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Simon & Schuster, for rising to the challenge.


PREFACE

THIS TIME WE WIN.

It was Sophie’s only thought, even as the world around her fell into shadow and chaos.

Even as the Neverseen revealed their next move—their next twist in this deadly game.

A game Sophie had lost over and over again.

But this time she was ready.

This time she’d trained—and so had her friends.

This time, they knew how to fight back.

So Sophie’s hand didn’t shake as she reached for one of the throwing stars she’d learned to carry.

And she knew exactly where to aim.

No hesitation.

No fear.

But . . . things weren’t always as they appeared.

And as everything flickered and faded, as her friends shouted and struggled to understand . . .

Sophie knew.

Illusion was her enemy’s new secret weapon.


ONE

SO IS IT STRANGE COMING here and not being the one on trial?” Keefe asked, checking his expertly styled blond hair in a shiny facet on one of the jeweled walls before he followed Sophie into Tribunal Hall. “Because I’d be happy to help you break a few laws if you’re feeling left out.”

“Me too!” Ro—Keefe’s bodyguard—jumped in. Her pierced nose crinkled as she surveyed the empty auditorium, which was built entirely out of emeralds. “Ugh, you guys have really out-sparkled yourselves with this place. It’s basically begging me to smash something.”

“No one will be smashing anything,” Sandor—Sophie’s bodyguard—warned. “Or causing any other problems!”

The threat didn’t sound all that terrifying, thanks to Sandor’s squeaky voice. But he backed it up by being a seven-foot-tall goblin warrior—and by folding his gray arms across his bare chest and flexing some seriously impressive muscles.

Ro flashed a pointy-toothed smile and patted the rows of daggers—a recent addition to her ogre arsenal—strapped to her toned thighs. “I’d like to see you try to stop us.”

“Believe me, I’d enjoy every second,” Sandor growled, gripping the hilt of his giant black sword. “I still can’t believe the Council is allowing you into these proceedings.”

Neither could Sophie.

Then again, she hadn’t expected to be invited either.

The Tribunal was supposed to be restricted to members of the Vacker family, since it was only a sentencing hearing—and mostly a formality. Alvar was already being held in the secret prison the Black Swan had designed specifically for him. The Council was simply deciding how many years he’d have to stay there.

But Alden had stopped by Havenfield that morning and explained that he’d gotten permission for Sophie to attend. And when she’d light leaped to Eternalia, she’d found Keefe and Ro already waiting.

Keefe looked dressier than usual, in a starched white shirt with a fitted black jerkin and an embroidered gray cape—and Sophie was relieved to see it, since she’d decided to show her support with a dusty-rose gown that was much more Biana’s fancy style than hers. She’d also used the gold-flecked eyeliner Biana had been telling her would bring out the glints in her brown eyes—even though she hated drawing more attention to their unique-for-an-elf color.

“What?” Sophie asked, wiping under her lashes when she noticed Keefe staring. “Did I smudge it?”

“No, Foster. You look . . . perfect.”

She blushed at the slight catch in his voice—and then wished she hadn’t when he flashed his trademark smirk.

“Did Alden tell you he wanted you to be here for moral support too?” she asked, stopping in the center of the hall as she realized she didn’t know which of the hundreds of seats were theirs.

His smile faded. “Yeah. He said Fitz was going to need a friend today.”

“He said a lot more than that,” Ro muttered.

“Relax, Foster,” Keefe said, shooting Ro a glare before he pointed to the crease that had formed between Sophie’s eyebrows. “No need to get all crinkly on me. Nothing’s going on. Alden’s just . . . worried about how Fitz is going to handle this.”

“So am I,” Sophie admitted.

Anger was often Fitz’s crutch in emotionally fraught situations—and nothing brought out his fury more than his traitorous older brother.

“Yeah, well, now I’m stuck listening to a bunch of stuffy, know-it-all elves arguing with each other,” Ro groused as she twisted one of her choppy pigtails, which she’d recently dyed the same vivid pink she’d painted her claws. “It almost makes me wish I were still bedridden. Seriously, who thought having twelve Councillors was a good idea?”

Sophie was tempted to point out that the system was much more balanced than having a single power-hungry king. But since Ro was the daughter of the ogres’ fear-inspiring leader—and the elves’ alliance with King Dimitar had become rather shaky after the Neverseen almost killed Ro during their attack on Atlantis—she decided it was smart to avoid that particular conversation. Especially since the elvin Council was far from perfect.

She turned toward the twelve jeweled thrones that filled a large platform at the front of the glinting green room. Each had been ornamented to reflect the style and taste of the Councillor whose name was displayed along the top: Clarette, Velia, Alina, Terik, Liora, Emery, Oralie, Ramira, Darek, Noland, Zarina, and Bronte.

Sophie knew some of them better than others, and there were a couple she’d even grown to trust. But she would never stop wishing that there was still a simple, sturdy throne for Councillor Kenric.

Kenric had been kind. And funny. And one of Sophie’s most loyal supporters.

And he’d still be alive if it weren’t for her.

She tried not to let herself think about it, because the guilt might shatter her sanity. But she could still feel the stinging heat of the flames—still hear the crunches and crackles and screams as the jeweled tower melted around them. And she’d never forget Fintan’s taunt as he’d ignited the Everblaze to prevent her from retrieving his memories.

Sophie had only been in Oblivimyre that night because of a direct order from the Council. But if she’d been stronger, faster, smarter than Fintan . . .

“You okay?” Keefe asked, flicking a strand of her blond hair to get her attention. “And before you answer, remember: You’re talking to an Empath. Plus, you’ve already pulled out two eyelashes since we got here, and I can tell you’re dying to go for a third.”

She was.

Her eyelashes itched whenever she felt anxious, and tugging on them was such a relief. But she kept trying to break the habit, so she held her hands at her sides and forced herself to meet Keefe’s ice blue eyes. “I’m fine.”

When he raised one eyebrow, she added, “I’m just frustrated. I wish the Council was holding a Tribunal for Fintan, not Alvar.”

Keefe leaned slightly closer. “I wouldn’t let the Fitzster hear you say that.”

“I know. Or Biana.”

The younger Vacker siblings had been counting down the days to Alvar’s sentencing—and Sophie didn’t blame them for wanting everything settled with their older brother.

But . . .

She glanced over her shoulder, grateful the auditorium was still empty, so she could ask the question she’d been trying not to say.

“Doesn’t this feel like a waste of time?”

“Because Alvar can’t remember anything?” Keefe asked.

Sophie nodded.

Alvar had been a longtime member of the Neverseen, involved in many of their cruelest schemes before Sophie and her friends found him drugged, bleeding, and trapped in a cell in an abandoned hideout. And when he’d finally regained consciousness, he couldn’t even remember his own name.

He didn’t seem to be faking, either. Sophie had checked. So had Fitz. And Alden. And Mr. Forkle. And Quinlin. And Councillor Emery—along with every other Telepath the Council trusted. None of them could find a single memory in Alvar’s head, no matter how deeply they searched. The Black Swan had even brought in Damel—a trained Washer—who’d told them that Alvar’s past had been scrubbed cleaner than he’d realized was possible. And Sophie had tried using her unique telepathic abilities to perform a mental healing, but it hadn’t made a difference. Neither had any of the elixirs a team of physicians had given him.

Alvar’s mind wasn’t broken or damaged.

It was . . . blank.

Sophie had never felt anything like it—and she’d experienced some pretty bizarre mental landscapes over the last few years. There was no cold, suffocating darkness. No sharp, fragmented images. Just soft, fuzzy gray space.

“I don’t understand why the Council is focusing on someone with amnesia,” she whispered to Keefe, “when they have Fintan in custody and they’re doing nothing.”

The former leader of the Neverseen had been captured during the raid on Nightfall. But Fintan had cut a deal with the Council for his cooperation. So he was currently being held in a prison built specifically for him, in exchange for sharing the location of a small supply of the antidote to soporidine—a dangerous sedative the Neverseen had developed for some still-undetermined purpose. He’d also demanded that all Telepaths be kept far away, to ensure that no one could mess with his memories. And while the Council did at least make him agree to help them gain access to his old cache—a small, marble-size gadget that contained dangerous memories called Forgotten Secrets—either Fintan was sabotaging the process, or caches were flawed inventions, because weeks had passed and they hadn’t recovered a single piece of information.

“You think he’s planning something,” Keefe guessed.

“Don’t you?”

Fintan had already proven that he was the master of long, intricate schemes. He’d destroyed Lumenaria—and freed Vespera from the castle’s dungeon—with a plan that required key members of the Neverseen to allow themselves to be imprisoned. He could be pulling a similar trick again—and Sophie knew she could find out if the Council would just let her meet with him.

But all of her requests for a visit had been denied. And when she’d asked the Black Swan’s Collective for help, they’d told her the Council wasn’t giving them access either.

“Why is Fintan still calling the shots?” she murmured. “He already gave us the antidote.”

“I don’t know.” Keefe seemed to debate with himself before he added, “But he’s never going to cooperate. So do you really want to do another memory break on him? After what happened with Alden—and Kenric . . .”

Sophie stared at her hands, tracing her finger along one of the thumb rings peeking through her lacy gloves. The engraved bands had been a gift from Fitz, to identify the two of them as Cognates—and the rare telepathic connection made them far more powerful together than they’d been the last time they’d taken on Fintan. She’d also manifested as an Enhancer, which meant she could boost Fitz’s mental strength with a single touch of her fingertips. So she had no doubt that they would get past Fintan’s blocking and find whatever he was hiding.

But . . . memory breaks were horrible, brutal things—even when they were necessary.

“I don’t see any other choice,” she admitted. “Even if he’s not part of some bigger scheme, Fintan has to at least know what Vespera’s planning.”

“But he won’t know what my mom’s up to,” Keefe reminded her. “And she’s the one running things now.”

Sophie wasn’t entirely convinced that was true.

Lady Gisela had seized control of the Neverseen when she’d tried to destroy Atlantis. But Vespera only allied with her because Keefe’s mom trapped her in a force field and threatened to leave her there until the Council arrived to arrest her. And Vespera didn’t seem like the type who’d cooperate for long—especially since she’d insisted that she and Lady Gisela had opposite visions.

Then again, Keefe’s mom had already clawed her way back to power once, so she must be taking precautions to make sure no one could overthrow her again.

“We have too many villains,” Sophie said through a sigh.

Keefe snorted. “You’re not wrong.”

She wasn’t even counting the other members of the Neverseen. Or the ogres who’d defected from King Dimitar. Or the dwarves who’d disappeared months ago, presumably to join the rebellion. Or—

“Hey,” Keefe said, fanning the air the way he always did when her emotions started to spiral. “We’ve got this, okay? I know it doesn’t feel like it—”

“It doesn’t,” Sophie agreed.

They’d been trying to come up with a plan for weeks and still had nothing. And whenever the Neverseen kept them stumped like that, people got hurt.

Sophie had even risked using Keefe’s old Imparter, which his mom had rigged with a secret way to contact her. But Lady Gisela was either ignoring them, or she’d severed the connection. And the Black Swan had confiscated the gadget in case anyone could use it to monitor them.

Keefe grinned. “You’re so adorable when you worry. I’ve told you that, right?”

Sophie gave him her best glare, and his smile only widened.

He stepped closer, reaching for her hands. “Let’s just get through today, okay? Then no one will be distracted by Alvar anymore, and we’ll be able to focus.”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“Hmm.” He traced his thumb over the sliver of skin between her glove and the edge of her beaded sleeve. “There’s something you’re not saying right now. I can feel it.”

There was.

The other question she’d been trying not to ask, because she was pretty sure she knew what her friends would say.

“Come on, Foster. It’s me. You know you can trust me. And you already know all of my worst secrets, so . . .”

It was the sincerity in his eyes that made her glance over her shoulder again, making sure the room was still empty before she whispered, “Do you think it’s weird to punish someone for crimes they don’t remember committing?”

“Weird?” Keefe asked. “Or wrong?”

“Both, I guess.”

He nodded and stepped back, running a hand down his face. “Well . . . everything about this is weird. But, just because Alvar doesn’t remember the creepy things he did, it doesn’t mean they didn’t happen.”

“True.”

Sophie knew better than anyone what Alvar was capable of. And yet . . . the few times she’d seen him since he lost his memory, he’d seemed different.

