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ONE



“YOU’RE DEAD AGAIN.”

James pulled the blow at the last second; his practice sword tapped my neck, while mine sailed in a breath too late to save my life. I knocked his blade out of the way, and we reset.

“You seem to have the duties of a bodyguard all mixed up.” I struck first this time, aiming for his head. He parried and slashed, forcing me to sidestep out of his reach. We filled the practice room with the clack of metal on metal, both of us waiting for the other to drop his guard and leave an opening to exploit. “At the rate you’re killing me, I don’t know how anyone will be persuaded to give you the very important job of guarding my life.”

“I should think,” James huffed, “you’d want an accomplished swordsman as your bodyguard. He should be better than you.”

“You’re not better—”

James killed me again, this time gutting me. The blunt tip of his blade dragged at my shirt. “I’ll say something nice at your memorial.”

“You are the worst friend I’ve ever had.” I swiped my forearm over my face, mopping sweat. Damp hair clung to my scalp. Even this early in the morning, summer’s heat and humidity flooded my family’s practice quarters. By the door and along the mirrored wall, my guards stood at attention, uncomfortable but unmoving.

“I’m your only friend.” James lifted his sword again. The blade flashed silver in one of the giant mirrors.

“That isn’t true.” It was a little true. While there were certainly many benefits to being the heir to the Indigo Kingdom, having a large circle of close and trusted friends wasn’t one of them.

I readied my sword again and attacked. He blocked, and we traded blow after blow, neither of us lowering our guard. I pressed forward, feinted an attack to his groin, and sliced at his flank instead. The dull edge of my blade cut across his side, harmless but to his pride.

James growled and let his sword swing toward the ground. “Cut in half! Is there any more humiliating way to die?”

“I’m certain there are a hundred.” With a grin, I sheathed my sword just as the Hawksbill clock tower chimed eight. “Time for breakfast. Want to join me?”

He shook his head. “It’s with the Chuter family this morning, right? I’m afraid I’m busy preparing for the party this evening.”

“That’s eleven hours from now.”

“Yes, well, I hear the crown prince is very spoiled and makes ridiculous demands of his party hosts.”

I whapped him with my sheathed sword as we strode toward the door, my guards moving into position behind us. “Speaking of how spoiled I am, I’m going to make ridiculous demands of Father today.”

“Make demands? About attending the Academy? That’s big talk.” James shot a sideways glance and smirk. “Seems more likely you’ll start with begging and escalate to cowering.”

“Cowering?” I pressed my hand to my chest. “You wound me. I’m the crown prince of the Indigo Kingdom! I do not cower.”

“Remind me of the last time you left the Hawksbill district.”

“Being sheltered isn’t the same as cowering. One is forced upon me. The other would be a choice.”

“Fine. Remind me of the last time you tried to leave Hawksbill.”

“I—” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d asked Father’s permission to go anywhere. And then there was the fact that at sixteen years old, I was asking to go places.

James had a point. Skyvale was a huge city—the capital of the Indigo Kingdom—and I hadn’t set foot beyond the walled-off district for the local nobility in . . . years, probably.

We stepped outside and he said, “That’s what I thought. Don’t get your hopes up.”

“The school is in Hawksbill.” I straightened my back, like I was facing Father right now. “If he feels it’s unsafe, then everywhere else in Hawksbill and the King’s Seat is unsafe, too. Including the palace.” I glanced at my home, a huge structure rising in the north. Its front face was stern and regal, covered with balconies. Lights flicked on in a few rooms. Mirrors on the western faces gleamed darkly with morning at their backs.

James wiped away a trickle of sweat. “Just don’t give King Terrell ideas about locking you away in a tower without doors.”

I shuddered. With the Indigo Order Cadet trials next week, hopefully my bodyguard situation would begin to change for the better.

“Well, good luck.” James’s tone left no question as to what he expected my father’s response to be. “And now I must be off. You have a breakfast. I have a party.”

“When you’re my bodyguard, you won’t be able to avoid boring social calls so easily. You should consider building up a tolerance for them.”

“I already have. There’s this prince, you see—” He let out an oof when I whapped him again. “Well! Someone is bitter about losing ninety percent of today’s fights.”

“You’d better watch yourself tomorrow morning. I won’t go easy on you anymore.”

James laughed and lifted a hand. “See you later, Tobiah.” He turned down the main avenue of Hawksbill, leaving me alone with my well-armed shadows. In spite of the deadly fire at his house a couple of weeks ago, James didn’t have guards. He didn’t need them.

I didn’t need them, either.

A vague sense of loneliness chased me up the grand staircase toward the palace, but I shook it off. I’d never indulged it before, and I wouldn’t start now. Instead, I let today’s schedule run in the back of my mind. Breakfast with the Chuter family—ugh, but they were wealthy and Father insisted—lessons on history and government and official documentation, and lunch. After that, I was being granted some rare free time because, in honor of my sixteenth birthday, Father had canceled afternoon court.

That was the excuse, anyway. The truth was that everyone would be busy preparing for the ball, so there wasn’t a point.

The ball would run late, eating through my evening practice with James, and in the morning I’d get up and do it all over again. Only, tomorrow would have more lessons as well as afternoon court, and more engagements with palace society.

I climbed the last two steps and paused.

“Your Highness?” My guard Geoff checked the area for a threat, but of course there was nothing. Just a fountain spraying nearby, a cool mist wafting over the front gardens, and nobility walking and gossiping; a few offered birthday wishes as they noticed my presence. I smiled and thanked them.

They passed by quickly, busy with their own schedules, though I did hear one remark to another, “What a nice boy that prince is.” I turned from the palace, taking in the spread of Hawksbill before me.

Elegant mansions rose between the meticulously maintained trees. Mirrors shimmered on the rooftops. Maids and footmen crowded the winding streets between homes, and delivery carts trundled over the cobblestones.

The clock tower loomed in the center of Hawksbill, while in the east, the spires of the Cathedral of the Solemn Hour pierced the deep blue sky. In the west, there was only a hint of the white rooftop of the Bome Boys’ Academy. Most boys I knew studied there, stayed in the dorms—at least some of the time—and learned how to rule their lands from the finest teachers in the Indigo Kingdom.

A privilege that had always been denied to me, no matter how spoiled anyone claimed I was.

This was my world. This space. From the Hawksbill wall to the palace, this was the area in which I existed.

Beyond the wall, there was the rest of Skyvale, and hundreds of thousands of people. There were refugee camps and forests and mountains and other cities and other kingdoms. There was wraith and hunger and hope, an entire world just begging to be explored.

But if my father had his way, I’d never stretch my legs away from the King’s Seat and Hawksbill, these two small districts of the city where he felt I was safe. But not safe enough to go to school without my countless guards.

Geoff cleared his throat. “Your Highness? You’ll be late for breakfast.”

“Right. Thank you.” I turned on my heel and strode toward the palace. There was no sense in wishing for something I’d never have.







TWO


BREAKFAST WAS AWKWARD.

“Sit up straight, Chey.” Lady Ebony Chuter’s attempt to whisper was more like an angry hiss. She was a sharp, narrow woman, with one dominating facial expression: disapproval. “And don’t slurp your tea.”

Chey was a softer version of her mother, though her brown hair was pulled up in an equally severe bun that tugged at her skin. She winced and nodded, but she couldn’t draw herself up any straighter, and I hadn’t heard even a hint of noise when she sipped the hot, spicy tea, though as she lowered the cup, the porcelain rattled against the saucer.

Lady Ebony looked like she wanted to murder her daughter.

I wanted to speak up that Chey was fifteen and didn’t need to be treated like a child anymore, but that would just make the situation worse. Chey would have to find her own spine.

Meanwhile, her older siblings were in even sorrier condition. Her older brother Sean was snoring in his seat at the far end of the table, a patchy beard covering his chin. His clothes stretched tight with every deep inhale. Then there was Gail, who muttered to the cat curled on her lap. “It’s all right,” she cooed, and tucked a ringlet of dark hair behind her ear. “Mother’s not snapping at you.”

I’d been wrong about breakfast being dull. The family was only getting started.

“What do you know about hunting hounds, Your Highness?” Count Louis Chuter ignored his family, leaning closer to me as though we shared a secret. His face was dark from time in the sun, and though his beard and mustache were well kept, they looked at odds with the rest of his rough—for a noble—exterior. Clearly his wife was trying, and failing, to keep him looking his rank. “I’ve been dying to talk to you about hunting hounds.”

“He doesn’t want to hear about hounds, Louis.” Clint Chuter, a captain in the Indigo Order, attempted to wave off his brother’s topic, but it was too late.

“Nonsense. Every boy is interested in hunting hounds.” Louis turned back to me. “I’m expecting a litter of puppies soon. Pointers. They’re going to be quite the noses. With a pedigree like theirs, I really should spend more time breeding and training. It’s a shame I’ve so many responsibilities in Two Rivers City.”

“Ah, the burden of a noble title.” Mine was a sarcastic comment, but Louis didn’t notice.

“Indeed. Responsible for so many. It’s as though no one else could possibly make decisions without my presence. I have no idea how they cope when I’m gone.” He shook his head sadly. On the other side of him, Clint made a face somewhere between disgust and amusement.

“How are your holdings in Two Rivers City? I’d love to hear about your home there.” Or anything that wasn’t chasing down the local wildlife, really. But if I couldn’t go to the city, then hearing about it—even from him—was the next best thing.

“Oh, you know. The city is the same as ever.”

“Still in the fork between two rivers, huh?” That was a terrible quip. I wished I could punch myself. Even Clint winced.

Louis gave a loud chuckle. “Indeed, Your Highness. It still sits where the North and South Bow Rivers merge into one, as always. The odor of fish is delightful.”

Oh, he did know sarcasm. That was something.

“Don’t tell him about the disgusting parts of the city.” Chey placed her cup on its saucer, but her hand trembled under her mother’s close scrutiny, making tea slosh over the rim. Her jaw clenched at Ebony’s sharp glare, but her voice was steady when she spoke again. “Two Rivers has grown so much over the last decade. Much of the ground won’t support taller buildings, so growth must spread outward, even if that means building right onto the rivers. Everything in the water district is bright and cheerful, even if the houses and shops tend to sway with the current. The buildings are painted every color, and the wind in the area means the flags and banners are constantly flying.”

