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          Prologue

        

        Marc

      

    

    
      Blackness fell across the city, and with it came silence, the crowd of onlookers seeming to collectively hold their breaths as the edge of the moon appeared in the sole opening in the cavern’s rocky ceiling far above us. The silver orb inched into view, casting a stream of light down through the mist to fall upon the pair standing on the marble dais at the center of the river, their faces bright with nerves and anticipation as they waited for the magic to take hold. For the bond between their hearts and minds to be formed, remaining unbroken until one of them–

      “And Liquid Shackles claims another two victims.”

      Tristan’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I glanced at my cousin, who stood next to me watching the proceedings. “You’re a cynic,” I muttered under my breath.

      “I’m a realist, Marc,” he replied, raising his hands to clap along with the rest of those watching the ceremony. “I can imagine little worse than having another’s emotions invading my skull for the rest of my days.”

      “Because she won’t be able to pretend your jests are funny?” I suggested, turning to avoid the dark look our Aunt Sylvie, the Queen’s conjoined twin, was casting in our direction. Bondings were the most sacrosanct of our ceremonies, made more so by the fact they grew more and more infrequent as our race diminished and declined within the confines of the curse.

      “Why would she have to pretend? Everyone knows I’m the epitome of wit.” Tristan grinned, then turned on his heel to carve through the crowd, nobility and commoners alike making way for their crown prince.

      I followed, but couldn’t help one backward glance over my shoulder at the knot of trolls on the opposite side of the river from the King and Queen, searching their faces for one in particular. Pénélope stood arm-in-arm with her younger sister, Anaïs, their faces nearly touching, both of them laughing over some comedy that none of the nobility grouped around them seemed to appreciate. Although whether they appreciated the humor or not, every eligible man in their vicinity eyed them hungrily.

      And for good reason.

      Both were beautiful, with high cheekbones, full lips, and eyes of molten silver, but their desirability went beyond appearances. Beyond, even, that they were the daughters of the Duke d’Angoulême, who was reckoned the most influential aristocrat in Trollus after the King.

      Pénélope and Anaïs were unafflicted.

      Nearly every full-blooded troll was stricken in some way by the iron that bound us to this world, the toxic metal having stolen our ancestors’ immortality and then begun the slow process of poisoning and changing everyone who’d been born since. Madness, illness, disfigurement... Among our generation’s peerage, only the two girls and Tristan remained entirely untouched.

      I’d not been so lucky.

      As though sensing my scrutiny, Pénélope turned in my direction, and I lifted a hand before jerking it back down to my side as I caught sight of her father watching me over her head.

      Tristan suffered no similar self-consciousness, raising a hand to waggle his fingers at the Duke, his mockery catching the attention of many of those around us, who shifted uneasily. The rivalry between the Montignys and the Angoulêmes was old as time, and no one wanted to be caught between them. Neither Tristan nor the Duke could risk it coming to blows with half a mountain’s worth of rock balanced precariously over our heads, but both families had a great deal of practice extracting their pound of flesh without resorting to magic.

      “You shouldn’t provoke him,” I said, nudging him with my elbow.

      Tristan only shrugged. “Better he think me an obnoxious royal brat than the alternative.”

      The alternative. Sympathizer. Revolutionary. Traitor. It was a struggle not to lift a shield of magic to ward our conversation, but that would only make us appear as though we had something to hide. The Duke led the faction set on uprooting and destroying those sympathetic to the half-bloods’ plight, and finding out the identity of the revolution’s leadership was his priority. The last thing we needed was him discovering proof that the leadership was us.

      Tristan and I made our way toward the palace gates, the illuminators working quickly to fill the crystal sconces, the magic having been extinguished for the sake of the ceremony. The lights revealed sections of white stonework, but the rest of the enormous building remained consigned to shadow. Much like the rest of Trollus. Much like me.

      The party was in one of the larger courtyards, strands of silver wire and illuminated glass draped above fountains that sprayed mist into the air. Half-blood servants dressed in Montigny livery were already circulating, carrying trays of sparkling wine and delicacies imported at great cost from beyond the curse’s barrier. From the human world.

      Tristan’s magic abruptly lifted two glasses off a passing tray, and he laughed as the half-blood girl struggled to keep the unbalanced contents from toppling to the ground, her magic catching at the sliding stemware and accidentally shattering one of the glasses.

      Wine splattered across Tristan’s coat, soaking into the expensive fabric. He stopped laughing.

      The half-blood stared at him in horror as silence fell across the courtyard, even the musicians’ fingers stilling on their instruments. “I am so sorry, Your Highness.”

      “Sorry?” His voice was icy, and despite knowing it was all an act on his part, discomfort twisted in my stomach, because the half-blood didn’t know. Her fear was real.

      “Tristan,” I said, because I had my own part to play in this ruse. “Let it go.”

      If he heard me, he didn’t show it, and magic twisted through the air, invisible, but tangible. Dangerous.

      The half-blood took one step back. Then another. But even if she fled, she would not get far.

      Suddenly, the shards of broken glass rose from the ground, turning into floating liquid blobs that hovered between the half-blood and us. They drifted together, swirling and coalescing until the glass reformed. Droplets of wine eased out of Tristan’s sleeve to drip, one by one, into the vessel, turning to mist as they hit the heated glass.

      “There.” Pénélope’s voice filled the air, soft and musical, and she took hold of the now-cool stem with slender fingers. “No damage done.”

      Tension still clung to the courtyard, everyone watching. Waiting. Then Tristan clapped his hands together. “A nice trick, Pénélope.”

      Music once again filled our ears, and Anaïs pushed past her sister. “You’re so dramatic, Tristan.”

      “Better than boring,” he shot back, then took her arm and led her off into the corner, both of them laughing. All the men in Trollus could stare at Anaïs as long as they wanted, but there wasn’t a soul who didn’t know it was my cousin who had the heart of Angoulême’s heir. The question in everyone’s minds was whether Tristan would flaunt the rivalry between his father and the Duke by bonding her anyway.

      But I wasn’t interested in Tristan and Anaïs right now.

      I stood rooted on the spot, unable to tear my eyes from Pénélope. Or to come up with anything clever to say, I thought, wondering when I’d become so tongue-tied around her. Despite the conflict between her family and Tristan’s, we’d been friends since we were children, but that easy camaraderie had burned away recently, replaced with something else entirely.

      “You watched the bonding?” she asked, light reflecting off her irises as they darted to the new couple, then back to me. The wistfulness in her voice made my stomach clench, but I managed a nod.

      “It was beautiful.”

      You are beautiful. And I was glad the shadows cast by my hood allowed me to watch her openly, for a lovelier girl I’d never seen. Her inky hair was coiled in a multitude of braids set with jet pins, revealing her long graceful neck and delicate collarbone. Our fey nature made us all difficult to harm, but there were times she seemed as fragile to me as the glass flowers in our gardens. And should I ever have the privilege to touch her, I’d do so with equal care. “It was,” I managed to say.

      “Have you ever wondered what it’s like?”

      I shrugged, scuffing my boot against the ground. It was as close to a lie as the magic running through me would allow, because the truth was, I thought about it all the time. Specifically, I thought about what it would be like to be bonded to her.

      “I wish…” Her voice faltered, and I opened my mouth to ask what it was that she wished, desperate to have some part of her, even if it were only something as small as a secret desire. But before I could say anything, I felt the press of power coming up behind me, and heard the Duke’s sharp voice say, “Come now, Pénélope. There were others who would have a moment of your time.”

      Her eyes flashed with irritation. “Father, I’m–”

      “Now.”

      She flinched, and I turned with a mind to tell him to leave her alone, but his cold gaze froze my tongue. He looked me up and down, his lip curling up with distaste as he reached out to take Pénélope’s arm. But before he could drag her off to parade in front of whomever he desired a liaison with, the crowd of guests pushed in close, trapping him in place.

      A space was forming in the courtyard, Tristan and Anaïs at the center, swords in hand, both their expressions gleeful.

      “A duel,” someone shouted, and then my Aunt Sylvie started calling the odds. “Place your bets,” she shrieked, then pointed a finger at the Duke. “Your usual, Édouard? Or are you too busy meddling?”

      Angoulême’s expression soured, and he waved a hand in her direction as though to drive her away. “Yes, yes. A thousand on Anaïs.”

      “Done!”

      The guests pressed tighter, and I found myself next to Pénélope. Her skirts brushed against my leg, and I held my breath, barely seeing as Tristan and Anaïs harried each other across the yard to the roaring approval of the aristocracy. Instead, my eyes tracked downward. Her dark purple gown was cut low enough to reveal the soft curve of her breasts, the black lace trim stark against her skin.

      Sword clashed against sword, and I jerked my head up, watching Anaïs dive out of the way of Tristan’s blade, her cheek scraping against the paving stones. She was back on her feet in a flash, skin streaked with blood, but her magic already healing the injury, face unblemished within seconds. She lunged at Tristan, sending him stumbling, the crowd shrieking as she landed a blow against his wrist, the crack of bone audible above their noise. He swore and switched to fighting with his left arm, slamming his weapon against hers with brute strength rather than skill, barely managing to hold her off while his wrist healed.

      “Come on, Anaïs,” Pénélope murmured, bouncing on her toes with excitement, her fingers brushing against mine. I closed my eyes, relishing the inappropriate thoughts that danced through my mind even as I tried to banish them. What was the point in thinking about them, in thinking about her, given that her father would never allow it to happen?

      Swords collided. But instead of a sharp clang, the sound of the steel shattering punctuated the air. My eyes whipped to where Anaïs stood scowling at her ruined blade, shards of metal scattered on the ground around her. But a soft exclamation of pain drew my attention back to my more immediate proximity.

      But Pénélope was no longer next to me.

