souls lost at Godsnight, but a far cry from clandestine.

“Why not just have it at your villa?” she asked out loud. Then again, she supposed Adela Mardova wouldn’t be fond of allowing the other heirs under her roof. As if they were still competing for a throne that had been spirited away to another realm.

Instead, they were trying to figure out how to infiltrate a realm they had never been to and kill its god. And it was Risha’s task, apparently, to learn how to best do that.

She waited for a response that never came. In Mortri, the core of her power had altered when it had merged with Jas’s, the black sphere of winter burgeoning with verdant spring. The strength of a Vakara mingled with the earthen magic of Vitae.

It had been Jas’s last gift to her. Despite this comfort, this proof that he remained with her in what ways he could, she only heard him in rare moments. More and more she questioned if he was actually there or if her mind simply couldn’t bear the thought of forgetting his voice.

Risha crumpled the missive in her hand before letting it fall into the waste bin. She knew she should burn it but didn’t have the energy to search for a match.

Relevant information. She did not yet know how to kill a god, but a suspicion had been brewing ever since her return from Mortri.

Where do you think you’re going with my crux? Thana had snarled in her head when Risha had cut open the barrier between Mortri and Noctus, her mad escape from the realm of death.

Thanks to Marcos Ricci’s grimoire, they had learned of fulcrums: objects into which the gods had bestowed their basest essence, a core that existed outside their selves and tethered their material bodies to their realms. After Angelica’s descent into Mount Netsai, where she had discovered the primordial wyvern called Yvri, they were now in possession of one.

Risha believed they were actually in possession of two.

The four Mortrian kings had been crowned by Thana after they had proven their strength. They were recipients of the god’s gifted power, split evenly into fourths. With that power, Leshya had crafted a weapon the dead could not withstand—her own kind of amalgam.

The humeri from Tenamar, the ribs from Rescentia, the calcaneus bones from Moraditis. But the fingerbones that had once dangled from the handles had been restored to Valentin’s body shortly before Risha and Jas had strangled it with vine and vegetation.

Did that mean all the gods’ fulcrums could be split between objects? How much more difficult would it be to make them whole?

How difficult would it be to make Samhara whole?

Exhausted by questions she couldn’t answer, Risha crawled into bed wearing her necromantic gear. The outfit felt tight around her, restricting pulse and breath. Her braid kept getting trapped underneath her. She tugged it loose with a burst of ineffective anger, as if she could rip it off in one yank.

The next time she opened her eyes, evening gloom had bled across her bedroom. Her body was so heavy. She would have continued lying there, without thought or reason, if not for the gentle knock on her door.

“Risha?”

Rolling over was more difficult than banishing the amalgam’s dozen souls had been. “Yes.”

Saya eased the door open and slipped inside. Her younger sister wore a now-familiar expression of concern.

“I didn’t know you’d come back,” her sister said, a stone’s throw from accusatory. “What happened? Are you hurt?”

Because why else would Risha have lain down for hours? “I’m not hurt.” Saya sat on the edge of the bed and Risha smelled the rosemary and lavender from the garden on her sister’s clothes. “Several bodies had merged together. Very unpleasant. It’s a good thing you weren’t there.”


Saya, while accomplished at the spells passed down along the Vakara line for centuries, had an admittedly weak stomach. She blanched now at the mere mention of the amalgam, although she frowned with something other than disgust.

“I should have been there, though,” her sister muttered.

While Risha had been fighting her way through Mortri, Saya had stolen out of Nexus alongside the Lastrider siblings to journey down to Seniza. There, she had assisted the Revenants in reanimating the author of Dante’s grimoire and creating the portal that had brought Risha back to Vitae.

Rath and Darsha’s ire had been somewhat tempered by their relief at Risha and Saya’s homecoming. Even now Risha recalled the bone-creaking grip of her father’s hand on her shoulder, as if he intended never to let go again.

While Risha had been given the space to heal, Saya had been confined to the villa and excluded from missions that Rath couldn’t join. Considering most missions fell to Risha—their father busy helping run not only the city, but the kingdom beyond—Saya had been reduced to a bored tiger prowling its cage.

“He won’t be mad forever. Just give it a little more time.”

Saya nodded mournfully, then eyed Risha’s outfit. “Want help changing for dinner?”

Risha had half a mind to say she wasn’t coming. That a tray could be brought up instead, and maybe some hot water for a bath.