He wasn’t slick, or arrogant, or angry.

He was terrified. And desperate. And he’d spent the whole time begging everyone to realize he wasn’t the person they thought he was.

“He could still get his memories back,” Keefe reminded her. “Just because we haven’t found the right trigger yet doesn’t mean the Neverseen didn’t plan for one.”

That was another reason Sophie wanted a chance to poke around Fintan’s head. They’d recovered Alvar months before Fintan was arrested, so he had to know why Alvar ended up in that cell.

But since the Council wasn’t cooperating, Sophie had convinced Mr. Forkle to bring Alvar to places from his past, like the apartment he’d been living in and the destroyed Neverseen hideouts they’d found. They’d also spent days exposing Alvar to random images and sounds and smells—even tastes—trying to trigger a hint of familiarity.

None of it had caused even the tiniest flashback.

And she was starting to think that nothing ever would.

“I’m not saying I trust Alvar,” she said, turning to stare at the hundreds of empty seats. “But I also know how terrifying it is to stand in this room and face the Council, and I can’t imagine going through it without even remembering why I’m on trial. I mean . . . Alvar’s future is being decided by a past he doesn’t believe is his.”

“But it is his,” Keefe argued. “It’s not like we’re making this up. He helped kidnap you and Dex, and he helped the Neverseen grab Wylie and torture him, and he helped abduct your human family—and that’s only the stuff we know about. I saw what he was like when I was pretending to join the Neverseen. He was all in. One-hundred-percent committed to their cause, no matter what they asked him to do. And he’d still be just as dedicated if they hadn’t gotten rid of him—if that’s really what happened. Do you want to let him off the hook just because they wiped his mind to keep him from telling us their secrets?”

“No. But keeping him locked up in that miserable cell still feels . . . unfair, somehow.”

“Ugh, you elves overthink everything,” Ro grumbled. “It’s simple: A traitor’s a traitor, and they need to be punished so everyone understands there are consequences for treason. If you’re not willing to end him, lock him up and destroy the key. Or better yet, leave it hanging in his line of sight so he has to stare at it forever, knowing he’ll never be able to reach it.”

“For once the ogre princess and I agree,” Sandor added.

Sophie sighed. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I don’t have to make the decision.”

“It is,” Keefe agreed. “ ’Cause I’m pretty sure Fitz is going to have a meltdown if the Council gives Alvar anything less than a life sentence.”

The idea made Sophie cringe.

The elves called their life span “indefinite,” because so far no one had ever died of old age. So if Fitz got his wish, Alvar would be spending thousands of years locked away—maybe even millions. And his cell wasn’t just cramped and stuffy. It was buried in the middle of a putrid bog and smelled worse than imp breath.

Keefe moved back to her side, leaning in to whisper. “I do get what you’re saying, Foster. Punishing the bad guys is supposed to be easier than this—and way more fun.”

“Yeah,” Sophie said quietly. “I’ve been angry at Alvar for so long, I never thought I’d end up feeling sorry for him.”

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaand this is why we’re going to be stuck here for hours,” Ro whined.

“Nah, I’m sure the Council already made their decision,” Keefe told her. “They’re just putting on a good show for the Vackers.”

“Wanna bet?” Ro’s grin looked dangerous when she added, “I say we’ll be here until sunset—and if I’m right, you have to wear ogre armor to school, instead of your uniform.”

Keefe smirked. “No big deal. I would rock that metal diaper. But I say that this hearing will be done in an hour—and if I’m right, you have to call me Lord Hunkyhair from now on.”

Sophie shook her head. “You guys are terrible.”

“That’s why you love us!” Keefe draped his arm around her shoulders. “You should get in on this, Foster. I’m sure that devious mind of yours can come up with some particularly humiliating ways to punish us if we’re wrong.”

She probably could. But no way was she risking having to wear a metal breastplate to Foxfire. Ro’s looked like a medieval corset paired with spiked metal bikini bottoms.

“Hard pass,” she told him.

Keefe heaved a dramatic sigh. “Fiiiiiiiiiine. I guess I can’t blame you, since I already owe you a favor. Any thoughts on what my penance is going to be, by the way? Don’t think I haven’t noticed how long you’ve been stalling.”

“I’m not stalling,” Sophie insisted. “I just . . . haven’t figured out what I want.”

“Yeah, I know.” The teasing tone faded from his voice, replaced with something that made Sophie very aware of how close they were standing. “Take your time,” he told her, the words mostly a whisper. “Just . . . let me know when you figure it out. Because I—”

The doors to the hall burst open, cutting off whatever else he was going to say.

“Oh good. Here comes the elf parade,” Ro muttered.

“The Vacker parade,” Keefe corrected. “And get ready for it. They’re the sparkliest of us all.”

They really were.

Sophie’s jaw even dropped a little as she watched the legendary family filing into the hall in their elaborate gowns and perfectly tailored jerkins and jeweled capes. She’d thought she was used to the extreme wealth and ageless beauty of the elves. But the Vackers demanded attention in a way she didn’t know how to explain. There was something striking about each and every one of them—which was extra impressive considering how different they all looked from each other. She spotted every hair color, skin color, feature shape, and body type. It probably shouldn’t have caught her by surprise—the family line went back thousands of years, and elves didn’t separate themselves by appearance the way humans often did. But she was so used to how closely Fitz, Biana, and Alvar resembled their parents that she’d foolishly imagined all their relatives with similar dark hair and pale coloring.

She studied everyone as they passed, hoping she’d catch a glimpse of Fallon Vacker—Fitz and Biana’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather. She’d been trying to meet with him for months, hoping he could tell her more about why he’d sentenced Vespera to the Lumenaria dungeon. But he’d been annoyingly uncooperative.

There were quite a few males with pointy ears—the trademark of the Ancients—but Sophie didn’t know any other details about Fallon’s appearance to help her narrow it down. And she couldn’t ask Keefe—the hall was way too quiet. No one said a word as they climbed the auditorium’s stairs and took their seats.

And yet, somehow, the silence grew thicker when the doors opened again and Alden and Della strode into the hall, followed by Fitz and Biana and their goblin bodyguards, Grizel and Woltzer.

Sophie had seen her friends shattered by grief, shaking with anger, sobbing with hysterics—even battered and bloody and half dead. But she’d never seen them looking so . . . timid. Their clothes were dark and boring, and they kept their teal eyes focused on the floor. Biana even disappeared for longer between her steps than her vanishing ability usually caused.

So did Della, who’d worn her long hair pulled back into a simple knot, along with a gown and cape that were dull gray, without any frills.

Alden’s cape and jerkin were equally plain.

Not that any of it helped them draw less attention.

The air in the room shifted, turning hotter and heavier with each stare sent their way—a blast of searing judgment aimed at the family of Vackers who’d brought scorn upon the name. And Fitz and Biana seemed to shrink under the weight of it, ducking their chins and picking up their pace as angry murmurs began to swell—starting as a low rustle and growing into a pounding thrum.

Sophie tried to think of something to say as they drew closer, but her mind wasn’t cooperating—and for once Keefe didn’t seem to have a joke ready. So she was forced to go with the less-than-inspiring “Hey.”

Biana’s head snapped up. “Whoa, what are you guys doing here?”

“Your dad didn’t tell you he got us in?” Keefe asked, dropping his arm from Sophie’s shoulders when he noticed Fitz staring at them.

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Alden explained. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course it is!” Biana practically tackled Sophie with her hug—but Sophie hugged her back as gently as she could.

Biana kept claiming that she’d recovered from the brutal injuries she’d suffered in Nightfall, but Sophie had noticed that Biana always wore long sleeves now and chose gowns and tunics that covered her neck and shoulders.

“By the way, you look awesome,” Biana said, pulling away to admire Sophie’s dress. “Now I’m wishing I braided my hair or something.”

“Oh please, you look amazing,” Sophie assured her. “Like always.”

It wasn’t a lie.

Even in a hall full of Vackers, Biana managed to shine.

So did Fitz—though Sophie was trying not to notice.

“Hey, Fitzy,” Keefe said, elbowing Fitz’s side. “Wanna join our bet on how long this Tribunal is going to last? You get to name your terms—oh, but if you lose, you’ll have to wear a metal diaper to school and call me Lord Hunkyhair from now on.”

“Uh . . . yeah, no,” Fitz said as Biana asked, “Hunkyhair?”

“Lord Hunkyhair,” Keefe corrected. “What? It’s accurate.” He tossed his head like he was in a shampoo commercial. “I think we need to make it a thing either way—don’t you, Foster?”

“I think you’re ridiculous,” Sophie told him.

Then again, Biana was giggling. And Fitz’s lips were twitching with the beginning of a smile. Even Alden and Della had relaxed a little.

But everyone turned serious as Alden motioned for them to follow him toward a narrow silver staircase that led up to a platform with a row of chairs facing the Councillors’ thrones.

Fitz offered Sophie his arm, and she tried to ignore the way her insides fluttered at the gesture. He was probably only doing it because everyone knew that climbing things without tripping wasn’t one of her strengths—particularly when she was wearing heels. But her face still grew warm as she hooked her elbow around his.

It got even warmer when he told her, “I’m glad you’re here.”

“So am I.”

She meant it, even though the buzz in the room was shifting tone—and she caught enough scattered words to know many were now talking about her.

“Raised by humans.”

“Genetically altered.”

“Project Moonlark.”

There were also a few mentions of “matchmaking” in the mix, and Sophie decided she did not want to know what they were saying. Especially when she noticed Keefe’s smirk.

Fitz guided her to a chair on the far left of the platform and took the seat next to her, with Keefe sitting on his other side, followed by Biana, Della, and Alden. All the bodyguards took up positions behind them.

“Where’s Alvar going to be?” Sophie whispered, noticing that there were no empty seats.

Alden pointed to a portion of the floor that had a square pattern. “That platform will rise once he’s standing on it.”

“He has to face the Council alone,” Della added quietly.

“And it looks like our time starts now,” Keefe told Ro, as two dozen heavily armed goblins marched into the hall and took up positions around the Councillors’ thrones.

“They call that security?” Ro huffed. “I could take them down without even drawing a dagger.”

Fanfare drowned out Sandor’s reply—which was probably for the best. And Sophie’s insides squished together as all twelve Councillors shimmered onto the platform in their gleaming silver cloaks and twinkling circlets.

Ro snorted. “Wow. Do the jewels in their crowns seriously match their thrones?”

“I suppose you’d rather we ink our adornments to our skin?” Councillor Emery called back.

His deep, velvety voice bounced off the emerald walls—but Ro didn’t look the least bit intimidated as she reached up and traced one of her pink claws over the tattoos swirling across her forehead.

“I doubt you guys could handle the pain,” she told him.

“I think you’d be surprised what we can bear,” Councillor Emery responded.

His skin was usually a shade similar to his long dark hair—but whatever memories inspired his statement had turned him slightly ashen.

“But that’s not what we’re here to discuss,” he added, taking a seat in his sapphire-encrusted throne, which matched both his circlet and his eyes. “I know many in this hall have important assignments to return to. So let’s not waste time.”

“Did you hear that?” Keefe asked Ro as the other Councillors sat in their respective thrones. “They’re not going to waste time.”

“Psh—like that’s going to last,” Ro argued.

“Bring in the accused!” Emery commanded, and four additional goblin warriors marched into the hall, flanking a hooded figure who blinked in and out of sight with every step, just like his mother and sister.

Alvar had never been as effortlessly attractive as his younger siblings, but he’d always made up for it with immaculate clothes, perfectly gelled hair, and a build that looked like he’d spent hours working out every day. He would’ve been horrified by the scrawny, battered person he’d become. His loose gray cloak seemed to swallow him, and greasy strands of his dark hair hung in his pale blue eyes.

But worst of all were the curved red scars marring his gaunt face.

“The Council better get this right,” Fitz whispered as the platform raised Alvar to the Councillors’ height.

“State your name for the record,” Councillor Emery ordered.

Alvar gave a wobbly bow and drew back his hood. “I’m told it’s Alvar Soren Vacker.”

“You sound as if you don’t believe that to be the case,” Emery noted.

“I don’t know what I believe,” Alvar told him. “Like I keep telling you, I have no memory of my past.”