      I turned, watching as Angoulême dragged her through the crowd with silent determination, no one paying them the slightest bit of attention. But there was no mistaking that there was something wrong. That something had happened.

      I nudged those around me to move, and when they didn’t, I pushed, forcing my way after Pénélope and her father.

      Then a voice rang through the air. “Halt.”

      Instinctively, I froze, as did every other troll in the courtyard, no one daring to tempt the King’s anger. Slowly turning my head, I saw Tristan and Anaïs unmoving, swords lowered. But it hadn’t been them to whom the King had spoken.

      Rising from the chair where he’d been watching the duel, the King strolled toward Angoulême, the crowd parting like a tide to let him pass. “Away so soon, Your Grace? Are you certain of the outcome, or is it only that you have more pressing matters to which to attend?”

      Angoulême dropped Pénélope’s arm, rotating on his heel to face the King, expression smooth. “My money is on Anaïs. I’m certain she will not cause me to be parted with it.”

      The King laughed. “I’m inclined to agree. But what of you, Lady Pénélope? Do you not care to watch your sister triumph? Or perhaps you grow weary of constantly being outshone?”

      Pénélope remained silent, her back to the King, and my heart lurched. Why did she not answer? Why did she not turn around? What could possibly cause her to court his wrath?

      “You will face me when I’m speaking to you.” His voice was soft. Ominous. I inched in their direction, uncertain what I would do if he harmed her. Any attempt to stop him would be fruitless, but I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

      “Turn around!” The King barked out the command, but he wasn’t angry. Angry men didn’t smile like that.

      Pénélope looked at her father. The Duke’s face was as grim as I’d ever seen it, and he nodded once. “Do what he asks. It’s done now.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I only wanted what was best for my sister,” she said, then turned.

      Her hand was pressed against the injury, but that did nothing to hide the crimson rivulets of blood tracing the pale skin of her chest. I lurched forward, the sound of Anaïs screaming her sister’s name loud in my ears as she bolted past.

      She did not make it far.

      Anaïs’s body jerked to a stop, tangled in invisible threads of the King’s magic, her head snapping forward with a crack. She went limp and would have crumpled to the ground, but Tristan caught her, her head lolling against his shoulder, body paralyzed until her magic healed her broken neck.

      “Help her,” she pleaded. “Help her, Tristan. Please!”

      Face ashen, Tristan lowered Anaïs to the ground. “What’s the point in this, Father? Far be it from me to judge what you find entertaining, but standing here and watching a lady bleed seems beneath you.” Pushing past me, he walked to Pénélope, extracting a handkerchief from his pocket and reaching for the hand she had pressed against the injury. “She must have been struck by a piece of the broken blade. Bad luck, but it will m…” His final word stuck in his throat as the injury was revealed.

      A tiny shard of steel protruded from her flesh, blood seeping out around it. But what made my heart lurch were the black lines of iron rot already snaking out and away from the wound. In a flash, Tristan jerked out the shard and pressed the handkerchief to the injury, but it was too late. Everyone had seen.

      And everyone knew.

      “Tragic,” the King murmured, then glanced over his shoulder at Anaïs, who was dragging herself to her feet. “So very, very tragic.” Then he turned back to the Duke. “The truth always outs, Your Grace. And we must all pay the consequences when it does.”
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      The sharp clang of steel against steel made my hand twitch and my paintbrush along with it, leaving a streak of black where none had been intended.

      “Drat,” I muttered, accepting the proffered rag from my maid and dabbing at the errant paint.

      The swords crashed together again and, despite it having been three weeks since the accident, I flinched. I wondered if I ever would not.

      Sighing, I rested my wrist on my knee and shifted to watch my sister fight. Anaïs was harrying her opponent backward across the yard, dulled practice blade flashing with the skill not of one trained since she was old enough to hold a sword – though she had been – but of one who’d been born to battle. She fought as I imagined a viper would, so quick I scarce saw her move but she was there, her deadliness a matter of speed and agility rather than brute strength.

      My eyes took in the whirl of motion, envisioning how I might capture it with paint, but my hands almost instinctively reached for my pencil and sketchbook, because nothing else would ever capture my sister’s exquisite beauty and strength better than crisp lines of black against a plane of white. Anaïs needed no embellishments, and that’s all color would be.

      She feinted left but struck right, her blow landing square against her opponent’s side with an audible crack. Tristan swore and stumbled, his gloved hand pressing against ribs that were almost certainly fractured.

      I swallowed hard, trying my best not to think of the bones knitting and reforming, bruises rising and fading within seconds. Or to think about what happened when they did not.

      “I can’t recall the last time I bested you at this, Anaïs,” Tristan grumbled, hand dropping from his side. “It’s not very sporting if I’ve no chance at winning. My pleasure in your company is diminished by the broken bones.”

      Anaïs smiled and slapped the flat of her blade against the palm of her gloved hand. “Are you suggesting that I let you win, Your Highness?”

      “Would that be so dreadful?” He closed the distance between them, his cheeks curving with a smile as he gazed down at her.

      For a handful of seconds, her face was filled with the naked adoration of a girl well and truly in love. And my heart broke, the sharp little pieces digging into my soul as I watched her bury the feelings behind a cocky smile, the tip of her blade flicking up to catch him beneath the chin.

      “Yes, it would. If you wish to beat me, you’ll merely have to try harder.”

      The two stood silent and unmoving, and I knew that a conversation passed between them in the wordless language of those who knew each other well. It was beautiful and wretched, and my eyes moved without thought to the image on my canvas.

      “Enough banter.” Marc stepped out of the shadows where he’d been leaning against the wall, nudging the sword he held into both their ribs, driving them apart. “Tristan, I saw Anaïs’s feint plain as day, and you would have, too, if you’d been paying attention.”

      My heart beat faster in my chest as he walked between them in my direction. Then he stopped, knocking a fist against an invisible barrier of magic blocking his path. “Anaïs, let me through.”

      She blanched. “Oh. Sorry, Marc. I–” Breaking off, her gaze went to mine, then away.

      My stomach clenched. Bad enough that she’d been protecting me, but worse that she hadn’t wanted me to know she was doing it.

      The guilt on Anaïs’s face. The pity on Tristan’s. I hated both sentiments, but the last thing I wanted was to make my sister feel worse, so I said nothing. Dipping my brush in a pale grey, I turned back to my work, hoping my expression wouldn’t betray me.

      Marc stopped in front of my easel, and though I did not take my attention away from my brushstrokes, I felt his presence keenly. My skin prickled and I was sure that even if I had been blind and deaf, I would still have known it was him standing beside me.

      “She’s only trying to protect you, Pénélope.”

      “And she is wise for it.” I added a touch more black to my grey. “Perhaps if she’d always been so vigilant, circumstances would be different.”

      The truth always outs… My father might not have cared to believe it so, but there had always been a certain inevitability of my secret – my affliction – being discovered. If only it had delayed its happening, its discovery might not have even mattered. Certain things could not be undone. Like the bonding of two trolls.

      “But she was not, and they are not,” he said. “And Anaïs blames herself for what happened. It was her blade that shattered.”

      “And his that broke it,” I hissed, furious that my sister should feel guilt when Tristan did not.

      “Do you think he doesn’t know that?”

      I lowered my brush, not wanting to touch this particular piece with anger in my heart. “Can we please not discuss it? Already it weighs upon every aspect of my life, and I hoped to find some respite from it here.”

      “Of course.”

      Vincent and Victoria’s manor was the unspoken neutral ground between us all. The one place in Trollus where we forgot the alliances and rivalries of family, blood, and rank, and where only our friendship mattered. I glanced up to where the fifteen-year-old twins each stood silently balanced on one foot on the wall surrounding the courtyard, faces bent in concentration as they carefully removed one block at a time from a vertical puzzle floating between them. They were giants, standing head and shoulders above even Marc, who was tall, their rare condition having killed their mother in childbirth. Their father had died days later from the shock of the bond breaking. The two had been raised by half-blood servants with only minimal interference from the crown, content to share the barony that was their birthright. As such, their politics were very much based on their own unique views of our small world. Friendship mattered a great deal to them, and they had no tolerance for infighting between us six.

      “May I see what you’re working on?” Marc asked.

      My heart beat a little faster at the question, but if I hadn’t been ready for him to view it, I wouldn’t have brought the canvas. “If you like.”

      He came around the easel, and I held my breath, waiting for his reaction. I’d been working on it before the accident, but had only recently been able to complete the finishing touches.

      He stiffened, and my heart sank. “You don’t care for it?”

      “No. It is wretched to look upon.”

      His voice was strangled and strange in my ears, and mortification flooded my veins. Always I was shy to show my work to others, but never in my wildest dreams had I thought that Marc would be the critic from whom I’d draw harsh words. I wanted to snatch up the canvas and run, but where would I go? Rather than a haven, my home was now a hell bent on punishing me for my weaknesses.

      “Of all the subjects you might have chosen, why did you paint me?”

      The plea in his voice stole the breath from my chest. Rising to my feet, I let everything in my hands fall to the ground and caught hold of his sleeve. “Why shouldn’t I paint you?”

      “Because no matter how good your work, it isn’t anything that anyone would want to see.”

      “Why not?” I asked, hating his words. “I always want to look upon my friends, but you make it so difficult, which makes this painting more meaningful. Because it’s made from the precious few glimpses I’ve been privileged enough to have. I paint those I care about.”

      “Then paint Anaïs. Or the twins. Curses, Pénélope,” he snapped. “Paint Tristan. With your talent, they’d probably hang it in the gallery of the Kings.”

      For weeks my chest had felt like a powder keg waiting for a spark so that it could explode. But this moment felt like the powder keg had been tossed on a bonfire.