I smiled. “That sounds beautiful.”

Chey nodded and ducked her face. “If you decide to come and visit, I’d be happy to show you the sights.”

Lady Chuter shot a stern frown Chey’s way. A muffled thump under the table hinted that someone was displeased with the level of forwardness in that invitation.

“I’d like that.” As if I’d ever be permitted to leave Hawksbill, let alone Skyvale. Regardless, the affirmation made Lady Ebony glow with satisfaction. Chey relaxed a little. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard from your friend in Liadia, my lady?”

Her face fell. “I have not. The last letter I received from her was two months ago. I’ve written back several times, hoping, but there’s been no reply.” Her voice cracked with anguish, shooting guilt straight into me. “Perhaps the west is not as well as we all hoped.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” Liadia was under martial law, thanks to the wraith approaching its western border. Wraith Alliance reports indicated the Liadian king had found a way to block the wraith from entering the kingdom—that trials had gone well—but there was no word on whether it was truly holding up against the toxic cloud and wraith beasts.

“There’s no reason to be sorry, Your Highness.” Chey glanced at her mother and added, “I’m pleased you remembered.”

“That’s enough dreary talk for now.” Louis reached across the table for the sugar bowl. “You wouldn’t happen to be looking for a reliable pointer, would you, Your Highness?”

Lady Chuter and Chey winced. Clint closed his eyes in undisguised frustration. Sean continued snoring at his end of the table, while Gail whispered to the sleeping cat that no dogs were allowed here.

Not for the first time, I wished James and I could switch places. He wouldn’t like this either, but he’d be so much better at taking this all in stride. “The moment I wish to purchase a hound,” I said, “I shall call on you.”

Louis’s eyes lit and he turned to Clint. “What sort of attributes in a hound do you think would be appropriate for His Highness? It’d be his first. . . .”

Clint pushed his plate forward and groaned. “I think His Highness would be more interested in a companion animal. The Pierce family has never been much for hunting.”

“What’s the point in a companion animal?” Lord Chuter gestured toward his daughter and her cat. “A good hound can sniff out wraith beasts, even shine—”

“That may be true, but what are your pointers going to do against the Nightmare gang? Or those who manufacture and sell shine?” Clint rolled his eyes, offering me a look like we were united in this strange conversation.

“Glowmen are becoming more and more common in the Flags.” Lord Chuter inclined his head toward Sean, who was still sleeping. “My son is making a study of the effect of shine on the human body. He has pages and pages of observations.”

“That sounds very impressive,” I said.

Lord Chuter smiled proudly, but kept his tone serious. “Something must be done about shine. It might as well be my dogs that help make the breakthrough, and if I happen to make another fortune thanks to the demand—well.”

“That’s quite the selfish way to look at the problem.” Chey glanced up from a speared strawberry. “Father, lives are being lost to this, and you’re thinking about the family treasury. How embarrassing.” Her gaze flitted to me, and then back to her plate.

“Hush, Chey. This isn’t a discussion for you.” Lady Chuter scowled and motioned for her younger daughter to sit up straight.

“With that new variation of shine on the streets, it’s more important than ever to think about alternative ways of halting the problem before it grows worse. The Flags are tearing themselves apart. Unfortunately, policing the city isn’t free. We train the officers who patrol the streets; they’re paid, as are their commanders. Like it or not, protection of the kingdom is a business, as is everything else.” He turned back to me. “If you want to speak to your father about the possibility of training dogs for shine raids, I’m more than willing to discuss it. I’ll soon be testing a few of the better noses in Two Rivers City. . . .”

For a heartbeat, I wished someone would save me from this. Louis and Ebony were unforgivably rude to Chey, but they were also among the most elite of Indigo Kingdom nobility. As much as it pained me to ignore their attitude toward Chey, I couldn’t speak my mind without risking my own father’s ire. Besides, training hounds to hunt shine wasn’t a terrible idea, only his attitude about it.

“As you’ve said, this is a business transaction. I’m sure my father will want to hear your ideas, but not until you’ve proven the worth of your dogs in our efforts against shine.” From the corner of my eye, I caught Chey’s faint smile. “Please do test them in Two Rivers. It is, after all, your city to manage, burden though it is.”

Lord Chuter only nodded, and his eldest two offspring went on with their oblivious activities, but Clint and Ebony caught my tone. One smirked. One frowned. Meanwhile, Chey sat there, miserably enduring her mother’s pokes and prods, but even the most patient of creatures would eventually strike back.

The chime of the clock tower signaled the end of breakfast, rescuing me from the Chuter family and their charms.







THREE


PROFESSOR JOHN KNIGHT waited for me in the office where we usually studied.

It was a handsome space, with built-in bookcases along the west wall, a pair of oak desks in the center, and huge, multi-paned windows on the north wall. The velvet curtains were thrown back to let in a cheery glow.

“You’re late.” Professor Knight leaned against his desk, his arms crossed and his expression stern. He wasn’t a small man, exactly, more like compact. Streaks of gray dashed through his dark hair and neatly trimmed beard, which covered scars from a childhood encounter I wasn’t supposed to know about. Though he wore the same tailored suit every other professor did, he never quite managed to look comfortable in it. Like he was always self-conscious of what his dress told the world about him.

“I’m the crown prince.” I lifted my chin and pressed my fists to my hips. My jacket flared open, letting in a gasp of cool air. I couldn’t wait for summer to be over. “I’m arriving precisely when I mean to.”

“You’re spoiled is what you are.” Knight’s expression didn’t change, except for a slight tug at the corners of his mouth.

“All right.” I heaved a sigh. “Fine. I didn’t want to bring it up.” I paused for dramatic effect. “Today’s my birthday.”

“Yet I have no intentions to lighten today’s load.”

The mantel clock’s second hand ticked. One. Two. Three.

Then Knight broke into a grin, his entire posture shifting as he motioned me to my desk. “Have a seat, Tobiah. We do have a lot of work, but hopefully we can get through it quickly.”

With a smile, I shucked off my jacket and threw it over the back of my chair. “Before we get started, I have a question.”

“Let’s hope I have an answer.” Knight, too, removed his jacket. Faint sweat stains marked his shirt, which I pretended not to notice.

“This morning, I had breakfast with the Chuters.”

Knight smirked. “I’m sure that was very educational.”

“It was interesting, certainly.” Too full of energy to sit, I paced the room. “Lord Chuter mentioned a new variation of shine on the streets.”

The mantel clock ticked again, this time with true tension filling the seconds. Each click reminded me that even though he was my favorite teacher, he wasn’t my friend. There would always be a barrier between us.

“So,” Professor Knight said, “you thought my history meant I’d know something about this?”

The question hit me in the chest. It was fair, though. That was one of the reasons I’d asked him and not one of my other tutors. But also: “I thought you’d know because you know something about everything. And you’re more likely to tell me the whole truth, rather than gloss over whatever is really happening.”

He gave me a long, even stare, and finally nodded. “Well, that’s all true.”

I risked a smile.

“Unfortunately for you, I don’t know much about the new variation, except that it’s worse than regular shine.”

“How is it worse?” Regular shine was already dangerous enough. It was a mix of wraith mist and chemicals, which made users feel as tall or strong or smart as they desired. It was a wish-fulfillment drug, except that the wishes weren’t really granted.

Until they were.

Some said it was overdoses that triggered the change, or after a certain amount of shine was taken, or that it was random and it could happen after one hit or one hundred, but eventually the changes became real and irreversible, and entirely grotesque. Shiners became glowmen, and glowmen were monsters.

Not that I’d ever seen one, but I’d heard stories.

“The new variation is called firefly.” Knight combed his fingers through his beard. His nervous habit. “And the thing that makes it worse is the thing that saved my life. Regular shine, you can quit. You don’t really want to. That’s the draw of it. But you can, if you have the determination. Firefly is another matter. It’s more addictive; if you quit taking it, you will die.”

That thought chilled me. “Then there’s no recovery? You quit and die, or you continue taking firefly and become a glowman.”

Knight offered a grave nod. “Not that anyone wants to quit. That’s what addiction is. It’s a hundred small excuses to keep feeling the way you want to feel. For people who have no control in their lives, it’s the illusion of having control.”

Even with as little control as I had, the decision to destroy oneself with shine was unimaginable to me.

I dropped into my chair. “Who would produce such a thing? Who would condemn people to live as monsters or die for their freedom?”

“People who want to make money.” The professor scooped up a packet of papers from his desk. “People who don’t care about others. People who like to set fires and burn as many others as possible.” His tone was bitter. Angry.

Understandable. He spent most of his youth mixed up with shiners, and took it himself for an entire year before a teacher at the Academy found him, recognized his brilliance, and helped him clean up. By that time, Knight’s family had disowned him, so he stayed in the school on scholarship, and later stayed on to become a professor.

He’d been given a new life, thanks to the generosity of that teacher and the Academy. His past had been forgiven. Others never had the chance.

“That’s terrible.” I planted my elbows on the desk and let out a long breath. It was hard to imagine anyone with the kind of malice it must take to create something like shine, let alone firefly. As though taking a hit of wraith made any sense at all. “And what’s being done about it? Are the police looking for the new manufacturer? How many people have died because of this?”

Knight held up a hand and shook his head. “I know you’re curious. And I don’t want to tell you not to be curious. Curiosity is a good trait for a king, because it means you’ll never be satisfied with easy answers.”

There was a but coming.

“But,” he continued, “let me remind you that this—shine—is simply one symptom of a larger problem. You can care about it. You should. But the whole world is sick with wraith. Making this one thing your mission to fix won’t cure the world of all its ills.”

I hadn’t said anything about making shine my mission. “Since when did curiosity about a problem become a declaration of intent to fix it?”

“You caught me.” Knight dropped a packet of papers on my desk, almost casually, but he was still tense with anxiety. “It’s just, this is a sensitive subject for me.”

“Of course.” I picked at the corners of the papers, but didn’t look at them. “It seems to me we tend to focus on what we fear the most.” Shine, or the lack of freedom. The lack of people telling me the whole, unfiltered truth.

Knight feigned a look of offense. “I didn’t say I was afraid of it. . . .”

“Oh, pardon. I forgot that great professors aren’t afraid of anything.” I grinned, and the tense mood shattered.