Fitz reached for Sophie’s hand when Councillor Emery closed his eyes. As spokesperson for the Council, Emery’s job was to telepathically mediate all arguments, to ensure the Councillors presented a unified front for the audience.

Several long seconds passed—and Ro’s grin widened with each one—before Emery asked Alvar, “Do you understand why we’ve brought you before us today?”

Alvar bowed again. “I understand that certain charges have been raised against me. But I have no way to verify them.”

“Are you implying that we’re liars?” a sharp voice barked.

All eyes shifted to Councillor Bronte, the oldest member of the Council—with the pointy ears to prove it, along with the piercing stare of an elf who could inflict pain on anyone he wished with a simple glance.

Alvar shrank back a step. “Of course not. I’m just . . . emphasizing my predicament. You keep outlining my crimes—but I feel no connection to any of it. Just like I feel no connection to anyone in this room, even though I’m told you’re my family.” He glanced behind him, studying the intimidating crowd before his eyes settled on Alden and Della. “I wish I could remember you. I wish I could remember anything. But since I can’t, all I’ll say is . . . whoever did these horrible things that you’ve accused me of—that’s not me. Maybe it used to be. And if that’s the case, I’m truly sorry. But I promise I’m not that person anymore.”

“Right,” Fitz muttered, loud enough for the word to echo off the walls.

“I understand your skepticism,” Councillor Emery told him. “We have doubts as well.”

“Then let me prove myself!” Alvar begged. “I realize the chance of regaining my freedom is slim. But if you did decide to grant it—”

“We’d be endangering the lives of everyone in the Lost Cities,” Councillor Emery finished for him. “Whether you remember your past or not, your connection to the Neverseen poses a threat we cannot ignore.”

Alvar’s shoulders slumped.

“But,” Emery added, and the whole room seemed to suck in a breath, “your current imprisonment also creates quite the conundrum.”

Fitz’s hand shook and Sophie tightened her hold, twining her gloved fingers with his as Councillor Emery closed his eyes and rubbed his temples.

Ro leaned down and whispered to Keefe, “Settle in for a long debate, Betting Boy. And get ready to prance around school in our tiniest armor.”

Keefe shrugged.

But Emery stood, pacing twice along the platform before pausing to face Alvar. “I’ll admit, none of us are entirely comfortable with what I’m about to say—but we’re also not willing to issue a sentence while there are so many uncertain variables.”

“WHAT?” Fitz blurted, jumping to his feet.

“We understand that this is an emotionally challenging situation for you,” Emery told Fitz. “That’s why I’m tolerating your interruptions. But surely you can agree that the primary goal of any punishment must be to prevent further crimes from being committed. And we cannot determine what’s necessary for your brother in that regard until we discover who he is now. We need to witness how he interacts with others and study how he behaves in ordinary situations—which cannot happen in his isolated cell. But since we can’t trust him either, we must move him to an environment where we can keep him constantly monitored and separated from our larger world while still providing ample opportunities for us to take his measure.”

Sophie noticed the total lack of surprise on Alden’s and Della’s faces the same moment she realized that this was why she’d been invited for moral support.

A quick glance at Keefe told her he’d come to the same conclusion.

So neither of them gasped with the rest of the crowd when Emery announced the Council’s decision. But she still felt a sour wave of dread wash through her when he said, “For the next six months, Alvar will be returning to Everglen.”


TWO

BUT HE’S A MURDERER!” FITZ shouted. “Are you forgetting that Alvar helped bring down Lumenaria?”

“Absolutely not!” The hall fell silent as Councillor Terik rose from his emerald-encrusted throne.

Sophie hadn’t seen him since the devastating Peace Summit, when the majestic castle had crumbled around them—and he actually looked better than she’d been imagining, given his injuries. His pale skin showed no sign of any scars, and his cobalt blue eyes were bright and clear. But when he stepped forward . . .

His right leg moved smoothly, but his left leg was much stiffer and slower. If it weren’t for the silver cane he pulled from the folds of his cloak, he would’ve toppled over.

“As you can see, I’m still adjusting.” He tapped his left leg with his cane, filling the hall with a soft clanking that confirmed what was hidden underneath the thick fabric of his clothes.

Elvin physicians were light-years ahead of human medicine, but even they couldn’t regrow a severed limb. Instead, a team of Technopaths had built Terik a custom prosthesis.

But metal would never work exactly the same as muscle and bone.

In fact, when Terik took another wobbly step, he couldn’t hide his grimace—which was probably why he told Fitz, “I understand your fury better than anyone. But . . . we must not let our anger make us overlook potential.”

The last word rippled through the room as his meaning sank in.

“Yes,” he said, tucking a loose piece of his wavy brown hair back under his emerald circlet. “I performed a new reading on Alvar.”

Terik was the Lost Cities’ only Descryer, which meant he could sense the potential of anyone he tested. But he rarely put the ability to use, claiming it caused too many problems.

He turned to study Alvar. “I told myself that if the results were the same as my prior reading, I’d push for a life sentence. But something’s changed.”

Alvar sucked in a breath. “What does that mean?”

“Truthfully? I have no idea,” Terik admitted. “Readings can be difficult to interpret.”

“Then how do you know he’s not worse?” Fitz countered.

“I don’t. Potential is a tricky thing. We have to live up to it in order for it to matter. But it shouldn’t be ignored either—especially in a situation like this. We’re all born with certain qualities. Certain limitations and abilities. But our experiences are what truly shape us. Everything we see and learn and do makes us who we are. And in Alvar’s case, all of that has been wiped away. So we can’t presume to know anything about him. Nor can we assume that he’ll make the same choices he once did.”

“Which is why we’re giving you these six months,” Emery told Alvar. “Prove yourself worthy, and we’ll take it into consideration during your final sentencing. Fail to impress, and we’ll make sure you never see daylight again.”

“And don’t expect any leniency,” Councillor Alina—Sophie’s least favorite Councillor—added. She tossed her long dark hair, which gleamed with caramel-colored highlights as she rose from her peridot-covered throne. “The smallest mistake will end your trial period immediately. And you’ll be sharing your apartment with two of our most trusted goblin warriors, who’ll make sure we know everything you do.”

Biana frowned. “What apartment?”

“A team of gnomes is building a separate residence for Alvar on our property,” Alden explained. “Your mother and I figured that would be easier than having him in the main house.”

Fitz whipped around. “So then you guys knew this was happening.”

“Fitz,” Della tried.

He shook his head, turning to Sophie and Keefe. “Did you know too? Is that why you’re here?”

“They’re here because I asked them to come,” Alden jumped in. “I didn’t tell them why. But yes, your mother and I found out this morning, when Councillor Terik stopped by to make sure the Council had our permission to move Alvar to our private property.”

“And you gave it?” Biana asked, moving to Fitz’s side, as if an invisible line had just been drawn between them and their parents.

Della sighed. “I know this isn’t what either of you want to hear. But Alvar’s our son—and your brother. We owe it to him to—”

“We don’t owe him anything!” Fitz interrupted. “He betrayed us! And if you think he won’t do it again, you’re—”

“I’d think twice before resorting to insults,” Councillor Emery warned. “This is the Council’s decision.”

Fitz clenched his jaw so tight, a muscle twitched along his chin.

Alden cleared his throat. “I know you’re angry, Fitz. And I won’t tell you not to be. But try not to make this a bigger deal than it is. It’s six months of your life.”

“A lot can happen in six months,” a voice called from the hall’s entrance, with the same crisp accent that Fitz, Biana, and Alden all shared.

Whispers rustled through the crowd as a blond male wearing a pristine white cloak stepped the rest of the way through the doors. His face was all lines and angles, and his ears had the highest points Sophie had ever seen, so she wasn’t completely surprised when Bronte said, “It’s good to see you, Fallon. I wasn’t expecting you to join us today.”

“I wasn’t expecting to be here,” Fallon admitted, glancing behind him like he was tempted to turn and flee.

Sophie craned her neck to get a better view of the notoriously reclusive Vacker—and for the first time, she understood why people often paired the word “handsome” with “devastating.” His white-blond hair grew to a dramatic widow’s peak, adding a severity to his perfectly chiseled features. But it was his eyes that demanded the most attention. Dark as a midnight sky and shining with an intensity that could only come from millennia of wisdom.

“Well . . . we’re glad you could make it,” Emery said as all twelve Councillors gave a slight dip of their heads. The gesture wasn’t a bow, but Sophie suspected it was meant to acknowledge the fact that Fallon wasn’t just a former Councillor. He’d been one of the three founding members, serving for nearly a thousand years before he resigned to marry Fitz and Biana’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother.

Councillors weren’t allowed to have husbands or wives or children in case it biased their decisions.

Fallon wrung his hands as he gazed around the room. “Forgive my tardiness. I prefer the solace of home. It’s the only place where my mind doesn’t struggle to separate what is from what used to be. I don’t know how you bear it, Bronte.”

“It helps to stay immersed,” Bronte told him. “Keep myself fully in the present.”

“I suppose.” Fallon’s eyes glazed over as he stared at some distant point. “But the world has grown . . . exhausting.”

Silence followed, until Emery said—with the slightest hint of irritation—“I assume you have a reason for interrupting our proceedings.”

Fallon blinked hard, dropping his hands back to his sides. “I do. Or . . . I did. I think I lost track of it. What did I say again?”

“This guy’s my new favorite,” Ro whispered as she grabbed Keefe’s shoulders and gave him a rough shake. “Get ready to show off those skinny legs at school.”

“They’re not skinny,” Keefe muttered before he called to Fallon, “You said, ‘A lot can happen in six months.’ ”

“Ah. Yes. That does sound familiar. And a lot can happen.” Fallon stared at his fingers, twisting them around each other. “But there was something else I was going to add . . . and I seem to have lost my hold on it.”

Ro snickered through another long stretch of silence, and Sophie tried not to smile at the way Keefe squirmed.

Eventually Emery said, “Well, you’re welcome to visit our offices whenever you remember. But for now, we must get back to the matter at hand.” He turned to Alvar. “We’ll move you to Everglen as soon as—”

“Everglen!” Fallon repeated. “That’s what it was!” He stepped closer, into the shadow of the Council’s thrones. “You don’t think it’s imprudent to send him home?”

“Why would it be?” Emery asked.

“I can think of two reasons,” Fallon told him. “For one, Everglen is an Ancient property. In fact, I believe some of the original structure still stands.”

“One room does, yes,” Alden agreed. “The space I use for my personal office has been there since the beginning. Why does that matter?”

“I can’t say for certain.” Fallon’s eyes shifted to Bronte. “But things from our past are often more than they seem.”

Sophie’s heart paused at that, and her mind ran through a list of the lies she’d already helped uncover.

The Four Seasons Tree. Nightfall. Even the reason the elves sank Atlantis and severed all ties with humans.

All of those had turned out to be very different from what their Mentors taught in elvin history—if the stories had been mentioned at all.

The Lost Cities wasn’t a bad place. But it wasn’t the ideal world everyone wanted it to be either. And it had a lot of buried secrets.

“Is there anything weird about Everglen?” she asked Alden.

“Not that I’m aware of,” he told her. “When I inherited the property, I made extensive renovations. But it’s always been used as a private residence. Do you know something that I don’t, Fallon?”

“Not necessarily,” Fallon said, staring into the distance once again. “But everyone in this room knows that Vackers never do anything arbitrarily. That property was chosen for a reason.”

“Yes. I liked the view,” a gorgeous female with pointed ears jutting from her shiny black hair said as she rose from her seat. Her angled, clear blue eyes were lined with deep purple—the same shade as her long, silky gown. And her bronze skin shimmered with flecks of amethyst glitter. “The lake was so serene at night, the way it reflected the stars. It was the perfect place to let my mind rest after a long day of bending the sun.”

“Who’s that?” Sophie leaned in and whispered to Keefe.

He tilted his head. “Pretty sure that’s Luzia Vacker. She’s a super-famous Flasher.”

“Not the most famous, though,” Luzia clarified, and Sophie flushed, wondering how Luzia could’ve heard them. “That would be my son.”

“Orem,” Keefe whispered, pointing to an elf a few seats over from Luzia, with neatly cropped hair and his mother’s coloring.

Orem was one of the few Vackers that Sophie had heard of. She’d even been to the famous light show that he put on during the Celestial Festival.

“Don’t be so modest, Sister,” Fallon told Luzia, and Sophie’s eyebrows shot up at the label. “We’d all be living underground without your work.”