      “How dare you suggest I paint him? How dare you!” I knew I was the one who screamed the words, but they sounded like they’d come from someone else’s lips. Like some wild and maniacal girl had taken control of my body and my voice.

      I let her.

      Marc took a step back, but it wasn’t really him I was angry with. Turning on my heel, I stalked toward Tristan, his blank, unreadable Montigny face fueling my fury. “Of course I should paint you! Why should I, or anyone, paint anything else? Our world is cursed. Everyone is sick or twisted or dying from the iron and the darkness. Every last one of us, except for you!”

      “Pénélope, stop.” Anaïs stepped between us. “Don’t do this. Don’t say something you’ll regret.”

      But what she meant was, please don’t say anything that would turn him against her. After everything, she still wanted to protect him. Still wanted to be with him. It had to end. “Move.”

      She shook her head, and I knew I couldn’t force her. Anaïs was stronger than me in every possible way.

      Tristan touched her arm. “Let her say what she wants to say.”

      Anaïs hesitated, then reluctantly stepped aside. But she’d accomplished what she intended. My anger faltered, because I knew that dragging their broken betrothal out into the open wouldn’t matter to him. He was a black-hearted Montigny snake who cared nothing for anyone or anything but power. All I’d do was hurt the one person I cared about more than anything: Anaïs.

      “Born perfect into a decaying and dying race,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Gifted with the beauty and grace of the kings of old and a power not seen since King Alexis himself. How can the broken ones like us compare with you and your… radiance?” I spat the word at him.

      Something flashed across his face. A trace of… guilt? Then he sighed. “I’m sorry that fate was not kinder to you, Pénélope. I’m sorry for the part I played in the hurt that was done to you. But I had no more control over how I was born than anyone else.”

      “I know.” My lips felt numb, and I turned away. For Anaïs’s sake, I’d always kept silent in the face of his cruel behavior, but what did it matter now if he learned what I truly thought of him? The twins had come down from the wall to stand next to Anaïs, but my eyes were all for Marc. Tristan was his cousin and closest friend, and he was loyal to him to a fault. All of them were, and I knew that what I intended to say would all but assure my eviction from our circle of friends.

      But I said it anyway. “I’ll never paint you, Tristan. I paint those I love. Not those I hate.”
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      If all the stone of the Forsaken Mountain rockslide had floated away and left Trollus bathed in sunlight, I could not have been more astonished than I was now.

      “Pénélope!” Anaïs called, and started to run after her sister, but Tristan caught her sleeve.

      “There’s nothing you can say. We’ve kept her in the dark all these years to protect her, Anaïs, and she needs that now more than ever. If your father comes to suspect our involvement with the sympathizers and believes she knows anything valuable, he’ll torture her to get the information. I’d rather she believe the worst about me than put her at risk.”

      We all heard the words he didn’t say: that to the Duke d’Angoulême, his eldest daughter was now only a liability, and that made her expendable.

      “I’ll talk to Pénélope.” The words were out before I had a chance to think about what I was saying. “I was the one who provoked her,” I added when Tristan frowned. “I… I criticized her painting.” My eyes flicked to Anaïs’s, and she nodded ever so slightly in understanding.

      Tristan didn’t miss the exchange between us, but as one who lived life entrenched in secrets, he seemed to accept that we’d occasionally keep some of our own. “Go, then.”

      Tossing my practice sword on a rack, I ran toward the gate to the courtyard, which was still swinging with the speed of Pénélope’s passing. The streets of the Elysium quarter echoed with the staccato clatter of her heels against the paving stones. I needed to catch her before she reached her father’s home, where my welcome was tenuous at best. Vaulting over a wall, I sprinted through grounds belonging to a very deaf and extremely reclusive Marquis and out the front gate just as Pénélope rounded the bend, skirts hiked almost to her knees and face streaked with tears.

      She stumbled at the sight of me, and every instinct told me to catch her. To protect her. To do anything in my power to keep the girl I’d loved for as long as I could remember from suffering any more harm. But I’d seen her expression when she’d realized Anaïs was shielding her, and so instead I checked myself and held my ground, watching as she staggered, one shoe flying forward to land at my feet even as she caught her balance.

      Slowly, she straightened, letting the skirts she clutched slip through her hands to cover her feet. “My injuries are now entertainment?”

      “No.” I reached down to pick up the dainty brocade slipper. “I knew you wouldn’t fall.” Carefully, I balanced the shoe on the ground before her so that she might slip her silk-encased foot back into its confines.

      “Because one who sits on the bottom can fall no further?”

      I shook my head, struggling to find a way to explain that she underestimated herself. That she possessed strength greater than anyone I knew, because how else could she have endured what she had and remained so selfless?

      “That’s how it feels.” Closing her eyes, she reached up and pressed her hand against her shoulder, skin still marked with black streaks of iron rot. “I hate him.”

      My heart sank, and I wished for a moment that it were possible her words were a lie. Because too easily could I imagine how this would go. The choice I’d have to make. Although even calling it a choice was a mockery of the word, as I knew I’d forsake her in favor of my cousin. Tristan and I were bound by blood and friendship, but more than that, we were bound by a cause. A shared vision of a thriving Trollus, not a city falling into decay. Abandoning him would have disastrous and long-reaching implications for thousands of half-bloods, while losing Pénélope’s friendship would only hurt me. “It was an accident, Pénélope. You must know that he’d never wish harm upon you.”

      “And yet how fortuitous for him that it did.”

      She stepped to one side and started to walk around me, but I caught her arm, and asked, “What are you talking about? How could he possibly benefit from…” Realization dawned upon me. “Anaïs. This is about her, isn’t it?”

      Her jaw tightened. “I ruined her life.”

      There were only a few half-blood servants in the streets near us, but I could take no chances of anyone noting this conversation. Motioning for Pénélope to follow, I led her back onto the Marquis’s property, quietly shutting the gate and walking deeper into the neglected grounds. Stopping next to a fountain half-heartedly spraying murky water, I cloaked our conversation and said, “I know she is enamored with him, but she had to have known there was little to no chance of it happening while Thibault rules. He and your father despise each other, and the rivalry between your families goes back millennia. Neither would have consented to such a match.”

      Pénélope exhaled softly. “And yet they did.”

      Astonishment snaked its way through me, but in its wake came excitement, because surely if Angoulême would consent to marrying Anaïs to Tristan he’d be amicable to a match between Pénélope and me, given my father was the Queen’s brother. But anger chased the thought away. It wasn’t the same. My cousin was the greatest prize in Trollus: untouched by all the afflictions plaguing our race and destined to be king.

      I was not.

      Besides, whether Angoulême desired the match mattered far less to me than whether Pénélope did herself. And I couldn’t see it. Couldn’t imagine her wanting more from me than friendship.

      “Please say you will not speak of it to anyone,” she continued, interrupting my thoughts. “She’s been hurt by this enough as it is without all of Trollus knowing the truth.”

      “What is the truth?” I asked.

      Pénélope sighed. “The deal was struck in secret some years ago,” she said. “Anaïs and Tristan were to be bonded when they were both seventeen. For a long time, only the King, my father, and my grandmother knew the contract was in existence. And by necessity, Anaïs and I knew as well. My father made it clear to us that my affliction must remain hidden – that nothing mattered more. And to ensure it, I was to always be cautious and sedate. Reclusive–” she swallowed hard “–so that when I came of age, no one would notice my regular absences from society. That I should never ask or expect to be wed, nor seek intimacy with another, because of a certainty, they would discover my illness. And that if I did all those things, my sister would become Queen of Trollus, and my father would suffer me to live. All that mattered was that the King not find out until after they were bonded. And better yet, never at all.”

      But he had. “The King broke the marriage contract, didn’t he?”

      Pénélope wiped her eyes, smearing the kohl lining them. “Within hours. Said he wouldn’t taint Montigny power with weak blood.” Her hands balled into fists. “Which isn’t fair. Nothing about my sister is weak. There isn’t anything wrong with her.”

      Except that everyone knew this rare affliction ran in the blood. Magic and our fey nature healed injuries swiftly, and even the wicked slice of iron only delayed the process. Pénélope healed worse than a human, blood refusing to clot, bones unable to knit. And if the injury was iron-inflicted, the black rot was instantaneous. While some with the illness lived to an old age, many bled to death from minor injuries, usually in childhood. While Anaïs herself did not suffer the symptoms, her children might. And in a city where power ruled, such weakness would never be tolerated. It would certainly never be courted.

      “She would’ve been a good queen,” Pénélope said. “A great queen, and because of me, the chance has been stolen from her.” Her voice shook. “And perhaps I might’ve forgiven myself for this, but she loves him. And I had to watch her face as she was told that their marriage would never be. That it would be some other girl of the King’s choosing whom Tristan would bond. And that there was no power in this world or the next that would change that fact.”

      “The King is cruel.” I hated him as much, if not more, than everyone else in the city, and knowing this only increased my distaste. “But this is his doing, not Tristan’s. Tristan adores Anaïs, and nothing would make him willingly cause her grief.”

      “And yet he does!” Pénélope paced back and forth in front of me. “Knowing what he does, he acts as though nothing has changed. Still monopolizes her time and steals kisses from her when he thinks no one is looking. And in doing so makes it seem as though that was all she was ever good for. His entertainment.”

      Her anger all of a sudden made a great deal of sense, but I knew that its motivations were misguided. “Pénélope, he doesn’t know about the contract.”

      She stopped in her tracks. “You can’t honestly believe that’s true?”

      “I’m certain,” I said. “He has his secrets, but this isn’t one of them.”

      “I don’t believe that. He collects information like others collect artwork, and this concerns him intimately. How could he not know?”