Then she noticed the cut on Saya’s hand. It was narrow and red, already a day or two old, along the outer curve of her thumb.

Risha sat up with effort and took Saya’s hand. “What’s this from?”

“Oh.” Her sister wiggled her fingers. “I was down in the storage vault. There was a splinter I didn’t see in time.”

“What were you doing in the storage vault?”

Saya pursed her lips while Risha laid a careful thumb over the cut. It felt warm. “I wanted to see if there was anything useful down there. A missing journal of Leshya’s, maybe.” She glanced at the bureau. “Anything that would give us more information.”

Risha read the intention in her sister’s words and glared at her from under her lashes. “You are not talking to him.” Valentin was already difficult to speak to. She wasn’t going to subject her sister to his foul-mouthed behavior.


Saya pouted. “I wasn’t going to.”

Risha tapped into the sweeter, softer magic coursing under the current of her own. It tingled along the pad of her thumb and against the offending slash in Saya’s skin. The cut sealed, speeding up the healing process by a week. And still Risha kept going until not even a thin scar remained.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Saya admonished. “Now look . . .”

Risha followed her gaze. Small white chamomile flowers had blossomed along the bedspread. Their stems were tangled within the gray and blue fibers, as if they’d been sewn in deliberately. She gently touched the yellow disc of one, a miniature sun surrounded by pale petals.

“You’re always doing more than you should,” Saya murmured. “It’s going to end up harming you.”

“I can’t change who I am.”

Her sister rolled her eyes. “You can always change who you want to become.” She ran her fingertips over the flowers and sighed. “We can fix this later. Amaa is expecting us.”

With Saya’s help, Risha was able to get up and change into a flowy, coral-colored kurta that reached her ankles, along with a sheer dupatta. It was what her mother would call plain compared to what else her wardrobe boasted, but Risha couldn’t stand the idea of hefty embroidery or multiple layers.

Their parents were already seated at the table in the dining hall. There had been a time, while Risha was stuck in Mortri, when this had seemed impossible: a simple dinner with her family in the safety of their home. Risha’s step faltered under a fresh wave of unreality. In Mortri, there were beasts that could imitate loved ones or make you have visions of your innermost desires, and she wondered if she’d stepped into their clutches.

Then Saya took her by the arm and guided her to a chair. Risha felt its carved wooden back and allowed it to ground her in the here and now. Painfully aware of her mother’s and father’s gazes, Risha sank into the chair as a servant filled her wineglass.

Darsha waved the servant away and pushed a water glass closer to Risha. Her kohl-lined eyes lingered on Risha’s hair, which had been left in its windswept braid. Instead of pointing it out like she’d used to, Darsha simply tucked an errant strand behind Risha’s ear.

Saya chattered about the dwindling number of students at the university as aromatic dishes were brought to the table. Darsha piled a daunting amount of food before Risha: glistening chickpeas and thin, crepe-like dosas beside small bowls of savory sambar and spicy keema. But all of that paled next to the mountain of khichdi her mother spooned onto her plate, a porridge of rice and lentils Darsha always asked the kitchens to make when someone was sick.

“Eat,” her mother ordered, gesturing at the presentation she’d made like Risha couldn’t see it with her own eyes.

Saya tapped Risha’s thigh, a silent warning. Risha swallowed her irritation and began to tear up her dosa.

Finally, Rath cleared his throat and spoke. “How was the situation at the necropolis?”

Darsha cut him a glare. “Not over dinner, please.”

But Rath was busy from sunup to sundown, leaving Risha only narrow windows in which to confer with him. Thankful for a reason to use her mouth for something other than eating, Risha made her report while leaving out the more sensitive details for Saya and her mother’s sake.

“An amalgam . . .” Rath furrowed his thick brows. “This is concerning. Should I post more guards along the necropolis?”

“I’d suggest more inside as well,” Risha said. “In fact, I have an idea that would make it possible for them to take care of low-level threats on their own.”

While Risha had been readjusting to life in Nexus, she’d had many conversations with the Revenants—those who used the dangerous magic of Conjuration to recreate necromancy spells. Only four of them remained after their leader, Jas, had sacrificed himself for Risha’s sake. Though Risha was far from their favorite person, they were willing to work together.

“Their methods may be unconventional, but they don’t pose a wider threat to Nexus,” Risha continued despite the storm brewing on her father’s face and Saya’s now-constant tapping on her thigh. “They would be our first line of defense, and hopefully deter any further amalgams from forming.”