“Luzia helped create many of the illusions that keep our cities hidden,” Alden explained.

“Wait,” Sophie said, sitting up straighter. “Does that mean she worked with Vespera?”

“Occasionally,” Luzia admitted, smoothing the waistline on her gown. “Many of her ideas were my starting point. But we had very little contact. I always found her unsettling—and I certainly never invited her to my home, in case anyone is now wondering. Sorry, Brother, you’re on the wrong track with this.”

Several other Vackers echoed Luzia’s sentiments. And Sophie wanted to believe them.

But she also remembered what Alvar had told Biana when he’d finally revealed that he was part of the Neverseen.

You’ll understand, someday, when you see the Vacker legacy for what it is.

“Don’t you think we should check before we move Alvar back to Everglen?” Sophie asked, loud enough to address the Council. “To make sure we haven’t missed something?”

“There’s nothing to miss,” Luzia insisted. “The property was my personal refuge, nothing more.”

“Then why did you let it go?” Fallon asked. “I would never part with Mistmead, and I’m sure all of us feel that way about our homes.”

“Yes, well, I’ve learned to keep free from such silly sentiments,” Luzia told him.

Fallon narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you. You may be able to fool others with your nonchalance. But I’m your brother.”

Luzia laughed. “My brother who hasn’t bothered to visit me in centuries. Yes, you’re right. You do know me so well.”

“I know you better than you think,” Fallon insisted. “We both know you’ve played a role in as many secrets as any Councillor. The only difference is, your secrets never get erased.”

“That’s because they don’t need to be!” Luzia snapped. “And I have nothing more to say on this matter.”

“Neither do we,” Emery added. “Except to assure everyone here that we’ll be performing a thorough inspection of Everglen’s grounds as soon as the apartment is complete.”

“And we’ll be making numerous other enhancements to the property’s security,” Bronte added.

“Let’s also not forget,” Alina said, “that we’re talking about Alvar’s family home. It’s not like he’s never had access to the property before now.”

“Yeah, but my dad changed the security at the gates once we found out Alvar was with the Neverseen,” Biana warned. “What if Alvar hid something there and hasn’t been able to get to it?”

“If that’s the case, why would the Neverseen erase his memory of it?” Alina countered.

“Because memories can come back!” Fitz snapped. “All it takes is the right trigger.”

“Which is why he’ll have guards with him constantly,” Emery reminded him.

Fallon sighed and rubbed his forehead. “It’s quite tragic to think how often crucial choices come down to our best guess.”

“This is hardly a guess,” Emery argued.

“Yes, I remember telling myself the same thing when I served,” Fallon told him. “But like it or not, that’s the truth of it. We gather what information we can and let it guide our decision. But only time reveals whether it was the right one. And if it wasn’t . . .”

He threw out his hands as if to say, What can you do?

“May I say something?” Alvar asked.

Fallon ignored him. “It’s also the predictability that bothers me. Surely these rebels—these Neverseen, as they’ve chosen to call themselves—assumed we would send him home to his family in his condition. Is it such a stretch to think that it could also be their wish?”

“We considered the possibility,” Emery admitted. “And that’s another reason we’re posting guards. But in the past, those the Neverseen planted into specific positions were also well aware of the roles they had to play.”

“I’m sure they were,” Fallon agreed. “But as has already been pointed out: Memories can return. Or . . . perhaps the rebels felt an unwitting accomplice would be harder for us to detect.”

Alina snorted. “You think the Neverseen are such masters of manipulation that they could guide Alvar through some intricate scheme without him realizing it?”

“It doesn’t have to be intricate in order to be effective,” Fallon corrected. “Generally, the most powerful plans are also the simplest.”

“Seriously—will you please let me say something?” Alvar asked again. “You’re acting like I don’t have any control in this. I do. Even if my memories come back and I am part of some conspiracy, I’m giving you my word that I won’t let myself play any part in it. In fact, I’ll be doing everything in my power to make sure their plans fail. But honestly? I don’t think their goals have anything to do with me. Would they have given me these if they wanted my loyalty?”

He pulled back his sleeves, revealing more curved red scars like the ones on his neck and face—but these looked much longer and deeper, as if the weapon had cut all the way to the bone.

The gashes had been made with a shamkniv, a special kind of ogre blade meant to mark someone who failed at their assignment—which did support the theory that the Neverseen were done with him.

“They left me to die,” Alvar said. “And they’re going to wish I had, because my new goal is to make them pay for everything they’ve done. I know you don’t trust me enough to let me join the resistance—and given what I’ve heard about my past, I can’t blame you for that. But I will find a way to help take them down.”

“But if they’re intending for you to be an unwitting accomplice,” Fallon warned, “you’d be assisting them without any knowledge of what you’re doing. And I know you’re going to claim that’s far too challenging of a feat for the Neverseen to achieve,” he told Alina. “But who among us ever thought they could bring down Lumenaria? Or flood Atlantis? Or burn the glittering city we’re standing in? Underestimating our opponents has not fared us well.”

“Neither has giving the rebels more credit than they deserve,” Alina argued. “When we think of them as these ridiculous supervillains, we end up second-guessing ourselves and hesitating—which has also cost us greatly.”

“But if we . . .” Fallon’s voice trailed off, and he tilted his head, studying her. “I had a counterpoint to your argument, but I keep hearing music when I look at you, and it’s breaking my concentration. Do you know why that is?”

Alina rolled her eyes. “Absolutely no idea.”

Fallon hummed a few bars of a soft melody, and Sophie wondered if he realized he was losing credibility with every note. “That doesn’t sound familiar?”

“Can’t say that it does,” Alina told him.

He hummed a few more beats, rocking back on his heels. “I believe it’s from a wedding. I can see the gown so clearly. It looked like . . . spun sunlight. And I think there was some sort of commotion. Wait! You were the one who interrupted!”

Alina’s face turned tomato red. So did Alden’s. And Della’s.

It was no secret that Alina had once dated Alden and then tried to stop him from marrying Della. But clearly none of them appreciated the reminder.

“Well,” Alina rasped, smoothing her hair, “that was a long time ago, and it worked out in the end.” She pointed to her peridot circlet.

“Serving on the Council is a tremendous honor,” Fallon told her. “But it shouldn’t be your life. I gave the same advice to another, once. Sadly, I don’t believe she listened either.”

He could’ve been referring to anyone, of course, but . . .

Councillor Oralie’s cheeks had turned the same shade of pink as the tourmalines on her throne. Her azure eyes also looked glassy with unshed tears—which broke Sophie’s heart. She’d long suspected that Oralie had resisted her feelings for Kenric in order to remain on the Council. And now Kenric was gone.

“Okay,” Emery said, clapping his hands to get everyone’s attention. “We’ve gotten way off track.”

“We have,” a new voice agreed as yet another Vacker stood—a female with vivid red hair and small points to her ears. “And no one has asked the most important question. How do you think people are going to react when they hear that a notorious criminal is living back home with his family instead of being locked away? And don’t tell me they won’t find out. This kind of gossip never stays quiet.”

“Interesting word choice, Norene,” Alina said with a chilly smile. “Tell me, is it public unease you’re worried about? Or public outcry against your family?”

Norene raised her chin, her indigo eyes flashing. “I won’t deny that I’d hoped today’s proceedings would put an end to at least some of the rumors currently tarnishing our hard-earned reputation. But as an Emissary—with centuries more experience than you, I might add—my only concern is ensuring the safety of our world. People are frightened. They need to see their Council taking action. And this—”

“Is our way of reminding everyone that our job is to ensure justice—not vengeance,” Bronte finished for her. “We do not act out of fear or anger, nor do we pursue revenge. And we do not hand out a life sentence without ensuring that it is absolutely necessary!”

“But if he escapes—” Norene argued.

“We’ll make sure he doesn’t,” Emery jumped in. “Not only will he have the guards we’ve already mentioned, and additional security at the property, but we’ve also arranged for a rather unique means of monitoring his every move.” He craned his neck, focusing on something toward the back of the hall as he commanded, “Please come forward!”

A hush fell over the room as another goblin marched toward the Council—a female warrior who Sophie recognized immediately. And she knew the strawberry blond boy trailing behind even better.

“Dex?” she asked, watching her best friend step onto another section of the floor, which then rose and connected to Alvar’s platform. “What’s going on?”

“Whatever it is, make it quick,” Keefe added. “Some of us are running out of time.”

Ro snickered.

“This will be quick,” Emery assured him. “Mr. Dizznee is here to deliver a gadget he’s designed per our specifications.”

Unease swirled in Sophie’s stomach as Dex pulled a small metal box from his cape pocket and held it out. He was one of the Lost Cities’ most talented and innovative Technopaths and had created all kinds of brilliant gadgets—like her Sucker Punch bracelet. But one time he’d gotten a little too reckless with a circlet he invented, and the Council had forced her to wear it. She’d never forget the brutal headaches that the ability restrictor had caused, or the hopelessness she’d felt having her talents stripped away.

“Don’t worry—this will only work on Alvar,” Dex promised, his periwinkle eyes locking with hers as he removed a wide golden cuff from the box. “It’s keyed to his DNA. I call it the Warden, because I got the idea from a human movie I saw, where the criminal had to wear a tracker around his ankle. The Warden will report every move Alvar makes, and every word he says. It’ll also monitor his heart rate, so we’ll be able to tell if he’s nervous or lying. And it’ll make sure he can’t go anywhere without permission.” He turned to Alvar and pointed to a silver circle in the center of the cuff. “This piece is like a reverse nexus. If you try to leap without the Council’s approval, you’ll scatter and fade, no matter how strong your concentration is.”

Alvar blanched. “Is that safe?”

“As long as you don’t try to escape.” Dex unhinged the cuff and crouched. “Take off your left boot.”

Alvar did as he was told, and Dex snapped the cuff around his ankle with a loud click.

“That’s . . . a little tight,” Alvar told him.

Dex nodded. “It has to fit under your boot. Plus, it’s not supposed to be comfortable. It’s supposed to remind you that we’re tracking every single thing you do. I wouldn’t recommend trying to take it off, either. It’ll shock you if it senses you tampering with the latch—and I don’t mean a little sting. You’ll need a physician to treat the burns with a gross balm made out of yeti pee. And if you try to leave Everglen any way besides leaping, I’ve programmed it to zap you harder than a melder. It’ll knock you out for a couple of days.”

Keefe whistled. “Remind me never to get on your bad side, Dizznee.”

Dex didn’t smile. His eyes narrowed on Alvar. “I know you don’t remember me. But I remember every single thing you did—and I have a scar to prove it. That’s why I have this.”

He held out his wrist, pointing to a narrow gold cuff with a black jewel set into the center. “The Warden sends alerts to me if you do anything suspicious. All I have to do is press this button, and you’ll wish you were back in that stinky cell. Got it?”

Alvar swallowed hard as he nodded—and Dex looked pretty proud of himself. But his dimpled grin faded when Biana said, “So . . . if you had time to make the Warden, then you knew this was happening—and didn’t tell us.”

“I didn’t know for sure,” Dex mumbled. “The Council told me they were considering it and wanted to know if I could make something, just in case. But it wasn’t a done deal.”

“How long ago was that?” Fitz demanded.

“A week,” Councillor Emery jumped in. “And we made it clear that the project was classified, so do not blame Mr. Dizznee for his silence. He was following our orders—and we expect you to as well.” He turned back to Dex. “Thank you. You’re dismissed.”

“I was just trying to help,” Dex told Fitz and Biana as his platform lowered back to ground level. “I figured this way we’d have some control, you know?”

Neither of them nodded.

Dex’s eyes shifted to Sophie, and she gave him as much of a smile as she could. She knew he’d been in an impossible position. But he was still going to have to give Fitz and Biana time to cool off.

“Before we’re interrupted by any further outbursts,” Emery said as Dex slunk toward the exit, “I want to make it clear that this decision is final. As soon as the security at Everglen is ready, Alvar will be moved to his new apartment, where he’ll remain for the next six months—unless he gives us any reason to remove him earlier. And while he’s there, we’ll be providing weekly lists of tasks to test his behavior. All observations will be taken into account during his final sentencing.”

“I won’t disappoint you,” Alvar promised, dipping his shakiest bow yet before bending to put his boot back on.