      I shrugged. “He’s fifteen. Marriage is not a matter of much concern to him.” The truth was, it was something he wished to avoid at all costs. In the one conversation I’d had with him about it, he’d said, “Marc, I’m trying to instigate a rebellion to overthrow my own father. I’m a traitor guilty of treason on many levels. How cruel would it be to bond some girl’s life to mine when there is every chance I’ll lose my head in the coming years and take her to the grave along with me.” He’d shaken his head. “I’ll not court the notion, and if he brings it up, I’ll fight it to the bitter end.”

      But Pénélope knew nothing about our plans, and it needed to stay that way.

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at her,” she snapped. “Seems as though he thinks about it a great deal.”

      “That is another matter entirely,” I said, silently cursing Tristan for his rare lack of discretion. “He might behave differently if he knew.”

      “I wish I could believe that,” she said. “But empathy is not his strong suit.”

      If only she knew.

      She sat down heavily next to me. “Now that you know, are you going to tell him?”

      It was a piece of information Tristan would want to know: that his father was secretly negotiating his future union was no small thing. Loyalty demanded that I tell him, but… “Anaïs hasn’t told him for reasons that are her own,” I said. “It’s her secret to tell, not ours.”

      Pénélope nodded, but was quiet for a long time, the only sound that of the stagnant fountain and the larger roar of the waterfall. “There are times I think that Anaïs is the center of my world. That everything I am and everything that I’ve done has been to ensure her success. That without her, my life barely exists.”

      Well, I knew that feeling. Far too well. From childhood, my life had been dedicated to Tristan with little room for anything else. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be that way,” I said, wishing all the hopes in my heart would disappear, because I knew they would amount to nothing. “The worst has happened, and yet here you sit, alive and well. Maybe now you can live your own life the way you want without fear of discovery. Your affliction no longer owns you.”

      “What you speak of sounds like a dream,” she said, and though my hood blocked my peripheral view of her face, I knew she was watching me. “Marc, why do you hate my painting?”

      Sitting still in the face of that question was impossible, so I rose and walked over to a glass tree, brushing the dust off the branches. Not a day went by when I was not reminded of my own affliction, every looking glass and averted gaze reminding me of my disjointed and disfigured appearance. It made me think of what a hypocrite I was to tell her not to let her affliction own her when mine very much owned me.

      “I know what I look like,” I said, forcing the words from my lips. “But sometimes I like to imagine that maybe it isn’t as bad as I think. That maybe my eyes are cruel and deceptive critics, and that maybe others see a different reality.” I bit the insides of my cheeks. “But what you painted was what my eyes have always shown me, and it reminded me that such dreams are for children and fools. What you painted was reality.”

      Her skirts rustled as she came to stand between me and the tree. Even with her cosmetics smeared and her hair in disarray, she was the most beautiful girl in Trollus. Reaching up with one hand, she pushed back the hood of my cloak, and I instantly turned my head so she would see me only in profile. But she caught my chin with her slender fingers and pulled it back.

      “I painted you as you are, because I love you as you are,” she said. Before I could say a word, she stood up on her tiptoes and kissed me. And was gone so quickly that I wondered if I was a fool lost in a dream after all.
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      I walked swiftly through the streets, one hand pressed to my lips, my heart racing, and my mind scarcely capable of comprehending what I’d just done.

      I’d kissed Marc.

      And in doing so, I’d broken one of the rules my father had forced me to live by: thou shalt not court intimacy. But what did my father’s rules even matter anymore? Marc’s words had rung through me and shattered enough of the walls containing my spirit that I was finally able to see that I might have a chance at life. My secret was out. The damage had been done. And though I hated the idea that I might profit from my sister’s downfall, I could not help but reach greedily for that which had been denied me for so long.

      I loved Marc. I could scarce remember a time when I hadn’t loved him, for a kinder, more compassionate boy I’d never met. It wasn’t that I was blind and didn’t see how iron and the curse’s confinement had afflicted him – I did. But whereas others turned their faces and grimaced at the sight of him, I was always struck at how extraordinary it was that he who fate had treated with such cruelty managed to be so wholly good. Because good was a rare trait in our world.

      I only wished I knew if he felt the same way about me.

      And though I had no reason to believe that he did, I couldn’t help but let my imagination run wild with visions of a future with him. Bonding wouldn’t be possible, that much I knew. The crown possessed the only source of the magic required for the ceremony, which meant matches only occurred when the King approved them. Given he’d refused to allow Tristan to bond Anaïs after finding out my secret, he’d certainly refuse to allow his nephew to tie his life to mine. But that didn’t mean Marc and I couldn’t be together. Given who I was, no one would even bat an eye at the break in tradition.

      My family did not bond.

      Anaïs would have been the first in two thousand years. My father had pretended to agree to the concession in order to gain the wardship of Prince Roland, but I knew it was because the bond ensured their union could not be undone if I was discovered. But given the secrecy surrounding the union, and given the nature of my illness, no one would be surprised at all if I didn’t bond my husband.

      But that didn’t mean I didn’t wish it could be otherwise.

      Lost in my daydreams, I nodded to the guards at the gates to our property and went up the glass and marble mosaic of tiles leading to my home. The golden doors swung open on their oiled hinges, and I closed them softly behind me, not wanting to invite the attention of my father or grandmother if either of them were home.

      “Your maid returned some time ago with your artwork, my lady. I had her put everything in your studio.”

      I jumped, turning to find Lessa standing next to the base of the grand staircase at the center of the foyer. The King’s bastard half-blood daughter smiled sweetly and curtsied, and as always, the gesture felt like mockery. She was required to wear grey, but her silk dress was elaborate enough to be called a gown, the red sash marking her as the property of our house trimmed with garnets of the same hue. She was the prize jewel of my grandmother’s possessions, and a hundred times more powerful than I. Demanding deference from her verged on absurdity, and we both knew it. “Thank you. Is Anaïs returned?”

      Lessa shook her head, the gleam in her eye making me nervous. She bore a strong resemblance to Tristan, but for reasons I could not explain, she reminded me very much of her younger half-brother, the mad Prince Roland. “I’d like a bath before I dress for dinner, if you would,” I said.

      The corner of her mouth turned up. “Of course. I’ll arrange for it to be ready after His Grace is finished with you.”

      A slick of sweat broke out on my palms. “He wishes to speak to me?”

      “He’s waiting for you in the parlor.”

      I nodded, straightened my dress, and paused in front of a mirror long enough to wipe away my smeared cosmetics. Then I went in.

      My father stood before a large portrait I’d painted of my mother, his back to me. She’d died in a sluag attack, and I sometimes wondered why he bothered to keep the painting, for he’d shown almost no remorse at her passing.

      “Father.” I curtseyed deeply, holding the position until he turned.

      “Pénélope.” His tone was light, but my skin prickled with the feel of magic fueled by anger, and dread seeped into my heart.

      Coming over, he pulled me into an embrace, his chin resting next to my ear. “You were always my better daughter. Sweet. Charming. Obedient. If I could’ve given you all your sister’s attributes and retained your personality, what a magnificent tool you would’ve been. But rarely do power and tractability walk hand in hand.” He squeezed me tighter. Enough that it hurt. “Why did you have to change?”

      I couldn’t breathe. Magic clogged my mouth and nose, and I struggled, trying to extract myself from his grip, but he was too strong, my body and magic pinioned. He’d warned me what would happen if I allowed my secret to be exposed, but my fear of punishment had waned over the passing weeks. I’d been a fool to allow it to do so.

      “Was it not enough that you ruined your sister’s chances of becoming Queen,” he asked softly. “You had to try to turn the prince against her as well?”

      I struggled harder, my fingers clawing ineffectually at the sleeves of his coat. Then, over his shoulder, I saw my grandmother appear at the entrance to the parlor, and relief flooded my heart. She was the only person my father listened to, and I knew she wouldn’t let him hurt me. Not physically. My eyes latched onto hers, pleading silently for help even as my lungs began to burn.

      But she did nothing.

      Blackness crept over my vision, but not quickly enough to keep me from seeing her take hold of the pair of doors and slowly shut me away.

      “You destroyed my plans, Pénélope,” my father whispered into my ear, his voice sounding distant. “Did you not realize there would be a cost?”

      My knees buckled, but just before I lost consciousness, the magic cleared from my mouth and nose. I sucked in one desperate breath.

      But only one, then the gag returned.

      “Even if she couldn’t be Queen, Anaïs was favored by the heir to the throne,” he said. “There is power in such a friendship, but either you were too stupid to realize it or your actions were a malicious attack against this family’s future.”

      Another breath. Tears dripped down my face.

      “I know what you did.” His fingers dug into my arms hard enough to leave bruises that would last for weeks. “I know you insulted that little Montigny whelp to his face, all but ensuring your expulsion from that little circle of ingrates. Possibly your sister as well.”

      My maid. Anaïs and I took pains to keep our servants from eavesdropping, but the girl wouldn’t have needed to hear anything to know what was going on. She must have reported what she’d seen back to him.

      “You are a liability,” he hissed. “You are a weak and flawed creature. You are worth nothing in our world.”

      I’d been hearing those words all my life, but at least before I’d been protected by the fact that no one outside our family knew my worthlessness. He could dangle me before potential suitors vying for connections to our house and to the girl favored to become Queen, no matter that he never intended to allow me to bond any of them. Now, instead of tempting fruit, I was the poisoned apple everyone was desperate to avoid.

      He allowed me no more breaths. Nor would he. What a cruel twist of fate that not an hour after realizing that I might have a chance at a life worth living, my future would be stolen away. Regrets beyond number washed across my mind, and anger chased away the fear in my rapidly beating heart. Lifting up one leg, I slammed the pointed heel of my shoe down against the insole of his foot.