Darsha glanced between her eldest daughter and her husband with thinly veiled unease. “Let’s save this conversation for tomorrow morning. Meer piaara, eat, eat.”

But the khichdi’s cumin seeds had left a bitter taste in Risha’s mouth. It strengthened at her father’s disapproving frown.


“I will not have those heretics interfering with our business,” he said. “They’ve caused enough damage. Or have you forgotten the state of Thana’s basilica?”

“We are stretched thin,” Risha responded slowly, as if she were the parent and he the child. He stiffened at her tone. “If you are unwilling to employ additional help, then I have another suggestion.”

“Risha,” Saya hissed.

“We dig up every body in the necropolis,” Risha went on. “And we burn them. There will still be restless spirits to deal with, but at least they wouldn’t have vessels to steal.”

Rath gave a single, severe shake of his head. “That is impossible. It goes against Vaega’s traditions.”

“Traditions formed from the worship of a god who does not care,” Risha stressed. “They burn their dead in Azuna and in Parithvi.” And from what Angelica had told her of Azunese practices, they contained all the restless spirits in the southern mountains. Risha itched to see it for herself, wondering if they could replicate it here.

“Things are already tenuous enough,” her father said. “Without the king, we are doing everything we can to make sure the kingdom doesn’t collapse in on itself. Desecrating the dead won’t help.”

“We’d be saving them from a worse fate. And there’s a chance it would summon enough spirits in which to use Samhara to tear an opening through the void, like the portal that helped me escape Mortri.”

Rath twitched at the mention of Leshya Vakara’s weapon. As much as Risha disliked Samhara, her father disliked it even more—especially the tainted soul that powered it. When Rath had tentatively held the chain scythes, he’d immediately hissed and dropped them, claiming they felt wrong.

Darsha’s eyes were round, and Saya had given up on tapping Risha’s thigh to shred her dosa into smaller and smaller pieces.

“What would creating a tear in the void do?” Rath asked quietly.

“It would allow the congregated spirits into Mortri.”

“Where they will only wallow without direction or judgment.”

Risha had told her father of the mismanagement of Mortri, how Thana had turned her back while the kings ran wild and neglected their duties. The realm that should have harbored both the sorrows and beauties of death was becoming nothing but a landscape of terror.

Rath looked between her eyes, left to right, right to left. His mouth tightened.


“You wish to return to Mortri,” he deduced.

Darsha gasped and Saya knocked over her glass, spilling water across the table. “Why?” her mother demanded, like a whipcrack. “Why would you ever want to step foot in that place again?”

Risha’s fingernails pressed jagged crescents into her palm. The skin there mended as soon as it broke.

She couldn’t tell them I have unfinished business. She couldn’t say Nothing will improve unless those who currently hold power are ousted.

She couldn’t admit, I wish to kill Thana with my own hands.

“It was merely a suggestion,” Risha said as calmly as she could manage. “But one I encourage you to consider.”

“Risha,” Saya whispered.

She could feel them: the growing tendrils snaking into her hair, winding through her braid. Risha shoved herself back from the table without bothering to excuse herself. Darsha called after her while Rath sat unmoving.

Climbing the stairs to her bedroom felt like scaling a mountain. Risha was panting with exertion by the time she reached the top, her limbs and her braid so heavy, dragging her down and down and down.

Risha locked the door behind her and stumbled to her wardrobe. The mirror above it gleamed silver in the low light, revealing her ­sweat-lined, haggard countenance.

Her vision narrowed on her braid. It had fallen over one shoulder, thickened with vine and leaf. Between the interlacing strands emerged five-petaled flowers, their shade such a dark purple one could mistake it for black.

Petunias.

The name didn’t come from her own knowledge or memory.

Risha held on to the braid. Heavy, it was so damn heavy, everything had such an intolerable weight: her ghost, her body, the souls inside her.

She moved with the jerky, unpredictable actions of the haunted. Pulling open drawers, searching and shoving, throwing clothes and possessions to the floor. When she found the shears, she uttered a sound of relief.

At the mirror, she severed the overgrown braid without a second thought. The freed strands of her hair stuck to her sweaty face and neck.

Shears in one hand and braid in the other, Risha closed her eyes and savored the new lightness. The petunias withered, their shrunken, starved petals drifting to the floor.

Meaningless in a realm already overrun with the dead.

“But not for long,” she murmured.

She heard a low chuckle.
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