“I hope you don’t,” Terik told him. “I also hope you realize how lucky you are to have this opportunity.”

“I do,” Alvar said, tears welling in his eyes as he turned to Alden and Della. “I’m . . . looking forward to getting to know you.”

“So are we,” Della whispered, wiping her cheeks.

“This is your last chance,” Alden warned.

Fitz shook his head, his face twisted with disgust, and Sophie noticed similar expressions among many in the crowd.

“Wait!” Ro said as Emery ordered the guards to take Alvar back to his cell. “That’s it?”

“What more were you expecting?” Emery asked.

“I don’t know. Some of you didn’t even talk. Like you, red guy!” She pointed to the rubies in Councillor Darek’s circlet. “Don’t you have anything you want to add to the conversation? Or you, with the weird animal faces all over your throne. Anything you want to say?”

“We had our say earlier,” Councillor Clarette told her.

“Just like I told you they would,” Keefe said, folding his hands behind his head and giving Ro an unbearably smug smirk.

“And that concludes our proceedings,” Emery told the crowd as the rest of the Council stood. “We’ll notify you when the date is set for the final sentencing. For now, you’re dismissed.”

Fanfare shook the walls as the Councillors glittered away, followed by steady stomping as their goblin bodyguards marched out of the hall.

The rest of the Vackers followed, their voices echoing as they argued among themselves. Sophie couldn’t understand much, but she was pretty sure she heard several say, “They’re ruining our family.” And no one so much as glanced Alden and Della’s way.

Keefe tried to break the tension, pumping his fist and shouting, “LORD HUNKYHAIR LIVES! Say it now, Ro. Say it!”

Ro said it, all right. Along with several ogre words that weren’t very nice.

Sophie wanted to laugh, but Biana was clutching her stomach like she was going to throw up—and Fitz’s fists were squeezed so tight, his knuckles looked bloodless.

Alden cleared his throat. “I know we have lots more to discuss. But—”

“Don’t pretend like you actually care how we feel about this,” Fitz interrupted.

“We do,” Della promised.

“Then why didn’t you talk to us before you gave the Council permission?” Biana asked. “We have to live with him too.”

“And we have to deal with the drama,” Fitz added. “If you think this is bad”—he pointed to the last few Vackers grumbling their way out of the hall—“wait until we’re back at school. You should hear the things people are saying about us.”

Sadly, he wasn’t exaggerating. Foxfire had been back in session for a couple of weeks, and everywhere Fitz and Biana went, Sophie heard very unpleasant whispers.

“It’ll quiet down soon,” Della promised.

“I doubt it,” Biana mumbled.

“Well, even if you’re right,” Alden said, “this is hardly the first time we’ve had anyone gossip about our family. You didn’t care when Fitz was sneaking off to the Forbidden Cities to find Sophie and people were wondering where he was disappearing to. And neither of you thought twice about running off to join the Black Swan, even though you knew you’d be banished.”

“But this time the people gossiping about us are right!” Fitz snapped. “You’re making us live with a murderer!”

“You won’t be living with him,” Alden corrected. “You’ll be living near him. And you’ll be able to control whether you have any contact.”

“Like that makes a difference,” Fitz muttered.

“It does a little,” Biana conceded. “But you should’ve warned us about this before we got here.”

Della wrung her hands. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“We thought it’d be easier for you to hear it from the Council,” Alden explained.

“No, you thought it’d be easier for you,” Fitz argued. “You didn’t want us to know that it was happening until it was too late to stop it.”

“You couldn’t have stopped it,” Alden assured him. “The Council had already made up their minds. If we didn’t let them use Everglen, they would’ve found somewhere else.”

“Fine by me!” Fitz shouted.

“I dunno,” Keefe jumped in. “Wouldn’t you rather be able to keep an eye on Alvar?”

Fitz reeled on him. “You’re on their side? Is that why you just sat there and talked about your stupid hair?”

“Okay, first? We both know my hair is awesome,” Keefe said with his hugest smirk yet. “And second: It’s not like they’re setting your brother free. Were you listening to Dizznee? I’m pretty sure if Alvar breathes too hard, Dex’ll zap him.”

“Don’t even get me started on Dex,” Fitz muttered.

“I know,” Biana said quietly. “I can’t believe he knew for a week and didn’t tell us.”

Sophie opened her mouth to defend Dex but swallowed back the words. She could tell Fitz and Biana weren’t ready to hear them.

Fitz must’ve noticed, though, because he reeled toward her. “Don’t tell me you’re okay with this.”

“ ‘Okay’ isn’t the right word,” she mumbled. “I think . . . it’s a hard call.”

“A hard call,” Fitz repeated. “That’s it? I thought for this, of all things, we’d be on the same side.”

“We are,” Sophie promised, reaching for him.

He jerked away. “No, we’re—”

Keefe stepped between them, placing a hand on Fitz’s shoulder. “Okay, as your best friend I have to stop you right there. Otherwise you’re going to go all rage-monster like you always do and say a bunch of things it’s going to be super hard to take back. And we both know you don’t want to do that again. Especially to Foster.”

Sophie wasn’t sure what to make of the last part—or of the glance Keefe and Alden exchanged—but she was relieved when it seemed to work. She hadn’t seen Fitz that angry since the dark days when Alden’s mind had shattered, and it’d taken their friendship a while to recover.

“I think . . . we all need to cool off,” Della said to break the silence. “Why don’t we go home and—”

“No.”

Fitz’s voice was so cold, it made Sophie’s skin prickle.

Alden sighed. “Fine. Take some time to process. We’ll be waiting at Everglen whenever you’re ready.”

“Well, you’ll be waiting a while.” Fitz straightened up until he was nearly as tall as his father and reached under the neckline of his tunic.

“Uh . . . whatever you’re doing,” Keefe said as Fitz pulled out his home crystal, “I’m pretty sure it’s a bad idea. Like, epic-level bad. Me-running-off-to-join-the-Neverseen bad.”

“I don’t care.” Fitz yanked the chain and snapped one of the links before he tossed the crystal to Alden. “You guys made your decision. Now I’m making mine. If Alvar’s moving back to Everglen, I’m moving out.”


THREE

I HAD A FEELING I’D FIND you out here,” Sophie said, striding up behind Fitz as he hurled a goblin throwing star toward a wooden dummy about a hundred feet away.

SHHHHHHHICK!

The sliver weapon blurred through the air and splintered into the dummy’s arm.

Awkward silence followed, until Sophie told him, “Nice shot.”

“Not really,” Grizel jumped in. “He was supposed to hit it between the eyes.”

She grabbed Fitz’s wrist and swung his arm through the throw’s range of motion. “You let go here”—she lined Fitz’s palm up with his shoulder—“and you need to let go here.” She adjusted his arm. “Feel the difference?”

“Not really,” he grumbled.

In his defense, both positions did look really similar.

“Then you’re not concentrating hard enough,” Grizel said, dragging his arm through both positions again. “Now do you feel it?”

“Maybe?” Fitz hedged.

Grizel sighed and rotated his arm through the throw again.

Then again.

And again.

“Practice is about building muscle memory,” she told him. “But it won’t do you any good if you’re building the wrong muscle memory. You need to learn precision. Every throw should go like this.”

She pulled three throwing stars from the pockets of her sleek black jumpsuit and hurled them one after another.

SHHHHHHHICK!

SHHHHHHHICK!

SHHHHHHHICK!

All three struck side by side in the center of the dummy’s forehead.

“See?” Grizel sauntered over to the target to retrieve the weapons, somehow managing not to leave a single footprint in the reddish sand. She wasn’t as burly as other goblins, but she made up for it with an uncanny grace that allowed her to sneak up on pretty much anyone. And she’d been putting Fitz through goblin military training for the last few weeks to help him work off his Alvar frustrations. That was how Sophie knew where to look after Fitz had stormed out of Tribunal Hall—and why she’d taken a few minutes to stop by her house and change from her gown and heels into slouchy boots, black leggings, and a loose white tunic. Grizel had set up their secret training arena in the middle of a rust-colored desert surrounded by rocky caverns. Apparently, the dusty landscape was the ideal place to train for strength, skill, and stealth—and also far enough out of the way that no one would find them.

All Sophie knew was that it was hot.

She’d only been there a couple of minutes and could already feel sweat trickling down her back—though that might’ve also been from the scowl Fitz was giving her.

She smiled back, refusing to let him chase her away.

“Let’s try this again,” Grizel said, tossing her long braid over her shoulder as she handed Fitz one of the throwing stars she’d retrieved. “Aim for the center of the forehead—and make sure you let go at the point I just showed you.”

Fitz squinted at the target as he raised his arm, then let the star fly.

SHHHHHHHICK!

“The chest is closer,” Grizel told him. “But we’re not stopping until you hit the mark.”

His next throw struck the dummy’s ear, and the one after that hit the chest again.

Grizel sighed. “You’re not concentrating.”

“Yes I am—why does it matter if I hit the forehead? Any of those throws would’ve taken someone down.”

“Down isn’t the same as dead,” Grizel argued as she handed him another weapon. “And that’s the kind of distinction that could cost you your life—just like your sloppy throws could cost someone theirs. What if your enemy’s holding a hostage?”

She spun around and pulled Sophie into a headlock. “If the Neverseen had Sophie pinned like this, what happens if your aim goes low?”

Sandor drew his sword. “Something we’ll never need to worry about, because I will be there. And anyone who touches my charge will end up dead.”

“Not if they’re faster than you.” Grizel kept her stranglehold on Sophie as she drew her own weapon and knocked his away.

“If this were a real threat, I would’ve cut down your knees already,” Sandor growled.

“Yes, but I would’ve sliced off your sword hand before you could,” Grizel corrected.

“Is that so?” Sandor tossed his sword to his left hand and swung, striking Grizel’s blade with a clang! “Good thing I can fight just as skillfully with either.”

Grizel laughed and released Sophie, then spun around with a move that managed to look both elegant and lethal, and ended with the edge of her sword pressed against Sandor’s throat. “You’re so cute when you think you can beat me.”

“I can beat you,” Sandor insisted.

“No, you can’t.” Grizel spun away, blocking his next swipe with a clash so loud it made Sophie’s teeth sing. “But we are an even match. So you can keep wasting time trying to prove you’re better than me—or you can admit that no matter how good either of us is, we’ve been assigned charges that have a gift for sneaking away to do really dangerous things. Which is why they should be training—and I mean seriously training,” she added, turning to Sophie and Fitz, “not just working off a few frustrations. In fact, all of your friends should complete our full military regimen. And you”—she pointed at Sandor—“should be helping me guide them through the program.”

It wasn’t the first time Grizel had made the suggestion, and it wasn’t a horrible idea, considering how many attacks Sophie and her friends had barely survived. Even Ro agreed—though of course she’d argued that the focus should be ogre training.

But . . . the thought of all the slicing and slashing turned Sophie’s stomach squirmy. She was stunned Fitz could handle it—though maybe he got that from his mom.

Della had a flair for physical defense, blending her ability as a Vanisher with clever sneak attacks. She’d even taught Sophie and her friends some basic moves back when they were living with the Black Swan in Alluveterre.

But defending and attacking were two different things—especially when weapons were involved. And these weren’t weapons that stunned, like the melders they’d occasionally carried for protection. These were cold metal blades with sharp points and even sharper edges. And yes, there’d been times when Sophie had been given goblin throwing stars to carry in case of emergency—but she hadn’t necessarily been thrilled about that. Plus, Grizel and Ro wanted them to master swords and knives and all kinds of other stabby things. And they wanted them to study hand-to-hand combat, with moves that went way beyond punching and kicking.

And the thing was: Elves weren’t naturally violent creatures.

Killing could shatter their sanity, stirring up too much guilt for their sensitive minds to process. That was why the Ancients had secured peace treaties with the other intelligent species and relied on them for protection. And even when the Council ordered everyone to attend special lessons with the Exillium Coaches to hone their mental defensive skills, no one had excelled, and eventually the program had petered out.

Plus, Sophie was an Inflictor, and that was where she’d been focusing her training—trying to learn how to constrain her power and target exactly who she wanted to take down, instead of causing everyone around her to writhe in pain.

But so far, she hadn’t made any progress.

Councillor Bronte, her inflicting Mentor, kept assuring her that she’d get there with time and practice—but she could tell that he was a little surprised by her lack of control. And so was she. All of her other abilities worked so effortlessly, she didn’t understand why this one was such a struggle.