“There will be a time for you to put more effort into stopping things like wraith and shine. But now is the time to learn. Be curious. Ask questions. But leave those matters to the people who are actually responsible for putting a stop to them.”

Whose responsibility was it, if not the future king’s? Maybe shine was just a symptom of a larger problem, like he’d said, but he’d neglected to mention what that larger problem was, specifically. Wraith? Corruption? Greed? “I think—”

He shook his head. “You won’t get me off topic again. We have too much work to do.”

In spite of the unanswered questions swirling through my thoughts, we spent the next few hours going through the day’s lessons—systems of government in various Indigo Kingdom cities before they were incorporated into the kingdom—taking only a quick break for lunch. Then Professor Knight released me to prepare for the ball.

“Will you be there?” I asked.

“You’re my favorite student. I’d never abandon you in a time of need.”

The party would definitely be a time of need. “I’m going to ask Father about attending the Academy.”

Professor Knight nodded. “Good. It would be good for you to get out more.”

That was what I liked about him. While Father wanted to keep me caged in the palace, safe from the world, Professor Knight believed me when I said I was ready to expand. Even if it was just within Hawksbill.

“Thanks, Professor.” His encouragement was exactly what I needed today.







FOUR


JUST AS I finished fastening the gold buttons on my suit, the suite door opened, guards’ voices sounded in the parlor, and then James strode into my bedroom.

I glanced at James’s reflection in the mirror. We were of similar height and lanky build, and both wore the angled features of the Rayner family. Though we were cousins, I sometimes imagined we were brothers instead. “You didn’t have to fetch me.”

“Oh but I did. Unless you wanted to ride with your parents.”

It would have given me an opportunity to ask Father about school in relative privacy, but I wasn’t unhappy to put off the task an hour longer. “I wouldn’t have to ride anywhere if you hadn’t insisted on hosting the party at your home. Skyvale Palace has plenty of space.”

“And that’s the sort of attitude that’s allowed your father to keep you in one spot for the last eight years.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Now stop preening and let’s go.”

“I’m not preening.” To spite him, I checked the mirror again, making sure my hair fell just so over my forehead, in a way my mother had called “devastatingly handsome.” Taking fashion advice from my mother might have been prissy, but it did produce the desired effect.

“You need to start pulling on that leash your father has tied around your neck.” James smiled brightly as we headed through the parlor, accumulating my armed entourage, and then into the hall. He kept up the smile even as his words fell low and serious. “You’ve accepted the leash for so long, you don’t even know how to fight it anymore. But if you want to go to school, walk somewhere without fifty of your closest swordsmen, or just be independent from him, you need to show him you’re not a child who will obey every command and restriction.”

I blew out a breath. “You’re right.”

“Are you a child who will obey—”

“No.”

“Girls have fewer chaperones than you.” James gave a pointed glance over his shoulder to where this afternoon’s four bodyguards trailed us: Thomas, Stewart, Michael, and Samuel. Or, as I liked to call them: Tall, Short, Mad, and Sniffly. “Girls have maybe one escort, and that’s usually an old lady with knitting needles.”

“I wouldn’t risk angering those old ladies with knitting needles.” Anyway, girls weren’t the heir to the Indigo Kingdom, but James had a point. Even my father didn’t have as many bodyguards. He’d put these on me eight years ago and I’d never said no with enough force that anyone would believe me.

To my father, I was still the little boy caught in the middle of the One-Night War.

“I’ll do it tonight. Definitely.” I straightened my shoulders. “I’ll ask—”

“Tell.”

“I’ll tell him I want to go to school.”

“Good.”

“And that I don’t need bodyguards all the time.”

James nodded approval as we turned out of the Dragon Wing and headed toward the front hall. It was empty; everyone attending the party had already been taken to Rayner Manor, and I would arrive last.

We climbed into the waiting carriage, spangled with suns and swirling rays, and rode to the house in uneasy silence; it was hard to talk about not wanting so many guards with so many guards present in the carriage with us.

It wasn’t a long ride, and soon we were upon Rayner Manor, the only home in Skyvale I knew as well as my own. I’d spent so much of my youth here, but after the fire killed Lord Roth two weeks ago, Aunt Kathleen decided to leave. The house would soon be closed.

Already, it was different.

Oh, the same mirrors glittered on the western face, reflecting the setting sun as it fell behind the Midvale Ridge and city walls. The same dragon flower vines curled up the elegant columns, while statues of saints offered plates of food or knelt quietly in prayer. Several were depicted mid-death, gruesome and beautiful all at once.

I couldn’t help but notice the emptiness, though. The sun sigil wind chimes were gone, packed away; the absence of their delicate sound seemed very loud. Also gone was the potted rose Lord Roth had given Aunt Kathleen for their ten-year anniversary this last spring.

In spite of the birthday decorations, the same sense of absence waited within the house: precious family books, a prized vase, and other small items I’d grown used to seeing during my visits here.

“How is Aunt Kathleen?” I murmured to James. His expression was a mixture of sadness and determination as he stared up at the house.

“As you’d expect from someone who’s decided to move back to Hawes rather than stay at home with her only son.” He shook off the note of bitterness. “She’s fine. She’ll be here tonight, but it’s hard to say whether she’ll really be here.”

My heart sank. Aunt Kathleen had been so happy and full of life—before the fire. “No progress in the investigation?”

“The police have stopped investigating. They said it must have been an accident.”

How could a fire that had burned fiercely through one room, then stopped at both doors’ thresholds be an accident? Or burned only the carpet and the wallpaper, but not the floor or plaster beneath?

There was nothing to say about the fire now, though—nothing that didn’t involve a long rant inappropriate for the occasion—so I just walked with him to the ballroom where my guests waited.

Everyone was milling about, discussing the weather or gifts or gossip about the Rayner family—unbelievably bold and rude in this house. The fire had been on the far side of the mansion, but even so, I imagined I caught the scent of smoke.

When the herald announced me, everyone applauded as though I’d actually done something applause worthy. I smiled and bowed, made a quick speech, and thanked everyone for coming to celebrate my sixteenth birthday with me—especially James and Aunt Kathleen for hosting the party.

It was more of the same, the sort of princely duties I’d grown used to doing in my sleep. Sometimes I enjoyed this, visiting with people, but right now all I could think about was the impending conversation with Father. When I’d ask him—no, tell him—that I wanted to attend the Academy.

After the speech, a string quartet started up and I greeted people individually, shaking hands and inquiring about their businesses or trade where appropriate. James stayed at my side.

After a while, people began to dance and talk among themselves. Even my guards began to relax, eyeing the buffet as though I never allowed them time to eat. Their distraction left me free to find my parents. Mother was already speaking with several of her ladies, the bright jewels of their ball gowns warming this whole affair. As for my father . . .

King Terrell the Fourth, House of the Dragon, Sovereign of the Indigo Kingdom, stood with Lord Gerald Hensley and his wife, Georgiana. I didn’t know them well; they’d been in Skyvale for only a few months, but they’d gained favor quickly. Probably because of their incredible wealth.

They were an impressive pair, both tall and strong boned, their clothes perfectly tailored to accent the curves and planes of muscle.

James and I shared a quick smirk. It wasn’t that Hensley was a terrible fellow, but he thought rather highly of himself.

To be fair, so did everyone else at court.

“Ah, Tobiah!” Father extended an arm in my direction. Like a well-trained son, I closed the distance between us to stand at my father’s side. James shot me a quick nod of encouragement before disappearing into the crowd.

“Good evening, Father. Lord and Lady Hensley.” I performed a small bow and smile as birthday wishes were offered all around.

“This is quite the party your cousin arranged.” Lord Hensley swept his gaze across the floor, as though searching for someone. A friend, perhaps, if people like him had friends. “Enjoying your day?”

“I am.” It was like all my other days, neither good nor bad, just the same story told in a slightly different way. I gathered up my courage. Surely with an audience, Father couldn’t deny my request. “There’s only one thing that could make this day more special.”

That was sloppy. Stupid.

Desperate.

Father raised his eyes. “What’s that?”

I sucked in a deep, steadying breath. I had to do better, be more persuasive. “You know how much I value my education.”

Lady Hensley made a small noise in the back of her throat. “Not many boys your age would admit to that.”

“A man must value the enrichment of his mind above all other personal pursuits.” I put on a gracious, patient smile. “A strong education today is what will aid me in becoming a strong leader tomorrow. Don’t you agree, Father?”

The king narrowed his eyes, barely perceptibly, but nodded. “I have always encouraged and supported your education.” And the unspoken question following: So what is it you’re looking for now?

Best to get it over with quickly. “I agree. You have. And with that in mind, I hope you’ll support my next goal. The fall semester at the Bome Boys’ Academy begins in three months. I’m going to enroll.”

There. I’d told him.

All traces of pleasantness evaporated from Father’s expression, and the Hensleys shifted uncomfortably. “Why enroll in the Academy when you have the finest tutors coming to you every day? That seems a waste of your time, coming and going from school and the palace at all hours. No, I maintain the most efficient way to educate you is to have your tutors come to you while you continue shadowing me.”

The protest came out anyway, even though I knew better. “I wouldn’t come and go at all hours, Father. I’d stay in the dorms with the other boys.” My mouth ran away with my desires. This was a terrible mistake.

His face became a blank mask. “No, son, that isn’t a good idea.”

A hundred responses gathered on my tongue, but the Hensleys’ discomfort stalled me.

“If you don’t mind, Gerald, I’d like to speak to my son for a moment.” Father cast a dark smile at Lord and Lady Hensley, but his ire wasn’t for them. When they melted into the crowd of dancers, he turned to me and kept his voice low. “That was poorly done, Tobiah. I know you want to attend the Academy, but we’ve discussed this. At length. It simply isn’t safe for you there. What of your guards?”

“I wouldn’t have guards.”

He continued as though I hadn’t spoken. As though my words didn’t matter at all. “And it would take away from your studies with me. It’s more important than ever for you to take on your training as the heir to the Indigo Kingdom. Sending you to school, even one so close, would take away from your real duties, and that is to become a strong and capable king.”

“But my education—”

“Are your tutors unsatisfactory? Do you believe they’re neglecting something in any of your courses? I know Professor Knight tends to get off topic. Shall I have him dismissed?”