      My heel wedged in his shield of magic, but the motion shoved him off balance and he let me go. Except the magic blocking my mouth and nose stayed firmly in place. I tried to tear it off with my hands; tried to wedge my own power underneath it, but doing so only made the bones of my face scream under the pressure. The ground rushed up to meet my knees, then my palms pressed against the carpet. I couldn’t see. Couldn’t hear. Couldn’t feel.

      “Let her go!”

      The magic tore away from my face. Sucking in breath after breath of precious air, I lifted my head from the carpet to see a pair of slender legs clad in snug trousers and boots. Anaïs.

      Using the edge of a table to pull myself back onto my feet, I turned to see my father hanging in the air, his arms pinned to his sides. The surprise on his face turned swiftly to anger, and I screamed a warning as a wave of heat surged across the room.

      To shatter against a force much greater.

      Anaïs gave an exasperated sigh. “Well, I suppose that’s another secret out of the bag. It won’t be long until we have very few left.” Strolling across the room, she drew the sword belted at her waist. From the glittering edge, I knew it wasn’t one of the practice blades she and Tristan used. “If you hurt my sister again, I will kill you.”

      The look he shot her was pure derision. “Even now, you protect her. Pénélope ruined everything for you. What is being a duchesse to being a princess? To being a queen? How much warmth will remain in your heart for your sister when Thibault chooses your replacement?”

      “It will remain unaffected.”

      “Oh?” He laughed, and listed off a string of names, all girls our age set to inherit titles. “Which one of them do you think it will be? And how well do you suppose she’ll tolerate your continued presence? How long until you find yourself completely shut out of Tristan’s life?”

      “Which is why we must do everything in our power to keep that from happening,” a voice said.

      Anaïs and I both turned to see our grandmother enter the room.

      “Wipe that pathetic frightened look off your face, Pénélope,” my grandmother snapped. “You are alive, and your sister seems inclined to keep you that way. A fact you might keep in mind the next time you feel possessed to act out in the presence of royalty. And Anaïs, put your father down. You’ve made your point.”

      “What do you suggest, grandmother?” Anaïs asked, lowering our father to the ground, and releasing him.

      “A change of strategy.” Picking up a decanter, my grandmother poured three glasses of wine, handing one to Anaïs and one to my father, whom she eyed up and down. “You seem to be forgetting one thing: the Montignys are killers. I’ll not ever forget the way the royal chambers dripped with blood after Thibault disposed of his own father, and all because the King had taken something that belonged to him. Do you think Tristan won’t do the same if his father stands between him and something he wants?”

      My father sipped his wine, eyes distant and thoughtful. “Perhaps.” His gaze focused on Anaïs. “But success in such a strategy is predicated upon emotion, and I prefer more certainty in my plans. It’s time we pushed Roland toward the throne.”

      Anaïs blinked once, then laughed. “You can’t be serious. Roland is a sadistic little monster – and entirely insane – there is no chance of the King disinheriting Tristan in favor of his brother.”

      “Unless we give him no choice.”

      Silence.

      “What exactly are you suggesting?” There was no inflection in my sister’s voice, but I knew that meant she was rattled by the direction this conversation was going. I didn’t blame her.

      “Not killing him, since that’s obviously your concern,” our father said, smirking. “That would put us at risk of Thibault taking off our heads. What I propose is proving Tristan is plotting against his father. Then the King will do our dirty work for us.”

      “Plotting to do what?” Anaïs asked.

      “Overthrow him, obviously,” my grandmother replied. “And you’re going to find proof.”

      Anaïs said nothing, and I held my breath.

      “Unless, of course,” my grandmother continued, “your loyalty is no longer to this family.”

      The room was thick with tension and magic, and I prepared myself to do what I could to defend my sister if her answer wasn’t to their liking. She might be able to best my father, but not both of them together.

      Slowly, Anaïs turned her head to regard me, then returned her attention to our father. “I love my family. I want us to remain strong and powerful, and I’ll make sacrifices in order to ensure we endure.”

      I exhaled a ragged breath.

      “Good.” Our grandmother smiled and took a sip from her glass. “It would be distressing to learn that you’d become as useless to us as your sister.”

      Anaïs snorted, then shook her head. “You ask me to do this as though it is a simple thing. Tristan’s the furthest thing from stupid. If he’s plotting against his father, why would he let me in on his plans? He trusts me as much as anyone, but what does that mean when he trusts no one? What certainty could I possibly give him that my loyalty to him is absolute? That I would not sell him out in favor of loyalty to my family?”

      “She’s right.” My grandmother tapped a fingernail against her glass. “Duplicity is in that one’s blood. To cause him to slip up, Anaïs needs to be closer to him. In bed with him, as they say. The benefits of her as his lover are manifold. Not only would he be more likely to confide his secrets, there is every chance he’d fall in love with her. And hope against hope, there is a chance a healthy child could be produced. I think then that the boy would be more than willing to dispatch his father in order to bond her. There might be a chance of Anaïs becoming Queen after all.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the liquid in Anaïs’s glass shiver, but I did not think anyone else noticed.

      “A fallible plan.” My father shook his head. “Better she turn her efforts to finding proof of the boy’s traitorous ways.”

      “We can play both angles for a time.” My grandmother eyed Anaïs. “You’ll need to change your ways if you wish to seduce a prince. You’ll certainly need to change your attire.”

      Anaïs shrugged. “Likely. I’ll arrange for Lessa to stand for the dressmakers.”

      It was an awfully easy concession. I hadn’t seen her willingly wear a gown in years – not since she’d grown old enough that grandmother could no longer make her. A fact that was not lost on our father. He lifted one eyebrow. “Your eagerness makes me question your motivations, Anaïs.”

      “I’m motivated to keep that which is mine. I want to be Queen, but most certainly not Roland’s Queen.” She set her glass down. “However, if you doubt my commitment or capability, perhaps you should take advantage of another tool at your disposal.”

      “Which tool is that?”

      “Tristan might not confide all his secrets to me, but he does to Marc.”

      My heart skipped, and then my pulse surged. No. Please, no.

      “And you think he might be willing to divulge those secrets?”

      “Not to me. And certainly not to you.” She turned to look at me. “But perhaps he might be willing to share them with the loveliest, most talented artist in Trollus.”

      I took an involuntary step back against the weight of their scrutiny.

      “You think he might be responsive to her advances?” my father asked.

      “Have you seen him?” Anaïs replied, and I wanted to slap her, as both my father and grandmother laughed.

      My father rubbed his chin while eyeing me, the smile growing on his lips not touching his eyes. “Don’t you think it’s time you earned your right to our family name?” he said. “Don’t you think it’s time you earned your right to live?”
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      I followed the sound of piano music through my home, finding my mother seated before the lacquered instrument, fingers flying across the keys, sightless eyes staring off into the distance. The composition was something I’d heard her working on for weeks, and I sat silently on a chair, listening until she’d played it through. My mother was a composer of high regard – a guild master; her talent was what had caught my father’s eye, and what had allowed my grandfather to see past her common bloodline. And her blindness.

      Fingers growing still on the keys, my mother turned her head to me. “Good afternoon, dearest.”

      “Good afternoon, Mother.”

      Rising to her feet, she crossed the room, delicate filaments of her magic guiding her steps. With unerring precision, she tweaked my hood aside to kiss my cheek. “Your aunt has invited me to dinner, so I cannot linger.”

      “Is Father home?” I asked, pulling my hood back into place, my eyes going to the bonding marks on her hand to see if the silver had grown any darker or duller, a sign of my father’s diminishing health.

      “In his study,” she replied, her face falling ever so slightly. “Perhaps you might convince him to take some rest. He attended His Majesty all morning, and you know how that drains him.”

      That was because attending Thibault de Montigny felt much like walking a tight wire over a bed of knives. “I’ll try.”

      My boots sank into the plush carpet as I climbed the curved staircase leading to the second floor, my eyes stinging from the brilliantly lit crystal lamps spaced to illuminate the elaborately painted walls and ceiling. It was my great-grandmother’s work, but it made me think of Pénélope. I painted you as you are, because I love you as you are…

      I’d never believed it possible that she’d feel that way about me, but she was no more capable of lying than I was. And that kiss… If there was a chance, any chance at all, I had to take it.

      The two servants cleaning in the corridor dropped into low bows as I passed, but other than inclining my head, I did not engage them as I might otherwise have done. Knocking on the door to my father’s study, I hesitated only a moment before entering. “Father?”

      He did not pause in his writing, and my chest tightened at the whiteness of his hair that only a short year ago had been as black as my own. Setting down his pen, he dusted sand over the paper and then looked up. “I thought you were with His Highness?”

      “I was. But he had a meeting with the Builders’ Guild scheduled to discuss the tree.”

      “He’s too young to be responsible for the lives of an entire city,” my father grumbled, setting aside his papers. “Thibault erred in that decision, which any of his advisors would have said if he’d bothered to consult us. Never has seen reason when it comes to that boy. The tree’s magic holds half a mountain-worth of rock off Trollus. It is not something to be given as a birthday gift.”

      “Tristan was pleased to take it on, and his mind is suited to the task,” I said, hoping to end this line of conversation. I wasn’t here to talk about my cousin or his feats of magical engineering.

      “A boy should have a chance to live before being saddled with such a burden. I wish you could have longer.”

      My stomach clenched with unease. “You need to work less. Rest more. If the King knew…”

      “The King does know, Marc.” He met my gaze. “Being considered indispensable by a ruler has its privileges, but also its costs. He will use me until I am dead, and then my responsibilities will fall to you.”

      I sighed. Besides the honored duty of holding the key to the labyrinth, the maze of tunnels running through the rock surrounding Trollus, my father was also responsible for the vast task of keeping the city fed. I’d no doubt that it was the stress of his duties to the King and Trollus that was driving my father to an early grave.

      “I know,” I said. “But that isn’t what I’m here to talk about.”