“Well, as long as you’re here, Sophie,” Grizel said as she sheathed her sword, “you should take a few turns. See if we can improve your aim.”

“She’s not here to train,” Fitz jumped in. “She’s here to talk me into going back to Everglen—and it’s not going to happen.”

Sophie fought off her smile as Fitz kicked the sand, stirring up a coppery cloud. He was so determined to be angry that it was honestly kind of adorable.

“Actually, throwing things sounds pretty good right now,” she told him, taking the star Grizel offered.

She swung her arm around a few times to loosen up, then kept her eye on the target as she let the weapon fly, and . . .

THHHHHHWACK!

“Your throw was a little soft,” Grizel informed her. “That’s why it sounded different. And obviously it was too low.”

“I was aiming for the leg,” Sophie insisted, deciding not to mention that she’d been aiming for the other leg.

Grizel handed her a new throwing star. “Okay, then try aiming for the forehead this time.”

Sophie stared at the dummy, telling herself it was just a faceless, weathered hunk of wood shaped like a body. But her queasy stomach didn’t get the message.

“I get it,” Grizel told her. “This isn’t your thing. But like I just reminded Fitz: If someone’s trying to kill you, an injury isn’t going to stop them.”

“I know.” But the thought of throwing a weapon into someone’s skull—someone’s brain . . .

She could imagine the sound it would make.

The way things would splatter.

“Your enemies aren’t going to show you any mercy,” Grizel warned. “They don’t deserve yours.”

“I know,” Sophie repeated.

But she couldn’t help worrying that this was exactly what the Neverseen wanted—why Vespera had spent years experimenting on humans before she ended up imprisoned, and why she’d abducted Sophie’s human parents and used them to lure Sophie to Nightfall for a brutal test. Vespera believed that if the elves didn’t learn to be ruthless, it was only a matter of time before their treaties collapsed and one of the more violent species overthrew them. And Keefe’s mom was just as bad. She’d exposed Ro to a fatal dose of soporidine right before she’d had Ruy use his ability as a Psionipath to breach the force field around Atlantis—all to teach Sophie and Keefe that they needed to learn to make hard choices.

And here Sophie was, deciding how violent she was willing to be.

“Battle skills are simply another tool,” Grizel reminded her. “Adding them to your arsenal doesn’t mean you have to use them. But if you need them, you’ll be glad you’re prepared.”

“I guess.” But Sophie’s arm still shook as she tried to line up a deadly aim.

“It helps me to picture the Neverseen’s faces,” Fitz told her. “That way I’m only thinking about hurting people who deserve it.”

“That helps me, too,” Sandor agreed. “I focus on the look in my enemies’ eyes to remind myself that they wouldn’t hesitate to end me.”

“You struggle with this?” Sophie had to ask.

Sandor was always so quick to draw his weapon, it seemed like he’d been born with a sword in his hand.

But he nodded. “Killing will always feel a little wrong—and in some ways, that’s a good thing. It helps us know where to draw the line. But it could also cost someone’s life, so I’ve trained my mind to focus on the reasons I’m fighting, rather than the fight itself.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Sophie mumbled, closing her eyes as she raised her arm.

She let her photographic memory paint every tiny detail of Vespera’s face, right down to the cold glint in her azure eyes and the sharp curve of her cruel mouth, reminding herself that Vespera wasn’t just a murderer—she was the elvin world’s darkest secret. Her crimes had been so indescribably awful that the Council was still covering them up, afraid the truth would fracture their world.

And she’d done some of those terrible things to Sophie’s human parents.

THHHHHHHHWACK!

She nailed the dummy smack in the middle of the forehead.

“Still too soft a throw,” Grizel told her. “But otherwise that was awesome.”

Fitz cracked a smile. “Should’ve known you’d make me look bad.”

Sophie’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sure it’s just beginner’s luck.”

“Let’s see, shall we?” Grizel handed her another star, and this time Sophie pictured the jagged pieces of glass she’d seen jutting from Biana’s skin after they’d found her passed out in a pool of her own blood.

Biana had risked everything to save her friends. And Vespera had sounded almost gleeful when she’d told Sophie: I made sure their Vanisher will never be the same.

SHHHHHHICK!

The star stuck right beside the other, embedding deep into the splintered wood.

“Perfect!” Grizel shouted. “You’re a natural!”

Sophie smiled. But the words kept crashing around her mind, sharpening every time they hit. And when her next two throws struck the same mark—without her even trying—she realized why the idea felt so prickly.

There’d been a moment in Nightfall when Vespera had told Sophie’s friends: I suspect the moonlark could tear these halls down stone by stone if she truly unleashed herself.

She’d been taunting Sophie at the time—trying to make her lose her temper—and Sophie had refused to give in. But . . .

Could Grizel and Vespera both be right?

Sophie already knew she was part of a genetic experiment.

And she’d been raised in the much more violent world of humans.

And now she seemed to have a talent for lethal throws.

Could all of that be connected—and if it was, did that mean . . .

Had Project Moonlark made her a natural killer?


FOUR

YOU OKAY?” FITZ ASKED, WAVING a hand in front of Sophie’s eyes and snapping her back to the present.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, swiping away the strands of hair sticking to her sweaty forehead. “Sorry. I was just . . . thinking.”

“About?” he pressed.

Sophie considered telling him the truth—it certainly wouldn’t have been the worst fear she’d ever admitted to him. And if Fitz hadn’t run away screaming when he found out her genetics had been modeled off alicorn DNA, this probably wouldn’t even faze him.

But . . . she was tired of making her friends give her pep talks—especially when she already knew what he would say: No matter what the Black Swan had in mind when they created her, she still had a choice in the matter.

She wasn’t a robot. Or a puppet.

She was a girl with strange abilities and a different way of looking at the world. What she decided to do with those things was up to her.

And she didn’t want to be a killer. So . . . she wouldn’t be.

Even if she was a natural.

Plus, maybe it really was just beginner’s luck.

Either way, she decided she was done practicing her aim.

“Sorry,” she repeated, “I realized I was showing off.”

“So?” Fitz asked as she handed him her last throwing star. “If my throws were as perfect as yours, you’d never hear the end of it.”

“They’re nearly perfect,” Sandor corrected. “She’s still holding the weapon by the wrong blade. You both are.”

Grizel threw her hands up. “Here we go.”

“Yes, here we go,” Sandor agreed. “If you want me to train them, I’m going to teach proper technique.”

Fitz squinted at the four twisted blades of the throwing star in his hand. “Aren’t they all the same?”

“YES!” Grizel told him, the same time Sandor said, “Absolutely not!”

“Our weapons are handmade,” Sandor argued. “Of course there are variations. One blade is always slightly lighter than the others, and one is always slightly heavier, and whichever you choose to throw with makes a difference, both in how the weapon spins, and how it slices through the air.”

“I know he sounds logical,” Grizel told them. “But he’s talking fractions of an ounce.”

“Fractions of an inch are the difference between a true aim and a miss, aren’t they?” Sandor countered.

He handed Sophie another throwing star and asked her to pick the lightest blade.

“Don’t feel bad,” Grizel told her when she guessed wrong. “No one can feel what he’s talking about.”

“Those with proper training can,” Sandor insisted. “When I was in charge of a squadron, I made them spend hours every day cleaning the blades to learn their feel. And my soldiers had the highest accuracy rate in the entire regiment.”

“That’s because you also made them practice for hours every day!” Grizel argued.

“You did the same with your squadron, and their performance was never as precise as mine,” Sandor reminded her. “So either your teaching skills are lacking, or I’m right about the weight of the blades. Actually, both seem likely.”

Grizel narrowed her eyes. “It’s a good thing I love you, or I’d be kicking you in the teeth right now. And that comment just cost you another night of dancing—don’t think I’ve forgotten about the one you still owe me!”

Sophie started to smile—but then Grizel’s words caught up with her. “Wait, did you say love?”

She’d known Sandor and Grizel were dating.

But love?

A huge, goofy grin spread across her lips as both Sandor and Grizel flushed bright pink. “Oh my goodness—that’s the sweetest thing EVER!”

Sandor groaned. “As if they don’t tease us about our relationship enough already!”

“I’m not going to tease you,” Sophie promised.

“But Keefe will,” Fitz jumped in. “And I’m sure he’s going to be here any second, so—”

“Actually, Keefe said he wasn’t getting anywhere near you and a bunch of weapons right now,” Sophie told him.

She’d been surprised, since Keefe usually insisted on tagging along for everything. But he’d told her that Fitz would be way more likely to listen if she went there on her own. And before she could argue—or figure out why Ro seemed so annoyed with him—Alden had agreed, and somehow that settled it.

“Huh,” Fitz said, flinging his throwing star—and hitting the dummy’s stomach. “He must be afraid I’ll ask if I can stay with him.”

“Is that your plan?” Sophie asked. “You want to live at the Shores of Solace? With Lord Cassius?”

“It’s better than living with Alvar.”

“Uh, I doubt that.”

Keefe’s father wasn’t physically abusive, but he was still a horrible person who’d crushed his son through years of criticism and belittling insults. The only reason Keefe was living with him again was because of Sophie—and she hated that. She’d tried to talk him out of it, but his father was withholding crucial information in the search for her human parents, and Keefe was the kind of guy who was always willing to take the hit if he thought it would help a friend, regardless of how much it was going to hurt him.

“Fine, maybe I’ll ask Tiergan if I can stay with him,” Fitz said, grabbing another star. “He’s already letting Tam and Linh live there.”

“True,” Sophie agreed, wishing the idea didn’t put a sour taste in her mouth.

Linh was her friend. She refused to be jealous of the way Fitz always seemed so wowed by her talent—especially since Linh deserved every bit of that praise. But Linh was so sweet and pretty and was always doing supercool water tricks. And if Fitz were living in the same place, and they were seeing each other every day . . .

“You’re really not going back to Everglen?” she asked, focusing on the larger issue at stake.

“Nope. And I know you think I’m throwing a tantrum—”

“I don’t think that.” She stepped in front of him so he’d have to look at her. “I get why you don’t want to live with him.”

“But?” he added, and the question had a definite snap. “Go on. We both know there’s more to that sentence.”

Sophie stared at the sky, watching the sun sink behind the flat-topped mountains like a pat of melting butter. “I know you hate what he did—”

“No, I hate him. And I hate my parents for falling for his ‘I’m a changed elf’ act.”

“I don’t think they’ve fallen for anything,” Sophie said gently.

“Yes they have. First thing my dad did after he found out Alvar was with the Neverseen was make sure Alvar couldn’t get inside Everglen again. He blocked him from the gates—and changed the locks on the door to his office, just in case—and he told Grizel to use lethal force against him if she needed to. And now he’s letting him move back in?”

“I think your parents just . . . want to believe. He’s their son, you know?”

“Yeah, well, so am I. And while they’re busy trying to get back their perfect happy family, they’re putting all of us in danger.”

“Then why not stay at Everglen to make sure nothing happens?” Sophie asked.

“Because he’s a Vanisher. He can sneak around as much as he wants.”

“Not with that gadget Dex made him—”

“Let’s not talk about what Dex did,” Fitz warned, stepping around her to fling his throwing star—and missing the target completely.

Grizel snorted. “You know what that means, Pretty Boy: fifty dead drops to work off your temper!”

Fitz scowled—and before Sophie could ask what a dead drop was, he’d flipped himself into a handstand and began lowering his arms until his elbows were bent at right angles, then straightening them again, like the world’s most impossible push-up.

“You’re making him do fifty of those?” Sophie asked as Fitz counted them off. She was pretty sure she’d have a heart attack after ten.

Okay, fine—after five.

Actually, she’d probably face-plant into the sand just trying to get into position.

Grizel grinned. “I usually make him do a hundred.”

She must not have been exaggerating, because Fitz made it through without collapsing—though his face was red and his clothes were so sweaty they’d suctioned onto his skin.

“Cooled off now?” Grizel asked as he flipped back to his feet. “Or do you want a few more?”

His answer was to whip off his soggy jerkin and throw it at her head—but Grizel was too fast, drawing her sword and shredding the fabric to bits.

She scooped up a ragged piece with the tip of her blade and held it under his nose. “Don’t make me tie you up and leave you in one of those caverns. You know I will.”