I risked a glance across the dance floor. The guests weren’t limited to lords and ladies and their families, but also included wealthy merchants and generals, a handful of other military personnel I was familiar with, and the tutors Father had hired to shove as much knowledge into me as possible. My science tutor was dancing with her husband, and my wraithland and magic tutor walked his daughter around the room. Knight was picking out his favorites from the buffet.

I liked my teachers. Truly. Mostly. They all performed their jobs admirably. None of them deserved dismissal. Father wasn’t the type of man to punish others in order to make a point to me, but still, it wasn’t worth risking. I had to stop pushing.

“No, Father.” The words came out pathetically small.

“Good. There will be no more talk on the matter.” He dug a handkerchief from his pocket and coughed into it, then crumpled the cloth into a tight ball. “Now go greet the rest of your guests. Pay particular attention to the Corcoran family. You remember their daughter Meredith, don’t you? Well, she’s returned to Skyvale for the foreseeable future. You should spend some time with her.”

So that was it. The only thing I wanted tonight, shot down without discussion.

If my father had his way, I’d never go anywhere, do anything, or be anything other than a well-behaved prize, hidden away so I could never again be hurt.

It was no way to live.







FIVE


I WISHED THE refusal were unbelievable, but the real shock was that I hadn’t been sent home for making such a foolish request.

And in front of Father’s new favorites. He probably felt humiliated, as though his son wanting to go to school were the worst thing that had ever happened to him.

Father had gone to the Academy. His father had, too. But because of Father’s paranoia, I was going to be the first Pierce king who hadn’t had an education at Bome Boys’ Academy.

Likely there would still be some punishment I hadn’t accounted for, and it would come when I least expected.

Stoically, I performed my duties of speaking with guests and complimenting Aunt Kathleen on her home, but anger simmered in my chest. I was a good son. I’d always done what Father commanded, never asking anything for myself. Nothing that meant anything. Nothing like this.

“Your Highness.” The man’s voice was quiet, but firm.

I spun to find Lord Corcoran and his family standing near a painting of Saint Shumway teaching a group of children how to read. “My lord,” I said. “My ladies. I’m glad to see you’ve returned to Skyvale.”

They all smiled graciously.

“I hoped to reintroduce you to my daughter,” said Lord Corcoran. “On the drive here, Meredith was reminding me of the dance you two shared at your thirteenth birthday party.”

Heat rushed up my neck as I turned to Lady Meredith. “And I apologize again for stepping on your foot. I promise it won’t happen again.”

Lady Meredith blushed pink, and all at once I realized how much she’d grown since I’d last seen her. She was taller, of course, and her heart-shaped face had filled out. Even her skin tone had evened out; she and her family were so pale compared to the soft brown of everyone else, so every blemish had stood out angry and red.

But now . . .

Now I was staring.

“Lady Meredith.” Her name came out raspier than I’d intended. “It’s so good to see you again. You’re more beautiful than ever.”

She blushed again. “Thank you, Your Highness. I was happy to receive your invitation.”

We talked for a few more minutes, mostly about nothing important, but her parents seemed pleased, and when I glanced at my mother, she seemed pleased, too.

Nearby, Lady Chey ducked away from her family and made her way toward us. The Corcorans greeted her as though she were a long-lost daughter; Chey and Meredith had been close the last time the Corcorans were in Skyvale, if I recalled.

“My ladies, I can see when I risk intruding on a happy reunion.” I gave a quick bow. “I should see to the other guests.” I excused myself and moved away.

Father caught my eye and smiled.

Because I’d done what he wanted.

The anger crashed back as I continued my rounds through the party. But after another half an hour of hot betrayal running through me, I couldn’t take it any longer. I scanned the ballroom for my guards. Tall stood by the door, speaking with a pair of my father’s men. Mad was pursuing a servant with a tray of wineglasses. The other two were at the buffet filling plates enough for all of them.

Glad they were enjoying themselves.

I had to move while they were distracted. But as much as I wanted to march out of the ballroom to get some air by myself, that would definitely attract attention. Instead, I continued greeting people, and even fetched a glass of champagne for Lady Hensley, all the while edging toward the door. It was slow, and definitely the most frustrating exit I’d ever made, but unless I wanted to alert the entire ballroom to my escape, I had no choice.

Finally, I was only a few feet from one of the exits, but the guards from the buffet were on their way back, their hands piled up with plates of food. Their eyes glanced off me, then shifted back again with narrowed suspicion. I frowned—because I always frowned at my guards—and turned my attention back to Captain Chuter, who was in the middle of a rant.

“We’ve offered to send troops to Liadia, but that foolish king won’t accept. He says he doesn’t need our aid, Wraith Alliance or no. He’s got the entire kingdom convinced his barriers will work.”

“Perhaps it will.” I looked beyond the captain to the dance floor, catching James’s eye. He was dancing with Lady Chey, the two of them beginning a promenade like all the other couples, though James never danced like all the others. Most people moved reservedly, polite and proper; James flirted mercilessly, even with Chey.

He and Chey finished circling each other and James faced me once more. He lifted an eyebrow, questioning.

While Captain Chuter protested my optimism, I gave James the smallest of nods and glanced toward the exit—and the guards.

My cousin pulled away from Chey and bowed, even though the dance wasn’t nearly finished. He was too far to hear, but I could read his lips when he said, “Excuse me,” to Chey, and then repeated himself with more volume. “Excuse me!” He held up a hand as he took a measured step away from his partner, commanding everyone’s attention, including Captain Chuter’s—and my guards’. “I’d like to make a toast to my uncle.”

Servants hurried to deliver wine all around.

People glanced at my father, but as James continued, all eyes went back to him. “We all know King Terrell: ruler, husband, and father. There’s no question . . .”

As he spoke, I slipped toward the exit. No one noticed. And five seconds later, I was out the door, into the hall—and alone.

I wanted to pause and just breathe in the solitude—a whole wall between me and everyone else—but it wouldn’t be long until I was missed. I hurried through the hall, down corridors I’d learned as a child. Servants bearing trays or carts nodded at me, a few of the more familiar ones shooting secret smiles; they knew I was practically committing treason by being out on my own.

For several minutes, I simply walked, not paying attention to where I was going. But soon, I found myself in a long gallery, open windows along one wall, hollowed-out display cases and smoke-stained paintings along the other. The door swung shut behind me. On the far side of the room, almost a hundred paces, another door stood slightly ajar.

This was it. This was the room where Lord Roth had died.

Aunt Kathleen had done an admirable job of hiding that.

Moonlight slanted through the windows, the long white curtains thrown wide open, fluttering faintly in the breeze. The scent of honeysuckle and a hundred burned-out beeswax candles filled the room. But I could still smell the reek of smoke lingering in the walls, though the burned paper had been removed and replaced. The rugs, too, had been pulled up, leaving bare hardwood. Given the strangeness of the fire, I didn’t see how anyone could think it had been an accident.

But it had certainly done its work in this room.

I paused under a portrait of one of the Rayner ancestors, recalling the hours my cousin and I had spent here as children.

Lord Roth had been a collector of pre-wraith artifacts; he’d shown us trinkets that flashers—radiants, then—had produced with little more than a thought. A pair of necklaces that glowed when they were close together, a pocket watch that never required winding, and devices that allowed people to communicate instantaneously over vast distances. The wonders seemed endless.

On good days, Lord Roth had allowed James and me to each pick out an item from the cases, and we’d get to hold them while he explained their histories, uses, and what kind of flashers had made them. That had been rare, though, as many of the objects were too delicate for children to handle.

Nevertheless, the first time I’d picked up a handheld loom that could weave bolts of cloth within a few hours, a sense of awe spread through me as I imagined how useful something like this would be for people in Skyvale, especially the ones in the Flags where there were a lot of deaths in the winter.

I could almost hear the question my younger self had asked: “Everyone says flashers are bad. They’re making the wraith come. How could they make such good things? And why would you keep them here?”

I remembered the tightening in my chest, the aching weight of that question. Whatever I’d expected, though, the answer hadn’t reassured me at all.

“Sometimes bad people can make good things. Or things that seem good at the time. But every single one of these artifacts contributed to the wraith problem. That’s why I keep them: to remind myself—and others—what the world was like then, and what it’s like now. The conveniences our ancestors enjoyed are killing us now. Was never winding a pocket watch worth it?” He’d shaken his head and taken the loom from my hands, almost reverent in the careful way he handled it. When it was tucked safely in its place, he locked the case with a heavy iron key he wore around his neck. “No, I don’t think so. Now my generation, and yours soon, is burdened with the task of putting a stop to the wraith. It isn’t fair that they lived in such luxurious comfort while we struggle to live at all.”

At the time, it hadn’t seemed to me like we struggled, but it wasn’t long after that discussion that tutors began teaching me about the wraithland, the fallen kingdoms, and the relentless approach of our annihilation. And then there was the argument I’d overheard about whether to hire Professor Knight, given his past with shine. When I’d later asked what that was, not only had I gotten in trouble for eavesdropping, but a lecture on why shine would send me to my untimely death, should I ever think about trying it.

In spite of all that, I’d loved coming here to see the treasure of magic and history, and listen to Lord Roth’s lectures about each piece that had earned a place in one of the dozen old display cases. Even those cases were pre-wraith, the glass doors enchanted to preserve the contents against sunlight and dust and mold.

They hadn’t protected against fire.

Many of the artifacts had survived, and were now sold or packed away. Other than James and me, not many people cared about pre-wraith objects, and it wasn’t an interest that made one very popular. Lord Roth had only managed because of his charisma and outspoken rants about the wraith, though I’d always suspected there was a deeper fascination there. The way he spoke about his collection mirrored the way I was curious about it.

Curious, and ashamed of it.

A voice beyond the far door shook me from the memories.

I held still, listening.

“Please!” That was Professor Knight. He sounded upset. No, afraid.

He needed help. I was halfway back to the door through which I’d entered—to fetch guards—when Knight’s voice rose with panic.

“Please, I’ll take care of it.” A second later, the professor screamed.

Another voice responded, too low for me to understand or identify.

Never mind finding a guard; Knight couldn’t wait. I ran through the gallery, my boots clapping the hardwood floor in loud thunks. Knight’s attacker would hear me coming; hopefully that would be enough to make him back off.

The screams grew louder and then abruptly stopped, just as I threw open the door and rushed into a small anteroom.