      My father leaned back in his chair, and though his skin was dull, his eyes were still shrewd. “If this is to be a serious discussion, pull that cursed hood off. I want to converse with my son, not with shadows.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled it back. “What would you say if I told you I wished to be bonded?”

      His grey eyebrows rose. “You’re a bit young for it.”

      “I’m seventeen.”

      “I’m aware of your age.” He watched me silently for a long moment. “You’ve someone in mind?”

      I sucked in a deep breath, wishing I had more confidence that this would go as I hoped. “Pénélope.”

      For a few seconds, he didn’t react. Then a grimace crossed his face and my stomach dropped. “You have to know that could never be.”

      “But–”

      “I can understand why you’d want this. You two have long been close friends.” He sighed. “She’s a beautiful, talented girl, and a sweeter disposition one could not ask for. I dare say there isn’t a soul in Trollus who doesn’t wish fate had been kinder to her. But her magic is weak – she might well be the weakest full-blooded troll alive.”

      “I don’t care about that.” What did it matter if her magic wasn’t strong? It wasn’t as though she needed more than she had for any practical purpose. The only reason it was important was that it had been deemed so by those who had power. It was exactly that way of thinking that Tristan and I wanted to eliminate from Trollus, but I dared not confess so. Even to my father.

      “And maybe if that were her only flaw, it wouldn’t matter.” He set down his pen. “Marc, she’s afflicted.”

      A vision of Pénélope’s painting drifted across my mind. “But so am I!”

      My father’s face filled with sympathy. “It’s true that you’re a fright to look upon. But…” He shook his head. “Your affliction is purely cosmetic. Your health is good and your magic formidable. But Pénélope… Even if the Duke agreed for her to be bonded, for you, it would border on suicide.”

      “You don’t know that,” I countered. “She’s careful.”

      “Childbirth would kill her, if some small accident didn’t.”

      “She doesn’t need to have children. There are ways to prevent it.” I didn’t know much about such things, but I knew it was true.

      “Fallible methods,” he snapped. “And one mistake would mean the doom of both of you.” Lifting a hand to his temples, he rubbed them. “I’m fading, Marc. It will only be luck if I last another year before my light goes out. And when it happens, in all likelihood your mother will be taken too. She who is strong and healthy…” He broke off, face filled with naked grief. “Please don’t make it worse by putting your own life in danger.”

      It made me feel ill to have upset him this way. Nearly everyone I knew had contentious relationships with their parents, but that wasn’t the case with me and mine. I didn’t care to think of losing them, and I didn’t want to make their final months harder than they had to be.

      “It won’t be long until you’ll not need to ask my permission,” my father continued. “But in the matter of bonding, you will always need the crown’s approval. And the King will not approve a match that endangers your life.” He dropped his hand from his temples. “Your life is not your own, Marc. Your loyalty must be to your cousin above all else. He needs you, and most of all, Trollus needs you to keep him in check.” He hesitated, as though unsure whether to say what was on his mind. “Thibault was not always this way. Perhaps if I’d been as good a friend to him as you are to Tristan, he might’ve walked a different path.”

      So strange to think of Thibault having friends and of my father being one of them. Did my father keep as many of the King’s secrets as I did for Tristan? What were they? And if I asked, would he tell me? These were important questions, and if my loyalty was to Tristan, those questions were what should command my focus. But I was tired of my life revolving around my cousin. For once, I wanted to do something for myself.

      “The King isn’t the only one who can give me permission,” I said. “Tristan can give it, too.”

      “I know,” my father said, his voice quiet. “But please think long and hard about what it will mean for your friendship if you ask for his permission and he refuses to give it.”
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      “See what you can learn from the Biron boy,” my father said. Then he eyed me up and down. “Use whatever tools you have at your disposal.”

      “But–”

      “Your virtue no longer holds any value, Pénélope. Only do make certain that whatever information you gain for it is worth the cost – he’s a twisted creature, but he’s favored by the heir, and that means he has options. His interest won’t last.”

      I scowled, but my father only waved a hand, dismissing me from the conversation. Before I could go, my grandmother caught hold of my arm. “Your word that you won’t reveal that you or your sister are spying. The last thing we need is you undermining yet another of our plans.”

      I glared at her, but her grip only tightened until I nodded. “I won’t reveal that Anaïs and I are spies.” The promise settled on me, binding, the magic running through my veins ensuring it would never be broken. I fled before they could come up with anything more to ask from me. Or anything more to take from me.

      Not caring if it was improper, I bolted up the stairs and down the hallway to my rooms, silently skirting the sounds of Roland playing in his chambers, lest I draw his interest. Closing the door behind me, I rested my forehead against the polished oak and drew in a ragged breath.

      What was the point in living?

      The thought forced tears from my eyes, burning in a hot flood down my cheeks, because I no longer had a good answer.

      Never before had I felt the press of the witch’s curse the way I did now, because there was no escape. Nowhere I could go that my father wouldn’t find me and drag me home. The only thing keeping me alive was Anaïs’s protection, and that now seemed tenuous at best.

      My stomach hollow, I went to my bathing chamber, stripping off my sweaty gown as I went. I shut the door, wishing, not for the first time, it had a latch, but my father told me that privacy was a privilege of power.

      Not that it mattered, for the tub was dry.

      I stared at it, knowing that for once, Lessa ignoring one of my requests had nothing to do with her disdain for me. Corpses didn’t need baths, and that was what she’d expected me to be at this juncture.

      Turning the tap, I went to stand in front of the full-length mirror while the tub filled, assessing the damage that had been done to my body by my father’s magic. Livid bruises stood out against my skin, my magic hesitant and faltering as it tried to repair the damage. From experience, I knew it would take days or more, so though I was exhausted, I painted illusion to cover the marks as I’d done so many times before. Until all that remained was a beautiful troll girl, every one of her flaws hidden within.

      Don’t you think it’s time you earned the right to live?

      “Penny?”

      I whirled around to face my sister. “I’m grateful that you intervened to save my life, Anaïs, but I’ve no interest in speaking to you right now.”

      Her eyes widened and she took a step back. “Penny, let me explain. I was only trying to protect you.”

      “Only?” The water in the tub boiled, the air filling with steam. “I think this smacks of revenge. Because of me, your chance to be with Tristan was destroyed, so now you’re doing the same to my chances with Marc.”

      Silence.

      Then she said, “There was never a chance of you bonding Marc. Before, Father would never have allowed it. Now the King won’t, and neither… neither will Tristan. He’ll never allow Marc to take that sort of risk.”

      Mockery would have hurt less than the pity in her voice. Because what she said was true.

      “I wasn’t expecting him to bond me.” The words croaked out, forced from a throat so tight it barely felt like I could breathe. “We don’t need to be bonded to be together.”

      “Oh, Penny. You know there isn’t a future in that. Not for someone in his position.”

      Stupid foolish dreams. “You should’ve let Father kill me.”

      Anaïs flinched. “Don’t say that. Don’t act as though your life ceases to be worth living because you can’t be bonded.”

      I stared at her through the steam, furious that she didn’t understand why what she’d done was so horrible. “I’ve lived nearly my entire life believing I’d be alone, Anaïs. It’s an old hurt, and one to which I’ve long been reconciled.”

      “But–”

      “What you’ve asked of me is worse than being alone,” I said. “If I don’t do what Father wants, of a surety, he’ll find a way to see me dead. But if I do – if I fight to live – I’ll have to stomach something far worse than being alone: the knowledge that I’ve betrayed the trust of someone I care about to save my own skin.” I looked her up and down. “But apparently for you, that’s no trouble at all.”

      Anaïs’s jaw tightened. “What possible incentive could I have to make Roland king, Penny? Father is the only one who can control his madness, which, if Roland assumed the throne, would render Father indispensable to everyone in Trollus, while both of us would become wholly disposable. We’d both have knives in our backs within hours of Roland’s coronation. What you saw just now is my way of ensuring those knives don’t show their faces sooner rather than later. As long as we remain useful to Father, he’ll be content to keep both of us alive. We need to play the game.”

      I stared at her.

      “If you don’t do this, the only way I’m going to be able to keep you safe is to kill both Father and Grandmother,” she said. “Is that what you want?”

      Was it? I wasn’t sure. All my life, my father had controlled every aspect of my existence. Had treated me like a burden because my magic was weak and I was afflicted in the worst sort of ways. But he was still our father, and I didn’t want her to bear the burden of having ended his life just for the sake of eliminating a threat against mine. Anaïs might act as though she was untouchable, but I was her sister. I knew her better than that.

      Misreading my silence, she said, “I’ll do it, if that’s what you want. But the King might well have me executed for it. I’m not above the law.”

      My stomach clenched. “Surely Tristan wouldn’t allow that to happen?”

      She didn’t respond, only turned her head to look at our reflections in the mirror. And in that moment, I hated Tristan more than I ever believed possible. His behavior had always disgusted me – his total disregard for the lives of half-bloods and humans alike. But the idea that he’d made my sister feel like her life was equally worthless? That was too much.

      Except doing this meant betraying Marc. Manipulating him and using our friendship to bring down his cousin.

      But was that such a bad thing? I’d seen his discomfort with the way Tristan behaved, which was so at odds with his own kind treatment to those considered beneath him. I’d always believed him loyal to his cousin, but how much of that loyalty was forced upon him by circumstance? Was it possible he might be better off freed from the service of a future tyrant?

      Maybe our father was right, in a way. Maybe it was time Montigny rule of Trollus ended. If our family took control, it would be Anaïs who’d sit on the throne, either at Roland’s side or better yet, without him. She’d be Queen, and Trollus would thrive under her rule. If I had the opportunity to help make that happen, shouldn’t I take it?

      “All right,” I said, squaring my shoulders. “I’ll do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Six

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      I found Tristan at the twins’ manor, the three of them surrounded by books, though my cousin appeared to be the only one studying, half a teacake in one hand, the other scribbling calculations on a scrap piece of paper.