The threat triggered a flashback, and Sophie closed her eyes, trying to squeeze out her memories of black cloaked figures jumping out of the shadows, grabbing her and Dex, and shoving drugged cloths over their faces. The Neverseen had ambushed them in one of the rocky caves along the beach near her house before dragging them away to be interrogated. Her wrists still stung sometimes, remembering the searing pain from her burns.

“Alvar was there for that,” Fitz said, making her jump. “And no, I didn’t sneak past your mental blocking. I know you well enough to know what you’re thinking right now—or . . . I thought I did.”

Sophie fidgeted with the star she still hadn’t thrown. “You do know me, Fitz.”

“Then how can you be okay with this?” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat and turned to Sandor. “And how can you be okay with Alvar having another chance to come after Sophie?”

“My calm doesn’t mean I agree with the Council’s decision,” Sandor corrected. “It means I have confidence in my ability to protect my charge.”

“Really? Because you couldn’t stop him before,” Fitz argued. “None of us could.”

“Maybe not,” Sophie jumped in. “But now we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Do we? You heard Fallon today. He asked all kinds of stuff that none of us had thought of.”

“So you think he’s right about Everglen?” Sophie asked. “You think there’s something important hidden at the property?”

“I have no idea,” Fitz admitted. “It’s hard to know what to think of anything Fallon says.”

“Yeah, he’s . . . strange.”

Fitz snorted. “That’s putting it nicely.”

He reached up and wiped a stream of sweat trickling down the side of his face with the sleeve of his undershirt. “But he was right that people usually hold on to their properties. I never thought about how weird it is that Luzia gave Everglen to my dad.”

“Do you know how long ago that happened?” Sophie asked.

“It’s been a few decades. I think she offered it to him when he became an Emissary. And she’s the one who told my dad to add the gates. She said that if he was working for the Council, he should protect his privacy. I think she might’ve even made the gates. I know a Flasher did something to the metal to make it absorb light, so no one can light leap in.”

Sophie had always wondered exactly what the massive glowing fence that surrounded the property was meant to keep out—especially since the elves claimed the Lost Cities were such a safe place.

“Do you really think she picked Everglen because of the view?” she asked.

Fitz shook his head. “There are tons of lakes that are way prettier than ours.”

Sophie had thought the same thing. Not that Everglen wasn’t gorgeous—it was one of the most beautiful places she’d ever been. But that was mostly because the house was a shimmering crystal palace with jeweled mosaics and twinkling chandeliers and fountains everywhere. The lake . . . was just a lake.

And Everglen was huge. Way bigger than Havenfield, which was saying a lot, since Havenfield’s grounds were used for an animal preserve. Sophie had spent hours running around the property when she’d played base quest with Fitz, Biana, and Keefe, and she still hadn’t explored the whole place.

“Have you ever seen pictures of what the original house looked like?” she asked.

“No. But my dad said it was small and boring. That’s why he tore it down. He’d met my mom and wanted to impress her.”

“So he built her a palace?” Grizel asked, glancing at Sandor. “Sounds like I should have Alden give you some pointers.”

Sandor crossed his arms. “My home is more than adequate.”

“Oh, ‘more than adequate.’ Now there’s an epic love poem if I’ve ever heard one,” Grizel retorted, but she had to be teasing. Sophie had stayed at Sandor’s house after the ogre attack at Havenfield, and it was huge—and built almost entirely of gold.

“Did your dad ever say why he kept Everglen’s office and tore down everything else?” Sophie asked Fitz.

“I think it was because of the aquarium. It goes way deeper than it looks, and they would’ve had to move all the creatures living down there.”

“Is it normal to have something like that in a house?”

“I want to say yes—but I’m basing that mostly on some of my relatives’ houses, so who knows?”

“And Vackers never do anything arbitrarily,” Sophie murmured, remembering what Fallon had said. “What do you know about Luzia?”

“Not much more than you do. She’s a famous Flasher, but she’s mostly known for being Orem’s mom.”

“And Fallon’s sister,” Sophie added. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Fitz grinned. “Probably because they don’t look like each other.”

“Yeah, not at all.” Fallon’s skin was so pale he was almost translucent, while Luzia looked like some sort of Egyptian goddess.

Fitz leaned closer and whispered, “It’s because they have different dads.”

Sophie shouldn’t have gasped, since stepfamilies were super common among humans. But death was incredibly rare in the Lost Cities—and divorce seemed to be even rarer—so she had to ask, “What happened?”

“I don’t actually know. It’s one of those Ancient scandals my relatives like to pretend never happened. Just like I’m sure they want to do with Alvar.” He kicked the sand again. “Did you hear them today? They hate us.”

“I don’t think they hate you. But even if they do . . . do you really care?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

Sophie shrugged. “It’s not like you see them very often.”

“No, but they’re still my family. And they’re not the only ones bothered by my brother. You’ve seen what it’s been like at school—and this is going to make it a million times worse. I know I shouldn’t care, but . . .”

His gaze dropped to his feet as he kicked the side of his shoe. “The thing is . . . I like being a Vacker—or I did until all of this happened. I know you’re probably going to think I’m a jerk for admitting that, but . . . I like knowing I’m part of a huge legacy—and not whatever creepy legacy Alvar was talking about that has Biana all freaked out. The name’s always felt like proof that I’d do something important someday. But now I’m pretty sure the only thing anyone’s going to remember about me is that I’m the brother of a murderer.”

“That’s not true. I’ll always remember that you found me and brought me to the Lost Cities and showed me where I really belong. And that you came when I called for help and saved me from fading away. And that you left everything behind to go with me when I joined the Black Swan. Need me to keep going? Because I can.”

His smile really was a beautiful thing.

But it didn’t last.

“None of that’s like . . . world changing, though,” he mumbled, staring at the orangey clouds.

It had been for her—but saying that felt too sappy. And he obviously didn’t care. So she told him, “It will be when we take down the Neverseen. You’re still with me on that, right?”

“Of course.”

“Then we need a plan—and Fallon gave me an idea. I think we should search Everglen ourselves, to make sure the Council doesn’t miss anything. I know Luzia said Vespera never went to the house, but I don’t like that they knew each other. And I couldn’t help feeling like she was hiding something, you know?” When Fitz agreed, she added, “Of course . . . it’s going to be a lot harder to search the property if you’re refusing to go back there.”

“Ha—you walked right into that one,” Grizel told him.

“I’m not trying to trick you,” Sophie promised. “If you don’t want to go back until Alvar’s gone, that’s your call.”

“He’s never going to be gone!” he snapped, kicking up another cloud of red dust. “They’re building him an apartment! And you already heard the garbage Alvar’s spewing out, about how he wants to help the rebellion and prove himself worthy.” He mimed gagging. “We both know how this is going to end. In six months, the Council’s going to sentence him to stay there permanently, and we’re all going to be expected to act like nothing ever happened.”

“You may be right,” Sophie had to admit. “But if you are . . . don’t you think there’s a reason people say ‘keep your friends close and your enemies closer’?”

Fitz closed his eyes. “Probably. But I don’t know if I can stomach watching my parents fall for his ‘I’m so innocent’ act. I bet you anything, by the Celestial Festival he’ll be back living in the main house.”

“How soon is that?” Keeping track of dates in the Lost Cities was impossible. Plus, the festival only happened on total lunar eclipses.

“A little less than three months. So, basically half of Alvar’s little testing period. I guarantee that’s all it’ll take for him to win everyone over—even Biana. And I just . . . I can’t even think about it without wanting to punch everyone.”

“I get that. And I promise, I’m not trying to talk you into going back home or doing anything you don’t think you can handle. Just . . . please don’t get mad at me if I go back without you, okay? Searching Everglen’s the first lead we’ve gotten since Keefe’s mom disappeared with Vespera—and it may end up being nothing. But at least it’s something worth looking into.”

Fitz turned back to face her. “I’m not going to get mad at you, Sophie—especially over my jerk of a brother. And . . . if you’re going to search my house, I’ll be right there with you.”

“Just to visit?” Grizel jumped in. “Because even though you haven’t asked my opinion—a foolish oversight, by the way—I’m also in camp It’s Smarter to Keep an Eye on Your Creepy Brother. Alvar won’t get away with anything on my watch. But I can’t be there to supervise if you’re off sulking.”

Fitz dragged out a sigh as he scraped his toe across the sand. “I guess I can try staying there and see how it goes—but if I do . . . I’m going to need your help with something,” he told Sophie.

“Anything,” she promised.

He stepped closer, a new intensity brightening his eyes. “I don’t believe Alvar’s memories are gone. Memories don’t just disappear.”

“Sometimes they do,” she reminded him. “Damel was able to permanently erase me from my human parents’ minds.”

“Only because you were there to enhance him. Plus, humans don’t shield their thoughts the way we do.”

“True.” Sophie had suffered horrible headaches from the moment she’d manifested as a Telepath. “But we’ve checked Alvar’s mind. You and I tried for hours, remember?”

“I know.” Fitz lowered his eyes, twisting the verdigris thumb rings that matched the pair he’d given her. “But, we haven’t kept up with our training, you know? And I’m not blaming you for that—we’ve had a ton of stuff to deal with. But now that things have calmed down . . . we need to get back to it. It might be the only way to find anything hidden in Alvar’s head.”

Sophie wanted to argue so badly.

But he had a point—and it made her eyelashes itch like crazy. Because Cognate training was about so much more than practicing telepathy.

Cognates weren’t supposed to keep secrets from each other.

Any secrets.

Which meant Cognate training involved lots of trust exercises.

And that was a problem, since Sophie had one secret she really, really, really, really, really didn’t want to share.

“You said we’d start training again once we found your human parents,” Fitz reminded her gently. “And . . . you said this time we wouldn’t hold anything back.”

“You remember that, huh?” she asked, trying to smile. “I’d been hoping you wouldn’t.”

She’d made the promise while reeling from the discovery that Mr. Forkle had spent his entire life lying to everyone about the fact that he had an identical twin brother, because multiple births were looked down upon in the Lost Cities. In that moment, secrets had felt exhausting and pointless—and confessing her crush on him hadn’t seemed nearly so scary.

But afterward she’d definitely wondered what she’d been thinking.

“I figured,” Fitz told her. “That’s why I haven’t brought it up. But . . . I need to know that I’ve tried everything I can to stop what’s happening with my brother—because I know something’s happening. And I can’t do this without you.”

Sophie took a slow, deep breath, letting the words settle into her head. They had a weight to them. A truth—bigger than any embarrassment or hurt feelings her secret might cause.

“Okay,” she whispered. “We’ll train as much as we can.”

Fitz’s shoulders sagged with relief. “When?”

She could tell he wanted the answer to be very, very soon. But she needed a little time to mentally prepare for that conversation.

“A couple of days?” she tried.

“How about tomorrow?” he countered.

She closed her eyes, wondering if her stomach was turning inside out. But stalling was probably only going to prolong her misery.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed, barely managing to choke out the word.

Fitz’s answering smile was full movie-star mode, which somehow made her feel better and worse. Same thing happened when he reached for her hands.

“It’s not going to be scary,” he promised. “There’s nothing you can tell me that’s going to change anything between us, okay?”

She nodded.

Her voice was gone at that point—her brain was too busy trying to imagine how he was going to react.

Would he cringe?

Laugh?

Run away screaming?

Most likely he’d just get super fidgety and mumble about how he’d always thought of her like a little sister. And if he did . . . she was going to have to find a way to live with that.

If Dex could get past the way she’d rejected him, surely she could put any hurt aside too.

And yet . . . a tiny part of her brain couldn’t help reminding her about all the sweet gifts Fitz had given her over the last few months, and those moments under Calla’s Panakes tree, where it almost felt like maybe Fitz was going to—

“That’s weird,” Fitz said, interrupting all of those silly, silly thoughts.

He pointed to her shadow, which was . . . moving.

So was his.

And Sandor’s.

And Grizel’s.

Each of the four dark shapes kept stretching longer and longer and longer.

“What’s happening?” Sophie asked as they stumbled back.

“You can’t guess?” a sickeningly familiar voice said behind them—a voice Sophie hadn’t heard since the Lumenaria dungeon.

Gethen.

She whipped around right as Sandor and Grizel charged toward three figures striding out of one of the caverns in black hooded cloaks with the white eye symbol of the Neverseen on their sleeves.