A broad, tall figure strode through the back door, not bothering to look over his shoulder as he left Professor Knight slumped in a corner. Knight’s head drooped forward, and he wasn’t moving. Dead?

A stinking, ozone odor poured through the room.

I knelt at Knight’s side and reached for his wrist to check for a pulse, but the black-edged hole in his sleeve made me pause. Carefully, I peeled back the layers of charred wool and silk to find a huge, blistering burn across his forearm. It was enormous, bigger than my palm—but definitely shaped like a hand, with four fingers and a thumb wrapping around.

The man who’d walked out of here—he’d used magic to hurt the professor.

Knight groaned, unconscious, but alive.

What did one do in these situations? Stay with the injured man? Run for help?

My gaze lifted to the open door; only darkness waited outside.

Surely someone would be along soon and find the professor. Someone looking for me, perhaps. And I could give them the identity of the attacker. Father would know I was useful—I could help protect someone, not just be protected.

I rose and sprinted out the door.







SIX


GUILT FOLLOWED ME into the hot, sticky night.

Professor Knight would be rescued soon. He didn’t need me sitting over him, worrying. Anyway, he was one of the few people who urged me to take charge, to do something brave, to stand up for what was right. He’d want me to do this.

I scanned the grounds outside Rayner Manor, finding only glaring streetlights, motionless trees, and more homes silhouetted against the sky. Laughter spilled from a terrace on the far side of the house, while the buzzing of crickets tried to smother the sound. Another party was happening somewhere in the east, too far for me to see more than a glow of light and hear the low rumble of life in the distance.

Where was he? Surely the attacker hadn’t had that long to get away. I hadn’t heard footfalls, so unless he was unusually light on his feet, he hadn’t run.

And it was so, so dark. How was I supposed to see anything in this heavy night?

Movement caught my attention. A figure crossed in front of a mirror, blinking out the reflection of a gas lamp. Then the light came back.

Only for a moment.

Slowly, the reflected light winked out again, and I scanned the darkness for the source of the blockage. A figure stood by a small, trickling fountain.

I sucked in a breath and sidestepped, pressing myself to the wall of the house. My heart thudded as the man scanned the area.

I was a moron, standing in the open doorway like that, silhouetted by the light. He could have spotted me the same way I’d spotted him.

My pulse pounded in my ears, waiting for him to return to the house or move on.

Seconds dripped by. Five. Ten. Thirty. At last, Knight’s attacker stepped away. The gas lamp reflected in the mirror again. He hadn’t noticed the change. I could use that to my advantage, if I could just keep up with him.

As the attacker took off, I glanced through the door. Only Knight’s legs were visible, but he hadn’t moved. Still unconscious. I had to hurry.

I started in the direction I’d seen the attacker heading, the dark suddenly oppressive and overwhelming again; I’d killed my night vision by looking into the room.

The dark folded around me, but I didn’t stop moving. I would discover the attacker’s identity and have him arrested.

My boots clomped on the cobblestone path. Too loud. I moved onto the grass, squinting through the darkness ahead. But I couldn’t see the attacker anywhere.

Well, that would teach me to take my eyes off my target.

I kept moving in the direction the attacker had gone, closing one eye as I passed near a lamp. There were mirrors on every west-facing surface, which made them difficult to avoid. No wonder the attacker had shown up in them. I kept catching my own reflection in the corner of my eye, too.

It was so dark, in spite of Hawksbill being a fairly well-lit area. It was just, I’d never been out at night before. Not on my own. The sound of my breathing was suddenly too loud and too fast. Every step away from the house brought a chorus of questions: What was I doing out here? What did I think I could accomplish? Surely I could just find a guard or the police and point them in the direction I’d seen the attacker move.

But what if they didn’t catch him?

Not that I was having better luck.

He’d been heading toward the street, so I hurried that way, too. He could have doubled back. Or slipped off somewhere else to wait for me to pass, if he’d seen me in the doorway. Or a dozen other things I wasn’t clever enough to guess. But I kept going, because it was the only thing I could do.

Well, I could go back, but if I returned without the identity of Knight’s attacker, I wouldn’t even have that as an excuse. I’d just be in trouble. The number of guards on me at all hours might double.

I had to find him.

I rounded a small outbuilding, its walls thick with climbing roses. The scent was intoxicating. Too sweet.

A faint light shone from the open doorway, and soft shuffling sounded from within. The attacker? This seemed like a foolish place to stop. I hesitated next to the door, my back flat against the wall, as the light moved—a lantern being picked up.

Soft footfalls came toward the exit, and the light grew brighter.

A maid walked out and almost dropped her lantern when she saw me. “Oh! I— Excuse me.”

She definitely wasn’t Knight’s attacker.

I stepped away from the wall. “Sorry to frighten you. Have you seen anyone go by?”

She stared at me with wide, startled eyes. “No. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” I headed away from her, moving slowly toward the road while I let my eyes adjust. But the road was better lit than the yard had been. I couldn’t see far because of the hills and curves, though.

If I’d just attacked someone at the crown prince’s party, which way would I go? This street connected with several others; he could end up turning down any of those. He could have a home here. Or he could have a safe place to stay with a friend.

But if I were in his place, and worried someone might be pursuing me, I’d be on my way out of Hawksbill.

I kept my eyes busy, scanning the district of Skyvale’s elite. The houses were spread out, the lawns wide and lush, the courtyards filled with blooming trees and bushes. The scent of honeysuckle filled the night as I moved farther away from Knight and his magic burn.

As quickly as I could, I made a straight line for the Hawksbill gate. Where I had to cross streets, I shifted my weight forward, off my heels to keep from thumping on the pavement. It was alarming how large the district was suddenly, now that I wasn’t confined to a carriage, trapped within the boundaries where my father would let me roam.

The wall grew taller as I moved toward it. The edge of my existence.

And suddenly, there was nothing between the wall and me. It loomed up two stories, with four-story guard towers on either side of the huge gate. Lights shone from several points: the towers, intervals along the wall, and lamps near the officers who stood at the gate, watching a tall, broad-shouldered man approach.

My heart thudded as I moved closer, keeping to the shadows as best I could. But mirrors caught my reflection, drawing the attention of all three men by the gate.

“Announce yourself!” The guard’s tone was friendly, with only an edge of suspicion. After all, who on this side of the wall would be any sort of trouble?

Maybe this was better. Lucky. I’d come out to find the attacker’s identity, but now I could have the guards arrest him. I could bring him to my father, not just tell him about it.

Knight’s attacker had already reached the gate, and turned around to watch me. In the steady light of gas lamps, I finally saw his face.

Lord Gerald Hensley.

My heart jumped as I strode forward, into a patch of gold illumination.

“Prince Tobiah!” Jared North was the fourth son of one of the minor Skyvale lords, unimportant in most eyes, and destined to join the Indigo Order from the time he was born.

For James, as my cousin, it had always been a choice. Even as the bastard son of the queen’s sister, he could have had a good life as a minor lord. But for Jared, the Indigo Order had been his only option. There was no land or title for a fourth son.

“Your Highness?” The other officer was Michael Todd.

I made my voice strong. “Arrest Lord Hensley.”

Both officers glanced at each other, confusion bleeding into their expressions. “Sire?”

I’d never ordered anyone to be arrested before, but I was fairly certain when the crown prince demanded something like that, it should happen right away. “What are you waiting for, Officer? I said to arrest Lord Hensley.”

Officer Todd moved toward Hensley, but North grabbed his comrade’s elbow. “On what grounds, Your Highness?”

Father never had this problem. If he wanted someone arrested, they were arrested. Guards never questioned him. No one questioned him; he was the king.

I fought to keep my voice steady. “Under suspicion of using magic to attack Professor Knight.”

The officers looked toward Lord Hensley, who said, “That is preposterous. I’ve never harmed anyone, especially with magic. I’m no flasher.”

I held my ground, leveling my glare on Hensley. It had been him. I was sure of it. The wide shoulders, the odd, uncomfortable sensation he always gave me: surely he’d been the one to threaten and burn Professor Knight. “Arrest him,” I repeated.

The seconds lingered on until at last Officer North pushed aside his coat and removed a pair of cuffs from his belt.

“My apologies, my lord.” Officer Todd came around behind him and, after a heartbeat’s hesitation, took Hensley’s wrists and held them behind his back while North clasped on the cuffs.

Hensley frowned at me, but didn’t resist as the pair of guards bound him.

My father would be furious that I’d left Rayner Manor, but he’d be proud when I gave him a flasher hiding in his own court. Among his favorites, even.

“Let’s go,” I said. “You’re going to see the king.”







SEVEN


WITH NORTH AND Todd behind me—both of them guarding Hensley—I returned to Rayner Manor. We’d had to wait for replacements to arrive at the gate, as if there were truly a risk of someone breeching it. But that was fine; it gave me time to plan what I’d say to Father.

My speech died on my tongue as we approached the house. Everyone was in a frenzy. Lights shone in every room, while people in suits and ball gowns moved about the yard, clustered in groups. A few people were crying. Their reflections were sharp and bright and fragmented in the mirrors covering the front of the house.

It was in those mirrors I caught shattered glimpses of myself: long black tailcoat, breeches, and boots, with only a white shirt to make me visible in the dark. Guards came behind me, dressed in Indigo Order blue. Lord Hensley held his head high.

A few at a time, people began to notice us.

“There he is!” Lady Corcoran pointed and hugged her daughter, who just smiled stiffly at me.

“The prince is here!”

Within seconds, my four bodyguards—Short, Tall, Mad, and Sniffly—were racing toward me from points around the yard, their swords drawn and ready to cut down my captors. They slowed to a walk as they recognized North and Todd, but even then, they didn’t relax, just sheathed their weapons as they moved into formation around me.

My pulse raced as all attention fell on me. Civilians kept at a short distance, clearly unwilling to incur the wrath of my guards.

I lifted my voice above the murmurs and speculation. “I need to see my father, the king.” As if people didn’t know who my father was. But it didn’t hurt to remind them. Not at this moment.

On cue, my parents emerged from the house, a unit of guards flanking them. They strode down the grand staircase, lights and scattered mirrors casting glorious illumination around them. They were resplendent.