      “Examinations?” I asked, taking a seat across from him.

      He nodded and finished his cake. “Next week.”

      Royal children all trained with the Builders’ Guild – the heirs because they’d take control of the tree along with the crown, and their siblings, just in case they should find themselves on the throne. I had only a rudimentary understanding of the craft, having studied economics in preparation for assuming my father’s role, but as Tristan pulled a large schematic in front of him, I recognized the cavern over Trollus as well as the tree. What he was sketching over the top of the diagram was unfamiliar to me. “What is that?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” he muttered, tapping his pencil against his chin. “An idea… Or not. We shall see.”

      “It’s now or never, I suppose,” Victoria said from across the room, and both twins left off what they were doing and rose.

      “Good luck,” Tristan said to them. “Remember, cheating is always a valid option.”

      They grinned as they departed, and I shook my head at him. “You’re a bad influence.”

      He inclined his head. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Dropping the pencil, he leaned back in his chair, the doors to the room clicking shut, magic shutting out sight and sound. “Well?”

      “The half-blood ranks are growing,” I said. “More and more are committing to the cause, are swearing that they’ll fight when it comes to it, but…”

      “But?”

      “Too many refuse to commit without knowing who the leader is.”

      “They’re supposed to think it’s you.”

      “They know it’s not me, Tristan.” I leaned back on my chair, balancing it on two legs. “I haven’t the mettle to overthrow the crown – they know I’m a stalking horse, but they want proof that whoever I represent has the power to see this through.”

      Taking another cake from the tray, Tristan’s eyes went distant as he chewed, finishing the dessert before he asked, “Do they suspect me?”

      “No. Tips has told me at least a dozen of the popular theories, but no one has marked you for the role of revolutionary. Why overthrow a crown that is destined to be yours anyway?”

      What I didn’t say was that no one would suspect the tyrant prince would ever have sympathetic leanings to half-bloods – he’d played his part too well for that. Maybe a little too well, I thought, remembering Pénélope’s outburst. There was no love lost for him by those who had kindness in their hearts.

      “They believe,” I added, “that our friendship is false on my part – that I’ve been planted to spy on you, or perhaps to take you out when the time is right.”

      “Who do they favor for the role?”

      I hesitated. “My father.”

      Tristan winced, then rested his elbows on the table. “I’m sorry for that. I know it puts your entire family at risk, but you’re the only one who can do this. If I could…”

      He trailed off: the explanation for why it was impossible for him to take on the burden was not worth voicing. Tristan’s movements were too well scrutinized for him to meet with the half-bloods without notice, and there was too much risk that once they knew his identity, the knowledge would fall into the hands of those who’d use it against us, namely, the Duke. Or worse, the King. Everything was predicated upon his ability to defeat his father, and as powerful as my cousin was, Thibault was more powerful still.

      “I know it’s demanding of me to ask this of you,” Tristan said, “but for now, you’re the heart of our revolution, Marc. Without you, everything we’ve worked for will collapse. Trollus depends on you.”

      I toyed with the arm of my chair, the speech I’d been planning since I’d spoken with my father sticking in my throat, his warning ringing in my ears: think long and hard about what it will mean for your friendship if you ask for his permission and he refuses to give it.

      Because he would refuse to give it. Not out of cruelty, but because his commitment to saving our people consumed him and he’d not willingly allow anything to jeopardize our cause. There was nothing he wouldn’t sacrifice for what he saw as the greater good of Trollus, and he demanded the same from me, Anaïs, and the twins. He didn’t want anything more from life.

      But I did.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Tristan said, “Another three years. Maybe four. Then this will all be over.”

      Logically, I knew that it wasn’t such a long time. But it felt like an eternity. Longer than an eternity, because even though once Tristan was on the throne there should be no reason for him to deny my wish to be with Pénélope, I knew there would be. Too easily my father’s haggard face came to mind, the pressures of a lifetime as the right hand to the King dragging him to an early death. Tristan was not his father, but in his own way, he was equally as demanding. Was that to be my fate?

      Was it selfish of me to want more?

      A loud knock sounded at the door, and Tristan’s magic shifted, allowing the visitor to enter. He glanced up once, then did a double take, so I turned.

      At first I thought it was Pénélope, not Anaïs, but the weight of the power that came with her was distinctly that of the younger Angoulême sister. She was wearing a purple gown, ribs corseted tight and hair hanging to her waist in elaborate curls. Her silver eyes were rimmed with kohl, full lips stained a pale pink that made them very… kissable in appearance.

      “Another Angoulême party that I’m not invited to?” Tristan asked.

      “No.” Anaïs flung herself with force into the chair next to me, then wrenched off the heeled shoes she wore and threw them across the room. “I’m seducing you.”

      “I see. In that case, carry on.” A faint smile formed on Tristan’s face, and I fought the urge to kick him under the table.

      Anaïs needed no defenders. “Your Highness,” she said, “if you are under the mistaken impression that I can’t beat you bloody wearing skirts and heels, I’d be happy to demonstrate otherwise.”

      “No need for that. I believe you.”

      Both of us remained silent, waiting for the teeming swirl of Anaïs’s power to settle, along with her temper.

      “My father wants to put Roland on the throne,” she finally said.

      “Why would he want that? Roland’s insane and as much a Montigny as I am myself.”

      “Because he believes that he can control him.”

      “A puppet king.” A frown creased Tristan’s forehead. “Can he control him?”

      Anaïs was silent for a long moment, then she said, “Yes. Roland is incapable of true affection toward anyone, but he seems to value my father. He listens to him.”

      “That’s new.”

      Anaïs said nothing, which made me wonder whether she’d been keeping this particular development to herself.

      “For that to happen, I’d have to be disinherited,” Tristan said. “Or dead. And my father is the only one who could manage that.”

      I raised one eyebrow.

      “Manage it without consequence, that is,” he amended. “Which means the Duke believes there is something Anaïs can discover that would push my father in that direction.” Tristan’s frown deepened. “He suspects I’m a sympathizer.” His eyes fixed on Anaïs. “What’s changed?”

      It was a struggle not to hold my breath as I waited for her to respond. What had changed was that Anaïs was no longer destined to be Queen, forcing the Duke to pursue another angle to gain control, but would she admit as much given she’d kept their betrothal a secret for so long?

      “He didn’t say why or for how long he’d suspected you, only that he believed you to be plotting against your father and that I was to find proof.”

      She hadn’t answered his question, but if Tristan had noticed, he didn’t show it, likely too consumed with thought over how he’d aroused the Duke’s suspicions to consider that Anaïs might be deceiving him. Which put me in the position of choosing between keeping Pénélope’s confidence and telling him the truth.

      “And he believes I’m more likely to reveal such proof under intimate circumstances?”

      “Yes.”

      Anaïs’s eyes flicked to me, then away again. Did she suspect I knew about the broken betrothal? Had Pénélope told her?

      No one spoke, the only sound in the room the tick tock of the clock on the wall. Tristan rose to his feet, pacing back and forth before finally saying, “Tell him I rejected your advances. To do otherwise and have you claiming not to have learned anything of value would be suspicious, and that’s the last thing we want. We need him to trust you, otherwise we’ll lose all insight into his faction’s plans. As it is, you’re going to have to start giving him better information or he’ll begin to question your loyalties.”

      I knew his rejection, despite it only being to her plan, had to have hurt. A fact to which he was likely oblivious. But no reaction showed on Anaïs’s face. Given she lived life as a spy, she’d made a practice out of ensuring it never did. Originally, her father had set her to sniff out details on the Montignys, but she’d come over to Tristan’s side long ago. Now she spied on his behalf, for the good of the sympathizer cause. One did not live such a double life without becoming a master of self-control.

      “I think that’s a mistake,” she said. “We can use this opportunity to feed him information of our choosing without him becoming suspicious. Plus, it gives you a reason to sneak around that will seem innocent by comparison to the truth.”

      It was an awful idea that was destined to end badly, but on the heels of the conversation we’d just had, there was no chance Tristan wasn’t considering it. Everyone would be too caught up in the scandal of the future Duchesse d’Angoulême lowering herself to the status of a Montigny mistress to question whether there was another reason Tristan was disappearing for hours at a time. It would cost him nothing and her everything, and I couldn’t help but wonder how badly Pénélope would take it. I opened my mouth to voice my opinion, but Tristan beat me to it.

      “No,” he said, eyes on the diagram in front of him rather than her face. “It wouldn’t just be your father we’d be deceiving in this, it would be everyone. People would gossip. Things would be said that I don’t want said about you.”

      “Oh, please.” Anaïs twisted a curled lock of hair around one finger and rolled her eyes. “What does my reputation matter? I’m afflicted in the worst sort of way, and everyone knows it. There isn’t a man in Trollus who’d risk the odds, even if my reputation were pure as the driven snow.”

      Except that it did matter, because everyone would see it as a concession to Montigny rule. An admission of weakness. And in Trollus, power ruled.

      “You’re not afflicted,” Tristan muttered.

      “As good as,” she replied. “You know it runs in the blood. Besides, you have no other options.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t think about it too long,” she replied, winking. “I might go looking elsewhere for my entertainment.”

      They both laughed, but looking down, I saw the silk of her skirts was twisted and soaked with sweat from where she gripped them. “There’s one more thing,” she said. “Yesterday afternoon, my father tried to kill Pénélope.”

      I was on my feet in a flash. “Is she hurt?”

      “She’ll recover.”

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “No, you’re not,” Tristan said, and not for the first time, I considered taking a swing at him.

      “I intervened,” Anaïs said. “And if he doubted my power exceeded his own, he does no longer. I threatened him if any harm should come to her, but…”

      “You think he’ll call your bluff?” Tristan asked.