Then the world went dark.


FIVE

SOPHIE WASN’T UNCONSCIOUS.

There were no sweet sedatives burning her nose.

No fuzzy thoughts or foggy dreams.

But everything was black—and when she reached to remove whatever cover must’ve been thrown over her face, all she felt was her own skin.

“Still haven’t figured it out?” Gethen asked, his tone dripping with icy amusement. “How unfortunate.”

Sandor snarled.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Gethen asked as Sophie raised her arm to fling the throwing star she was still holding. “You might hit something you’ll regret—though it’d be entertaining to watch.”

It sounded like Gethen’s vision wasn’t impaired, which meant the darkness was somehow selective—and with that realization, Sophie finally pieced together what must be happening.

Keefe had told her that the Neverseen had a freakishly powerful Shade among their ranks—a female called Umber, who must be flooding their minds with shadows.

Which meant there was only one way to get them out of this.

Sorry, brace yourselves, she transmitted to Sandor, Grizel, and Fitz—letting her fear and fury crackle through her veins as her knotted emotions unraveled. Mental energy fueled the storm until hints of red lit the edges of her darkened vision, and a primal scream slipped through her lips as she blasted the force from her mind.

Rage spiraled like a hurricane, tearing down everything in its path. But when the tempest faded, Sophie could hear the soft clicking of a tongue.

“Such a pity,” Gethen said. “You have so much potential, Sophie. But you rely on the same predictable defenses—though it does make our job easier. Look at how well you’ve handled your mighty guards.”

The sound of snapping fingers brought back her vision, leaving Sophie squinting through tear-blurred eyes at where Sandor, Grizel, and Fitz had collapsed in the sand, limbs thrashing and faces scrunched with agony.

All three members of the Neverseen were perfectly fine.

“We came prepared,” Gethen explained, tossing back his hood and pointing to the fitted hat made of shimmering chain mail that covered most of his blond hair. “You know how well these block your little mind tricks. And in case you’ve manifested something we don’t know about, let’s get you more contained, shall we? Though I’m pretty sure the only ability you’re hiding has to do with those gloves.”

Sophie was so thrown by the fact that he seemed to know about her enhancing ability that it took her a second to catch his threat—and another to realize she was still holding a throwing star. By then, the figure on Gethen’s left had raised his arms and trapped her in a glowing white force field.

Panic bubbled up her throat as three more domes of energy appeared, imprisoning Sandor, Fitz, and Grizel. But she choked it down, knowing the best thing she could do was feign confidence. Make them wonder why she wasn’t freaking out.

“I guess I’m not the only predictable one,” she said, taking a steadying breath as she stared down the cloaked figure that had to be Ruy. “How many times have you played the force field card now?”

“Why stop if you keep falling for it?” Ruy countered, his voice every bit as familiar as it was nauseating.

She shrugged, trying to channel Keefe’s snark—which was easier than she’d expected. All she had to do was look at the crooked line of Gethen’s nose and remember how good it had felt to deck him with the full strength of her Sucker Punch.

“I like it in here,” she told him. “It means I don’t have to smell you guys while you give your boring speech. That’s what you’re here for, right? If you didn’t want to talk, you would’ve drugged me by now. So let’s get on with it, okay?”

Gethen’s piercing blue eyes twinkled. “This is why I enjoy our little chats. It’s always so adorable watching you play tough while you try to trick information out of me. You’re attempting to break into my head right now, aren’t you? Slamming that strange telepathy of yours against the force field, hoping you’ll be able to sneak into my mind and dig out all of our secrets? But even if I took my hat off, you’re not strong enough without the Vacker boy, are you?” He nudged his chin toward Fitz—who, thankfully, looked less pained than he had a few seconds earlier. “And you’d both need your little Shade to help. Pity he’s not here.”

Unfortunately, he was right.

Tam’s shadows were the only thing that had ever broken through Ruy’s force fields.

Well . . . unless Sophie wanted to use the trick that Biana had discovered when they’d first clashed with Ruy in the Neutral Territories. The monocle pendants that the Black Swan gave them when they swore fealty had a special lens set into the curve of dark metal. And when Biana hurled hers into the force field that Ruy had been hiding behind, the energy hit the glass and exploded, covering Ruy in white flames.

If Sophie tried the same method now, she’d be the one showered with fire. And she’d have to take out three members of the Neverseen by herself with only one throwing star.

She’d call that plan B.

Not that plan A sounded a whole lot better.

Her panic-switch ring was carefully hidden under her glove, and if she pressed the center stone, it would send Dex an alert and allow him to track her. She hated using it, because it meant asking him to risk his life—but she knew he’d tell her that that’s what he’d designed it for.

And he’d have his bodyguard with him.

But . . . Dex and Lovise would still be outnumbered—and totally unprepared, since the ring didn’t let her warn them about what they’d be facing. She’d have to suggest that as an upgrade.

Assuming they survived . . .

“You’ve gone quiet,” Gethen noted. “Beginning to grasp the gravity of your situation? Or are you still trying to think of a way out? Or maybe you’re realizing that if you’d used the weapon you’re holding when you first saw us, you would’ve had a better chance than you did with your pathetic inflicting.”

“Actually, I’m waiting for you to tell me what you want,” she said, pressing the center of her ring before she could change her mind.

There was no way to know if the signal was strong enough to transmit through the force field, but she had to believe that it would—and she had to try to stall until Dex and Lovise got there.

“Or, wait, am I supposed to guess?” she asked. “Let’s see. . . .”

She closed her eyes, pressing two fingers against one of her temples and pretending to read his mind. “You’re here because you’ve finally realized that your cause is totally creepy, and that you’re never going to win, so you’re hoping to cut a deal for your cooperation. Not a bad move, honestly. But you’re forgetting that the Council holds a grudge.”

“Do they?” Gethen asked. “Seems to me like they’ve gotten rather lenient lately.”

His smile made it clear that he was well aware of Alvar’s sentence—and she refused to rise to his bait.

She polished the blades of her throwing star with the edge of her tunic. “Don’t worry, when your time comes I have a long list of suggestions for how they can punish you. My favorites involve flesh-eating bacteria.”

“Ugh, now I get why Keefe was always going on about this one,” the figure on Gethen’s right grumbled. “They both think they’re so clever.”

Her voice was soft and raspy, like curls of smoke. And the shadow at her feet seemed darker than the others.

“You’re Umber, right?” Sophie asked.

“To some people.” She crossed her arms, pulling back her sleeves and drawing attention to her black-painted fingernails. “I only give that name to those I don’t trust.”

“Huh,” Sophie said. “Seems like you could’ve come up with something cooler. Like Dusk—or Midnight! Midnight would’ve been so much more mysterious. Plus, Umber sounds like a noise your stomach makes when you eat something too spicy.”

“Careful, Sophie,” Gethen warned as Umber’s fingernails grew, and Sophie realized the black that coated them wasn’t polish—it was shadows. Thick, sludgy darkness that seemed to pour out of her and curl into long claws.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” Umber told her.

“You’re right,” Sophie agreed, “because you’re still wearing that ugly cloak. Aren’t you guys supposed to be done with that? Isn’t that why Lady Gisela told everyone in Atlantis that you weren’t hiding anymore? I know she was still covered up when she said it, but I figured that was because you slashed her up before handing her over to King Dimitar. Think she’s still angry about that, by the way? She seems pretty vain.”

“She knows that was Fintan’s decision,” Gethen assured her.

“Right, but you still let it happen. Well, not you,” she corrected, stopping herself from thinking about where Gethen had been or what he’d been preparing for during that time. She had to keep her cool—even if rage was slithering down her spine. “But you guys,” she added, pointing her throwing star at Ruy and Umber and wishing she had a way to fling it through the force field. “Don’t you worry that Lady Gisela’s planning some sort of payback? You let Fintan torture her. And you didn’t even try to rescue her. And you kept working with Fintan after he took over.”

“She knows we had our reasons,” Umber insisted.

“You’d better hope that’s true. Otherwise you’ll be the next bodies left sliced up and drugged in an abandoned cell.”

“Is this your attempt to trick us into revealing why Alvar was cast out of our order?” Gethen asked. “Because you really needn’t bother. He was simply no longer useful.”

“You expect us to believe that?” Fitz shouted, and Sophie’s knees nearly collapsed with relief as she watched him struggle to his feet. He looked sweaty and pale, but his legs held steady and his eyes were clear and focused.

Sandor and Grizel had recovered as well and were busy trying to tunnel out of their force fields—but the energy kept stretching with the shifting sand, keeping them sealed inside.

Sophie pressed her panic switch again, trying not to worry about why Dex was taking so long to get there.

“I don’t really expect anything from you,” Gethen told Fitz. “But I’m telling the truth—and I erased your brother’s mind personally, so I would know. I’m sure you’ve both seen how thorough I was.”

“That doesn’t mean his memories won’t trigger,” Fitz snapped back.

“Actually, it does. My washing skills are the reason I was recruited to the order. Do you think we would’ve released him if there was any chance you could learn something?”

“Why release him at all?” Fitz countered. “If you’re really done with him, why not just kill him?”

“You sound as if that’s what you would’ve preferred.” He smiled when Fitz didn’t deny it. “Clearly no love lost between the Vacker brothers—though I suppose that was always the problem, wasn’t it? Families are so gloriously complicated. Which also makes them predictable. I knew you’d envision some grand conspiracy for your brother after my success in Lumenaria—but if you think Alvar could ever muster the discipline, determination, and endurance he would need to pull off a feat like that, you’re even more foolish than I thought.”

The pride in Gethen’s voice was equal parts disgusting and terrifying.

It took a special kind of evil to brag about murder.

“How’s the Black Swan faring without their bloated leader, by the way?” Gethen asked, as if he knew what Sophie had been thinking.

But he didn’t know that there used to be two Mr. Forkles gobbling up ruckleberries to disguise themselves for that role—or that one of the twin brothers lived on. And it was Sophie’s job to make sure it stayed that way.

So she let her shoulders slump and curled one arm around herself, looking every bit the grief-broken girl she knew Gethen wanted her to be.

He rewarded her performance with another smile.

“I still have the sword,” he said, pulling aside the thick fabric of his cloak to reveal the familiar diamond-encrusted hilt protruding from a gleaming silver sheath. “I’m sure I’ll find another use for it eventually.”

His voice sounded flat and bored, as if he were talking about a pair of shoes instead of an ancient weapon he’d pulled from a stone in Lumenaria and used to steal a life. But there was a wild gleam in his eyes, a hint of whatever damage the murder had done to his mind—and now was not the time to let that madness take over.

“The Black Swan is . . . adjusting,” Sophie told him. “Mr. Forkle had a plan in place for his death.”

“I’m sure he did,” Gethen said, “but it’s not working very well, now, is it? All these weeks since Atlantis, and what has your Collective done—besides waste time investigating a worthless prisoner with no memories? Though I suppose that isn’t all that unusual for them. Aside from creating you, what has the Black Swan done, other than lie to you and risk your life—and the lives of everyone you care about—while we succeed over and over and over? And now here you are, trapped like the helpless little bird you were designed to be. Does it bother you knowing you’ll always be weak because your creators were too afraid to make you strong?”

“You and I have different definitions of weak,” Sophie snapped, pressing her panic switch a third time and promising herself that if Dex didn’t get there in the next five minutes, she’d switch to plan B—and make sure Gethen burned right along with her. “I can get out of this cage anytime I want. But I’m still waiting for you to tell me why you’re here. I’m assuming you’re planning to trade me for somebody. I just can’t decide if you want Fintan or Alvar.”

“I told you: Alvar is worthless. And Fintan has no place with us any longer.”

“Then it must be the caches,” Sophie realized.

Keefe had stolen Fintan’s cache—and the cache that used to belong to Councillor Kenric—when he’d abandoned his plan to infiltrate their order.

Ruy snorted. “Wow, I thought you guys would’ve figured that out by now.”

“I know!” Umber’s laugh was verging on a cackle when she told Sophie, “The caches you have are fake.”

“Fintan knew Keefe would be dumb enough to go after them,” Ruy added, “so he had our Technopath make a couple of replicas.”

Sophie opened her mouth to call them liars, but . . .

It would explain why Fintan hadn’t been able to retrieve any of the secrets from his cache.
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