“Tobiah.” Father approached, and people drifted aside to clear a path between us. They weren’t conscious of their movements, it seemed, and my father didn’t notice. That was just the sort of respect given to the king. “Everyone has been looking for you. Professor Knight was attacked, and you were gone. We feared you’d been kidnapped.”

Again.

And further unspoken words: “How dare you embarrass us by disappearing in the middle of your party?”

My stomach dropped at the fury in his eyes. Others would see only concern and mild anger, but they didn’t know King Terrell like I did.

“I know Professor Knight was attacked. I discovered him—and went after the perpetrator.”

Mother’s eyes widened. She glanced beyond me to where Hensley stood with the pair of officers. A question shone in the way she lifted an eyebrow, but she didn’t speak. No doubt she and I would have a talk later; for now, and for this audience, she would leave the questioning to Father.

Father lowered his voice to a growl. “You witnessed the attack?”

“Enough of it.” I kept my tone hard, like he did.

“Tell me exactly what you saw.”

Finally. I motioned North and Todd forward. Hensley came with them, wearing a bemused expression.

“I stepped out of the ballroom to get some air,” I said. “In Lord Roth’s gallery, I heard raised voices. When I investigated, I saw Knight on the floor, unconscious, a burn on his forearm—one obviously made with magic.”

King Terrell nodded. “We saw the same.”

I wanted to ask how Professor Knight was—if he was awake and whether he would recover—but those were questions for later. “As I entered the anteroom, I witnessed Lord Hensley fleeing through the back door.”

Everyone’s eyes swung toward Lord Hensley, and whispers slithered through the yard.

“So you followed?” Father didn’t look away from me.

“I did.” It took everything in me to keep my voice steady. “I wanted to be sure I had the right man before I accused anyone, so I followed Lord Hensley outside and caught him just as he was about to leave Hawksbill.”

“You took it upon yourself to apprehend him, rather than call for men trained for such things?”

I clenched my jaw. Wasn’t that obvious?

Father turned his attention to Hensley, giving me a moment to take note of all the people staring at this display. Lady Meredith had her head tilted, listening to something Lady Chey was whispering in her ear. The rest of the Chuters were in a group near the stairs, while the Goldbergs stood close by. Professor Knight was nowhere to be seen, but I caught James prowling around the edges of the crowd, his ear turned toward conversations he’d later repeat to me.

Thank saints for James.

“Gerald.” My father’s tone toward Lord Hensley was less annoyed. Less angry. Less everything. As if he didn’t believe my accusations were true. “What do you have to say to these allegations?”

“I would never harm the good professor.” Again, there was that note of bemusement. “And I’m certainly no flasher.”

“So”—Father’s eyes cut to me—“you’re accusing my son of lying?”

Heat pressed through the crowd. Someone gasped.

“Of course not, Sire. But the prince must be mistaken. He said he saw someone leaving the room; perhaps he mistook the true attacker for me, if he saw them only from behind.”

“That sounds quite possible.” Father cleared his throat. “Officers, release Lord Hensley.”

As one, North and Todd moved to remove the cuffs and stepped away.

“Father!” Shock pitched my voice higher.

He glared at me. “Son?”

“You aren’t going to ask if he happened to see who attacked the professor? Or why he was outside at the same time as the attacker was leaving the house? Or what he was doing, heading out of Hawksbill in the middle of the night?” Was I the only one with any common sense here?

“I don’t have to ask. I know why Lord Hensley was leaving Hawksbill at this hour, and it’s definitely not your business.” Father strode closer, fury darkening his face. “Hensley is working for me.”

My chest tightened until it ached.

“As for whether I saw an attacker fleeing the scene?” Hensley shook his head. “I’m afraid I didn’t. I’m quite fond of your professor. I’d like to apprehend his assailant as much as you, Your Highness.”

That had to be a lie. “There’s a way to be sure. Measure the burn on Knight’s arm against Hensley’s hand.”

“Professor Knight said his attacker was a stranger, someone he’d never seen before. The professor’s word is good enough for me.” My father sighed and motioned for the crowd to disperse. “I’m afraid we must retire earlier than planned. But thank you, all, for celebrating my son’s sixteenth birthday with us. We are ever grateful for your friendship. Good night.”

My guests seemed reluctant to go, but a few glares from guards got people moving toward their carriages. As more and more people began to leave, and Father sent North and Todd back to their posts, my stomach sank deeper.

When Hensley was gone, too, after bowing and thanking Father for his trust, the yard grew quiet and tense. The day’s heat had faded now, leaving sticky, uncomfortable humidity. Only my parents, several bodyguards, and James and his mother remained. At least I could trust James not to abandon me now.

Father’s voice was quiet. “I can’t begin to tell you how disappointed I am.”

“I think I can guess.”

“No. I doubt it.” He looked almost sad. “Perhaps when you have a son and he betrays your trust—when he behaves in a way that you’ve explicitly forbidden—then you will be able to guess the depths of my disappointment. Not only that, you’ve embarrassed me, yourself, and Lord Hensley. You’ve taken officers from their duty in order to satisfy whatever grudge you have against him.”

“I don’t have a grudge. I saw him.”

“And what weight does your word hold? First, you slipped away from your guards, putting their careers in jeopardy. If I didn’t believe this was entirely your fault, I might have had them all disgracefully dismissed. Second, you put Professor Knight’s life in danger by not immediately calling for a physician. Luckily he was discovered soon enough that he will recover with proper treatment. The burn was not as serious as it appeared; only the top layer of tissue was damaged, which means he was very lucky, or the saints were watching over him. And third, you put your mother and me in a position of having to choose between humoring your arrest and humiliating Lord Hensley, and doing the right thing and freeing him, even if that meant humiliating you instead.”

“I’m not humiliated.” That wasn’t exactly true, but the weight of everyone’s judgment hadn’t quite settled. “I’m frustrated and angry that instead of taking me seriously, you’re more upset that I sneaked away. You’re more upset that I was out of your control for half an hour.”

“You’re right I’m more upset about that.” Father’s voice lowered to a growl. “You’re given so much freedom. It upsets me that you’d cause this kind of panic and completely ruin the party your cousin worked so hard to arrange for you.” He motioned at James, who shot me a panicked look and shrug, which meant he didn’t care what I’d done. No one was in a position to notice, except his mother, who was lost somewhere in her memories and grief.

That was all I could take. Using James to make me feel guilty, embarrassing me in front of everyone at my own birthday party, and—and—

The anger ripped out of me.

“For half my life, you’ve kept me on a leash that’s strangling me. I’m sixteen years old. Old enough to join the Indigo Order. Old enough to go to war, if there were anyone left to go to war with. Old enough that I don’t need minders at all hours.” I sucked in a hot, sharp breath. “You can’t expect me to stay a child forever. You’ll have to start trusting me if you expect me to become king after you’re gone.”

“I do trust you.”

“If you trusted me, I’d be allowed to attend the Academy. I’d be permitted to leave Hawksbill. I’d have seen more of our kingdom than the road to Aecor eight years ago.” My neck and face flamed with rage, and my tone laced with venom. “My kidnappers showed me more of the Indigo Kingdom than you ever have.”

Father’s hands clenched at his sides, while Mother’s eyes went wide and hurt. “Take that back, Tobiah.” Her soft voice was a lie; there was steel in her tone.

“I won’t take back the truth.” My glare cut from Mother to Father. “You don’t trust me. You don’t believe me when I tell you what I heard and saw. You don’t think I’m capable of doing anything worthwhile because you’ve never allowed me to take action. And now that I have, you’re disappointed.”

He straightened himself and motioned to his bodyguards. “Fetch the carriage.” As though they were drivers as well. But they went. “Tobiah, since you’re so confident of your ability to come and go on your own, you’ll be walking back to Skyvale Palace tonight. Perhaps that will give you adequate time to consider the consequences of your actions.”

His carriage pulled around, and he and Mother climbed in.

I didn’t move. Hardly breathed.

Mother flashed a quick, unhappy glance through the window, and then they pulled away, leaving my guards, James, and his mother alone with me standing in the yard lit for the birthday party I’d barely attended.







EIGHT


“I BELIEVE LORD Hensley murdered your stepfather.”

James’s face went ashen, all the humor washed from his expression. “What in the names of all nine saints makes you say that?”

We were walking back to the palace, just as my father had commanded. Aunt Kathleen had pulled herself from her grief just long enough to offer a carriage, but I wanted to walk. Needed to. Unfortunately for my guards, that meant they had to walk, too, but I resented their presence enough I didn’t care if they were tired.

Now, they were several paces back, too far to hear my conversation with James.

“You know how strange the fire was—how the police said it burned hot enough to melt the paper and rugs, but didn’t harm the layers underneath, how it was contained in the one room.”

James’s eyes unfocused for a heartbeat as he lost himself in a memory. “That’s a big accusation.”

“Lord Hensley can control fire. He grabbed Professor Knight’s forearm and I smelled cooking skin. There’s a hand-shaped burn there now, but it doesn’t go any deeper than the first layer. That’s what Father said, right?”

James nodded. “So he can burn people without permanently maiming them. That doesn’t mean he controls fire.” But James was arguing to argue, because he had to look at all sides fairly.

“It was Hensley. I know it. He burned Professor Knight. He was leaving the party for something urgent enough he didn’t bother to say good-bye. And he set the fire in Lord Roth’s pre-wraith gallery.”

“But why? Why would he hurt Professor Knight? Or Lord Roth?” His voice broke a little when he said his stepfather’s name. James put on a brave, joking face most of the time, but I’d been the one to block him from view when he lost composure at Lord Roth’s memorial. I’d been the one to let him scream and rant when he’d realized that part of his mother had died in that fire, too, and she was never going to be the same. Not even for him.

“I don’t know.” That was probably not the right answer. “I’m going to find out why, and then I’m going to make sure he’s arrested for it.”

“You already had him arrested.” James smirked, himself again. “Look how that turned out.”

I flicked my little finger at him, but he had a point. There was something more going on—something I didn’t have enough information to piece together. The catch would be obtaining those missing bits and doing it without incurring further rage and punishment, or Hensley’s suspicion.

More suspicion, that was.

“Anyway,” James went on, “it’s not as though he’ll truly be punished for what he’s done. He’s nobility. That makes him untouchable, unless you can provide irrefutable proof.”

“I’ll do it, then.” As we turned a corner and the palace came into view, my heart began to pound again. Father was never going to forgive me—unless he didn’t have to know. “I’ll find out where Hensley was going tonight. I’ll find proof of his magic. I’ll find proof that he set the fire. I’ll make sure he can’t use his power to harm anyone—or bring more wraith—ever again.”

“It isn’t your duty. We have an army, the Indigo Order, and an entire police force.”

“Yet they aren’t stopping him. I trust that they’re trying, but they’re neglecting the nobility. When one’s blood is of a certain lineage, infractions tend to get overlooked. But with irrefutable proof of his magic, he’s more likely to actually be punished for what he’s done. Magic is unpardonable, after all.”

“All right.” James sounded resigned, but he never disagreed with me for long. Soon he’d see this mission was for the best. “You know if you’re going to do this, you’ll need a better exit strategy than what you did tonight.”

I nodded. “Tonight was sloppy. But unplanned. I don’t think I did poorly for having no idea I’d be sneaking out of Rayner Manor in the middle of the night.”

James flicked his small finger at me. “You’d never have made it out if I hadn’t covered for you. And what kind of thanks do I get?”

“None!” I grinned and lowered my voice; the guards behind us would love to overhear our conversation. Now, more than ever, they were paranoid. I’d have to work to earn Father’s trust again if I wanted to pursue Hensley and find out what he was up to. “That is,” I said as we climbed up the grand staircase and strode by the spraying fountain, “I appreciate your distraction. I doubt I’d have made it past those four if you hadn’t started that toast.”

“If you’d have given me more warning you were going to be out for so long, not just lurking in the hall like I’d assumed, I wouldn’t have started a chain of toasts that led to everyone trying to find you in the crowd.”

“I’ll do better next time.” And there would be a next time. Hensley was up to something—something that involved magic—and I meant to uncover his secret no matter the cost.
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ONE


THE PRINCE’S BLOOD was on my hands.

Screams from the courtyard below pounded through my ears, through my head, but I was blind to all but Tobiah’s motionless form. He was so still. So pale. His skin was like paper. The guards cut away his clothes, revealing the black bolt protruding from his gut. Blood splashed like angry ink, pooling around him.

“Tobiah.” The whisper splintered from inside me. My hands were on his face. His head rested on my knees.

“Trust Wilhelmina,” he’d told his guards. “Protect her.”

And then, “I don’t want to fight.”

“But that’s all we ever do.” My fingers curled over the contours of his cheek. His skin felt icy, but maybe it was my imagination.

Only half aware of the cacophony below, and guards shooting toward the assassin on a nearby rooftop, I bent until my cheek brushed Tobiah’s nose. I held my breath and listened for his.

Gasp.

Rattle.

Sigh.

It was weak, and I could almost hear the blood flooding his lungs, in a crimson tide. Flecks of wetness dotted my cheek, but I didn’t move.

Gasp.

Rattle.

Sigh.

I’d learned a little about injuries from tutors the Ospreys had hired, and from the boys who were interested in medicine. Though I’d always been more concerned with causing damage, I knew about herbs and binding wounds and how quickly people could slip into shock—even those who hadn’t been hurt.

But with every one of Tobiah’s weak exhales, everything I’d been taught flew from my mind. Wet little puffs of knowledge, flying away with his gasps and rattles and sighs.

Except for one fact: Crown Prince Tobiah was unlikely to survive this injury.

Gasp.

Rattle.

Sigh.

If he didn’t get real help, he would die.

Only I could find it for him.

The world came crashing back in a rush of screams and shouting. The twang and whack of crossbows punctuated the voices.

“What is she doing?” Blood stained the guard’s hands as he pressed a cloth onto the prince’s wound. The men surrounding him looked up, toward me.

“Get the princess out of here,” James barked. He was a familiar face: the crown prince’s bodyguard and cousin, and my friend. He was the one I should be able to trust. “Get her inside.”

“No!” I clung to the prince’s shoulders as someone grabbed around my middle, and another darted in to cushion the prince’s head as I was dragged away. “No! Don’t touch me!”

Even half standing, I could barely see the rooftop where the shooter had stood with his crossbow, and the boy made of wraith not far from him, following the last command I’d given him: pursue Patrick.

A soldier’s fingers dug into my ribs as I struggled. “No!” I elbowed him, and through a gap in the wall of men, I caught sight of the wraith boy returning: a flash of white against the blue sky and brown buildings.

“Wilhelmina!” he cried.

Guards shouted and another one took my arms. “Come on!”

But I couldn’t move under the weight of their hands, because a memory stole over me, paralyzing.

Hands on my arms. And legs. And chest.

A week ago, I’d been wearing black trousers and boots, rather than one of the exquisite gowns expected of a proper lady. I’d been caught, accused of being the vigilante known as Black Knife, accused of assassinating King Terrell in his sleep, and accused of impersonating a foreign duchess.

Dawn had just been brushing the sky, and the Indigo Order surrounded me. James had been there. Someone had cuffed me, and then the others came.

Touching.

Groping.

Reaching for places they had no right, until James called them off.

They’d claimed they were searching for weapons, but my skin still bore the yellow marks of fading bruises.

The phantom sensations that had haunted me since were real now.

I had to escape.

With a feral scream, I yanked myself away from the guard and landed hard on my knees. Pain flared, but I forgot all about it as the chaos below intensified, and an enormous white horror leapt over the edge of the balcony, knocking aside the men as though they were dolls.

The wraith boy’s body had elongated, his face stretched until his mouth was wide and gaping, and his pale eyes were ovular and enormous. “Release my queen.” His voice boomed like thunder as he shrank and strode across the balcony, stepping around the fallen prince at the last moment. “Do not touch her.”

Ten guards backed away from me, leaving me to kneel by Tobiah’s head.

The guards who’d been knocked over stood now, their weapons aimed at the wraith boy. Others still scanned the rooftops for the assassin, while many focused on the prince, bleeding to death in front of my eyes.

The wraith boy reached for one of the guards who’d grabbed me.

“Stop!”

The wraith boy froze in a half lurch, waiting for my permission to move again. The guards hesitated.

I fought to steady myself, grabbing my gown into bunches. “He thought I was in danger. Focus on Tobiah. He needs help.”

“She’s right.” James shouted orders, and guards moved in to assist, giving the statue-still wraith boy a wide berth.

Carefully, they pushed the limp prince into a sitting position. Blood saturated his jacket and shirt as they peeled off his clothes and tossed them aside. Blood-soaked wool hit the stone with a splat.

The crossbow tip protruded from his back, slick and shining with blood. A hooked barb made the bolt impossible to remove without causing more damage.

If he was even still alive.

“Knife!” shouted a guard. “Cut off the tip.”

The screaming below had softened, now that the assassin was gone and guards had emerged to control the crowd. The roofs across the courtyard were filled with soldiers hunting for the shooter.

One of the men lowered his knife to begin cutting the shaft just below the barb, but his hand shook with nerves. The life of his future king rested in those trembling fingers.

Breathlessly, I leaned forward and batted him aside. “Wake up,” I said, touching the bolt. The magic made my thoughts fuzz, but I hardly noticed. “Do this carefully and gently: break just below the tip and remove yourself from the prince. Leave no pieces inside him. Cause no additional harm.”

“Is she using magic?” someone whispered. Soldiers drew back, as if being too close to me would contaminate them, but they held their prince as the crossbow bolt followed my instructions.

The wood snapped and the tip clanked against the floor. One of the men dropped a cloth over it and snatched it up, as though containing a wild animal.

Slowly, the shaft pulled itself from the wound; whatever sound it made was covered by the gasping of soldiers nearby, and the noise of people being corralled in the courtyard below.

“Flasher,” someone muttered. “It’s true.”

In my peripheral vision, I caught the wraith boy’s rapt attention, his eyes unnaturally wide as he watched the crossbow bolt drop onto the prince’s lap. Tobiah’s hands rested limply on the stone floor, drenched in his own blood.

Please. Please.

As soon as the bolt was out, men pressed bandages to the wound, and I reached around to tap the offending object. “Go to sleep.”

It was inanimate again.

“Now,” said James. “Get His Highness into his quarters. Send for a physician. Have the entire city searched.” He turned to me. “Was that Patrick Lien?”

My stomach knotted. Patrick had always intended to be the liberator of Aecor, our conquered homeland. But while we had the same goals, his methods made him the enemy now. “Yes. Trying again, after he failed the other night.”

James passed a hand over his stomach, the ghosts of pain and confusion flickering across his face. “All right. I’ll need a description. A drawing, if you can manage.”

Around us, guards constructed a stretcher to transport Tobiah. This didn’t feel real.

“I can.” My head buzzed with magic and horror, but there was so much to do. “I can send him to search for Patrick.” I nodded toward the wraith boy, still caught in the half lurch. “You can stand now,” I told him.

He shot me a quizzical look as he straightened and assumed normal proportions. He was blinding white, still wearing Tobiah’s Indigo Order jacket from the night of the Inundation, though the cloth was torn and dirty.

James glanced from me to the wraith boy. “He’s under your control?”

“He is.” Saints, I hoped he was.

The captain gave a curt nod. “Tobiah trusts you. I do, too. But I don’t think it’s a good idea to send him into the city.”

The wraith boy, perhaps sensing my reluctant agreement, grew smaller, more placid. His indigo jacket hung down to his knees as he lowered his eyes.

My blood-soaked gown dragged heavily as I stepped toward James, keeping my voice low. “There’s no way Tobiah can survive that wound.”

Neither of us said what we both must have been thinking: James had survived an almost identical injury.

He kept his voice soft. “What do you propose?”

It felt like betrayal, giving up someone else’s secret, but he would understand. He would be protected. “I have a friend who can heal.”

James’s eyebrows shot up. “Magically?”

I nodded.

The captain shoved his fingers through his hair, leaving streaks of Tobiah’s blood. “The other day, did you bring your friend to me?”

“No.”

He pressed his mouth into a line. “What are the chances of us both mysteriously healing?”

“Are you willing to take the risk?”

“Definitely not,” he said. “Where is your friend? I’ll have him sent for immediately.”

“I should look for him. The Ospreys won’t trust a messenger.”

“No.” James watched as the men transferred Tobiah to the stretcher and moved him inside. “No, that’s not a good idea. Not with the people calling you the wraith queen, or after what you did during the Inundation. It’s too much. They’d panic. We can’t risk it.”

It was a risk I was willing to take if it meant saving Tobiah’s life. But James held all the power here, so I just nodded. “I’ll write a message. I’ll draw Patrick’s face, and I’ll tell you anything you need to know. I want him caught, too.”

“And what about your pale friend?” James’s jaw flexed as he settled his glare on the wraith-white figure, now no bigger or differently shaped than any other seventeen-year-old boy. “I can’t allow him to roam the palace, but I doubt a cell would hold him.”

“I’ll put him somewhere safe.”

“Will you be all right?” James reached for my arm, but stopped short of contact. The wraith boy might see it as a threat.

I touched his arm instead. “When Patrick is in the deepest dungeon, the wraith vanishes, and all of my friends are safe: then I will be all right.”







TWO


BY THE TIME the clock tower chimed seventeen, I’d sent messengers to the Peacock Inn and half a dozen other Osprey hideouts in the city. The messages contained orders for all four of my Ospreys to come to the palace immediately; the other four were with Patrick, including my best friend, Melanie.

Saints, I hoped they were safe. Even the ones who’d left me.

Especially the ones who’d left me, because Patrick wasn’t always concerned about whether they survived the missions he assigned. We’d lost so many friends through his leadership, and I’d never challenged it. Not until it was too late.

Now, I sat at a table in Crown Prince Tobiah’s parlor, finishing the last strokes of a sketch of Patrick’s face: close-cropped hair, a hard scowl, and a scar above one eyebrow. Even from paper, he commanded attention.

“That’s the last one for you.” James took a chair next to me and met my eyes. “We have scribes and messengers copying your drawings for the police and bounty notices. You don’t need to make more. That isn’t your job.”

“What is my job? Pacing the palace and hoping Patrick slips up? Because that’s the only way he’ll be caught.”

James’s mouth pulled into a frown. “The queen regent is offering five thousand crowns for Patrick’s capture.”

“You’ve just persuaded me to go find him myself.”

His smile was tolerant, like I’d made a joke. “It’s been suggested that you offer a reward, as well.”

“Even if I knew what the Aecorian treasury looked like, I don’t have access to it. Strip Prince Colin of his overlord title and we’ll continue that conversation.”

“Would that I could.”

He’d been awake for only hours, and was recently injured himself. He didn’t need my derision on top of everything else. I made my tone gentler. “How is Tobiah?”

“Same.” James lowered his eyes. “The physicians are with him. They said the bolt came out cleanly, which will help the healing process. But they told me not to expect miracles.”

We fell quiet, neither of us willing to bring up James’s miraculous healing this morning. Why shouldn’t we expect miracles from Tobiah, too? But the questions were there, hanging between us. We’d have to talk about it sometime.

Anyway, where was Connor? What about “come immediately” lacked urgency?

“What about him?” James tilted his head toward the wraith boy standing in the corner, where he’d been the whole time I worked. He was hunched over like a scolded hound, waiting for attention.

“He can’t do anything.” After the shooting, he refused to leave my side. I could have ordered him somewhere else, but where? “Wraith is destruction, not healing.”

At my words, the wraith boy turned his head, and a thin smile sliced across his face, widening until he showed teeth and gums.

I shivered as he turned back to the corner. James paled and angled himself away from the wraith boy.

“And you?” I touched the back of his hand. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” James drew a deep breath. “I should have saved him.”

“But you—”

He shook his head. “I should have seen Patrick. I should have been watching the rooftops more closely. Tobiah rushes into what he thinks is best and forgets to look out for danger. He can be reckless.”

I closed my eyes, recalling the black-clad boy with a sword sheathed at his back. Easily, I could picture the way he leapt off rooftops and ran toward the crash and growl of danger. Glowmen, wraith beasts, or ordinary criminals: it didn’t matter what it was or who was involved; he would intervene to rescue victims and drag perpetrators to the nearest police station. “I remember.”

“That’s why I’m here,” James said. “To look after Tobiah. So that he can be who he is without worrying about danger.”

It seemed to me James was being too hard on himself. Tobiah wasn’t easy to look after, given his vigilante habit. James wouldn’t be reassured, though. His sense of duty wouldn’t allow it.

“Why don’t you wash up?” He motioned to the bloodstains on my gown. “There’s nothing else you can do until your friend arrives.”

“I hate feeling powerless.” I wiped clean my pen and closed the bottle of ink. “I hate not being able to help.”

James’s jaw clenched as he glanced toward the prince’s closed door. If anyone understood, he did. “Sergeant Ferris will escort you to your quarters.” He looked at one of the indigo-jacketed men in the sitting room. “Sergeant, attend Princess Wilhelmina.”

I stood and lifted an eyebrow. “Who is being guarded?”

“You, Your Highness.” James rose to his feet again, too. “Patrick risked you today. What if his aim had been off? What if the wind had picked up? The queen regent and Lady Meredith are being guarded closely, as well.”

As closely as I? They were probably permitted knives at meals. “Very well.”

James leaned close. “Now that you’ve identified yourself, you’ll simply have to get used to a bodyguard following you at all hours. Do you think Tobiah enjoys my constant company? It is the duty of a member of the royal family to stay alive.”

A darkness flashed through his eyes: his failure today, the failure of King Terrell’s bodyguards not even a fortnight ago. He needed me to obey, to take the guard and keep myself safe. And with the wraith boy in the palace, we all needed to be even more alert.

He was correct. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t also guarding the rest of the palace from me.

“Only because you asked so nicely.” I grabbed the leather-bound notebook I used as a diary and strode after the young sergeant James had indicated. A moment later we were out the door, the wraith boy following at a short distance.

It wasn’t a long walk from Tobiah’s apartments to mine. Both suites were located in the Dragon Wing, the area typically reserved for Indigo Kingdom royalty. My presence here was indicative of both the respect Tobiah held for me, and the respect he had for my dangerous abilities. He kept me close because he needed to watch me.

Sergeant Ferris led me in silence, though he cast a few curious looks toward me.

As we approached my door, I made my expression stony. “Yes, Sergeant?”

He ducked his head. “Pardon, Your Highness.”

“If you have a question, ask it.”

He hesitated, but curiosity won over. “You are Black Knife?”

Though an afternoon of sitting over writing materials had made every muscle in my shoulders and neck stiff, I drew myself up to my full height, nearly even with my guard. “What do you think, Sergeant?”

He snapped to attention at my door and held his position. “Your Highness.”

I entered my sitting room, allowing myself to feel a sliver of satisfaction—at least until I remembered the wraith boy trailing in after me, a white shadow jacketed in indigo.

“Stay in the corner,” I told him. He obeyed, hands clasped in front of him, head slightly bowed.

I moved toward the table to lay down my notebook, but stopped. Something was different.

When Tobiah had summoned me to his quarters this morning, I’d run off quickly, not bothering to close the jars of ink, or clean my pens. Now, the bottles were corked or capped, and the ink-stained nibs soaked in a shallow cup of water, rusting.

A folded paper was pinned beneath a bottle of blue ink, a quick W scrawled on the corner.

Someone had been in my rooms. Or still was.

I snatched a clean pen off the table and clutched it like a knife, moving through the room without stealth; any intruder already knew I was here.

One by one, I opened doors and scanned the shapes and shadows of the music room, the game room, and the dressing room for hints of the intruder. But there was nothing untoward. Just the same opulent suite I’d become intimately acquainted with in the days since the Inundation. The same brocade silk curtains, the same glossy, wood-paneled walls, and the same gleaming brass knobs and hinges and other finishings. There were no strange shapes in the pockets of darkness by full bookcases, or under the ornately carved tables, or in the curtain surrounding the tub in the washroom.

Everything was quiet. The windows here faced the back of the palace, giving me a view of the ruined gardens and woods beyond. Protesters’ cries were muted, and I heard no scrape of shoes on rugs or brush of clothes on wood.

Whoever had been here was gone now.

My fist relaxed around the pen, and I lit a candle when I returned to the table.

After King Terrell had been assassinated, Tobiah had told me that people always wanted to kill kings. Now that my identity was out—as well as my magical ability and the way I’d allegedly spent time as a vigilante—I had to be careful, too. Particularly since I was alone here. Had Melanie stayed with me—

Well, she wasn’t here.

I brought the candle close to the paper, but found no traces of powder. There were no unusual scents, either.

It was probably safe.

I slipped the paper from beneath the bottle and unfolded it. The note was in Tobiah’s handwriting. A strained laugh escaped my throat. All that work, and the intruder turned out to be a boy dying just a few doors down the hall.

Wilhelmina,

I’m sorry I didn’t visit you after the Inundation. I should have.

Please forgive me for what I’m about to do; know that it is duty and honor that compel me to act against my true feelings. You were correct when you said I need to decide who I am.

No matter where my heart leads, I must become who my kingdom needs me to be.

With greatest affection,

Tobiah Pierce

My heart twisted, and tears in my eyes made halos grow around the words.

He must have written this right before he announced the date of his wedding to Meredith—winter solstice—during the minutes he’d left James’s side to deliver a list of places in Aecor Patrick might have gone.

Unfortunately, Patrick had been on his way here.

To shoot Tobiah.

Maybe I hated the prince, but I loved the vigilante, and now he was dying.

My feelings had been complicated enough when I’d believed they were separate people, but now that Tobiah Pierce was Black Knife . . .

Black Knife was Tobiah Pierce . . .

And where was Connor?

My breath came hard and fast as I placed the letter on the table once more, and smoothed out the corners. My weapons had been taken away, but not my clothes.

I glanced at the window. Nearly dark.

“Wraith boy.”

In the corner, he perked up and tilted his head. “Yes, my queen?”

“From the balcony, can you lower me to the ground?” Being on the third story, I wasn’t keen to climb down without my grappling hook and line. My first night in this suite, I’d checked the outside wall for any footholds, but without tools, there’d been nothing but a high probability of two broken legs.

“It isn’t for me to question my queen, but”—he shifted his weight—“can’t you simply walk out? Are you a captive?”

I glanced at the letter on the table, the beautiful room that had been my prison for three days, and the crown prince’s blood staining my gown. Black Knife’s blood. “Can you do what I asked?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then you’re going to help me escape.”
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