      She nodded. “Obviously it’s a circumstance I wish to avoid.”

      “Why?” I spat, furious that despite being wholly innocent and uninvolved with our machinations, Pénélope’s life should be twisted up in them. “Because killing him doesn’t align with our plans?”

      “I was thinking that killing him won’t bring her back from the dead,” Anaïs said. “But there is that as well.”

      “We have to do something, Tristan,” I said. “We can’t just leave her in this situation.”

      Tristan exhaled a long breath. “If she was anyone other than who she is, my father could make her a ward of the state. But to do so would be a slap to Angoulême’s face – practically a declaration of war, for which he’d gain nothing.”

      “Pénélope is not nothing.”

      Tristan scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Don’t twist my words, Marc. You know what I mean: to my father, she isn’t a powerful enough asset to interest him. That doesn’t mean she means nothing to me. Far from it. This is exactly what I’m fighting against, and you know it.”

      “And yet you have no intention of doing anything to help her.”

      “When did I say that?”

      Pulling back my hood, I glared at him, feeling a strange twist of satisfaction and disappointment when he looked away.

      “If I make my move against my father now, I’ll very likely lose,” he said. “Then I’ll either be dead or disinherited, and Angoulême will get exactly what he wants, with Pénélope no better off. And what sort of ruler can I claim to be if I sacrifice the welfare of thousands for the slim chance of saving one?”

      “Then kill Angoulême.”

      Anaïs shifted uneasily next to me, but I ignored her.

      “And how is that any better? Awful as he might be, he hasn’t done anything. I can’t go around killing trolls because of what they might do.”

      “Then let her bond someone.” The words were out before I had a chance to think them through, and I instantly regretted them, because I was going to get an answer to my request, and it wouldn’t be the one I wanted.

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Why not?”

      Tristan’s eyes shifted once to Anaïs before going back to me. “Fine. Make me the ass for saying what we all know: no one – at least no one Pénélope would want – would agree to that sort of risk. And even if someone would, my father would never give his permission.”

      “You could.”

      “But I won’t. I’m not sentencing someone to a short life for the sake of giving her a few more years.”

      I punched him in the face.

      “Have you lost your damned mind?” he snarled, wiping the blood from his already healing lip.

      It felt like it. “Maybe I have lost my mind given I’ve been trying to put a heartless bastard like you on the throne.”

      He lunged at me and we both went down, fists flying while furniture toppled and broke around us. Then magic had me around the waist, slamming me against the wall hard enough that the room shuddered. “You would resort to magic,” I started to shout, then saw Tristan pressed against the opposite wall. And Anaïs standing between us, arms crossed.

      “Are you two about finished?” She glared at both of us, then her magic relaxed, dropping Tristan and me to the floor.

      “There is another way to keep her safe,” she said, “and that’s to make my father believe she’s more useful alive than dead.”

      “And how do you propose to do that?” Tristan asked, straightening his coat and giving me a malevolent look before righting one of the chairs and taking a seat.

      “I’ve already done it,” she said, turning her eyes on me in a way that made my skin prickle with apprehension, because whatever solution she’d come up with, it wouldn’t be one I liked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven
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      It was strange to both dread and anticipate something so much.

      I could count on my hand the number of times I’d been alone in Pénélope’s presence; those quiet, charged moments where I’d wished for the nerve to take her hand, to tell her she was beautiful, to explain to her how I felt. But always my fear had ruled me. Fear that she’d reject me or that the Duke would learn I’d been too forward and take her away. That all of Trollus would laugh at my presumption – for daring to believe that I had a chance with Angoulême’s eldest daughter, the sister of the girl favored to become Queen.

      But now everything had changed.

      To Trollus society, she was no longer out of my reach, but me out of hers. The Duke himself was pushing us together, as were Anaïs and Tristan, and I could have no fear of rejection given it was now Pénélope in pursuit of me. I could have nearly everything I wanted, and all that was required of me was to feed her bits of information that she could then take back to her father to exchange like currency for another day of life.

      But instead of making me happy, the chance to spend time alone with her felt wrong: she wasn’t doing it because she wanted to, but because she had to. It made that short interlude where I’d thought that her feelings for me might exceed the bounds of friendship now seem like wishful thinking on my part. Love meant many things, and a kiss could mean nothing at all. The result was that all I wanted to do was run as far away from this meeting as the witch’s curse would allow.

      Instead, I accepted her invitation to meet at the bridge nearest the falls, reading and rereading her short note explaining that she wished to embark on a quest to live her life the way she had always wanted to, and that there was no one she wished to accompany her more than me. The truth and a lie in one, because one might wish all of eternity for something and never take a step toward making it reality.

      The weather on the Isle had grown cold, the spray of the waterfall misting as it met the air of the cavern, creating a fog that sparkled in the lights lining the bridge. The structure was new, a marvel of architecture made of pale stone and glass that created the illusion of stepping stones floating over the water. Pénélope stood at the highest point, hair hanging loose in a black curtain down her back. One hand was balanced on the railing, while the other reached out to catch the falling water.

      At the sound of my boots, she turned, tiny drops of water clinging to her lashes like dew on a flower. Then she smiled, and every thought in my head disappeared: the waterfall, the lights, and the city all falling away, leaving behind nothing but her.

      “It’s cold,” she said, then flung the water cupped in her hand in my direction.

      Instinctively, I dodged, laughing. “I suppose that rules out swimming for entertainment?”

      “Haven’t the nerve for it?”

      “You tell me.” Lifting her with magic, I held her suspended in the air, the falls splashing her hair and face while she shrieked and laughed.

      She grinned as I settled her back on the bridge, soaked hair plastered to the side of her face. “I will have revenge for that, rest assured.” Spinning on her heel, she skipped across to the other side of the bridge, seeming not to care as her heels skidded on the slick glass, then perched on the railing, feet dangling over the frothing rapids.

      There was an energy to her. Not something new – rather, something that had always been there, caged, but now released. It was like seeing her again for the first time, different, but wholly and deeply familiar. I took her arms to steady her, my heart skipping an uneven beat as she leaned back against me.

      Is this real, or is she only doing it to save her own skin? I forced the thought away, focusing on the feel of her wet hair against my chin, the faint scent of spice rising from her skin.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said, gazing out over the city. “I don’t believe there is anywhere in all the world as beautiful as Trollus.”

      I’d heard a human trader once comment that we could decorate our city as much as we wanted, but that it would still be a cage. There was truth to that, but… was it a cage if one did not seek to escape its confines? If it held everything one had ever wanted? If it promised a future worth fighting for?

      Below us, the icy mist circled and swirled away, turning the glow of troll-light ethereal and mystical. Aristocrats and commoners alike strolled through the city streets, tiny globes floating in their wakes like swimming stars, and above it all, the moon peered through the hole in the rocky ceiling above, a portal to the world beyond.

      “This is my favorite spot,” Pénélope said. “I’ve painted this scene a hundred times, but it’s never been quite right. It always comes out dark, but Trollus isn’t darkness, it’s light.”

      I smiled into her shoulder. “Walk with me. I want to show you something.”

      We took the path that paralleled the river, her arm in mine, and though I sensed the scrutiny of those we passed, it didn’t bother me. I bought her frosted cakes and sweet wine from a vendor, and we stopped briefly to listen to a poet recite a composition to a crowd. We talked about everything and anything, and I found myself with more words than breath, her eagerly nodding, our voices spilling over each other’s in enthusiasm until we were both laughing at the beautiful chaos of our conversation. And all I could think of was that this could be my life. With her, this is what my life would be like.

      This is a farce. A scheme. It isn’t real.

      But it felt real, and I never wanted to let it go.

      “What are we doing here?” Pénélope asked as we skirted the walls of the palace, following a white-graveled path toward a gated entrance.

      “You’ll see.”

      “Good evening, my lord,” one of the guards at the gate said, swinging it open. “My lady.”

      “But we aren’t allowed in here without a royal,” Pénélope hissed, her eyes wide as I led her into the glass gardens.

      “Or a royal’s permission,” I said. “Trust me.”

      As soon as I said it, it dawned on me what a ludicrous request it was, given we were both here with an agenda. Yet she only smiled and said, “I do.” Then, letting go of my hand, she trotted down a path, silver blue skirts floating out behind her. I trailed after her, content to watch a guild-trained artist delight in what was undoubtedly Trollus’s greatest artistic achievement, but one that the crown kept for its eyes only.

      Pénélope was like a child in a garden full of sweets, whirling and turning, focusing on the curve of a leaf only to be lured away by the petal of a flower, her speech more exclamations of delight than words.

      “Have you never been here before?” I asked.

      “Once, as part of my guild training. But the masters loomed over us the entire time as though they thought we intended to smash the whole place to bits. And, of course, they weren’t lit.” She smiled, fingers trailing over a glass dragonfly perched on the mouth of a flower. “They were designed to be lit, you know? It’s the only way to truly see all the detail and nuance.”

      “So I hear.” So I knew. It was why I’d brought her here when I had. The King walked with the Queen after dinner, and he always lit them for her. His magic clung to its purpose with ruthless resolve, so I knew they’d remain bright long after they had departed.

      “It’s a shame not everyone can see them,” Pénélope said. “Do you think Tristan would ever consider changing the rules, or is that too egalitarian for him?”

      There was a bite to her voice, and my skin crawled, the lights around me seemed to move and shake like an illusion on the verge of cracking. “I doubt it’s a matter he’s given much thought.”

      “What about you?” she asked. “If it was your choice, what would you do?”

      “I’d tear down the walls and make sure the light never went dark.”

      She said nothing, turning her face toward a fountain, but not before I saw a faint smile cross her lips.

      Pénélope wandered down a path lined with weeping willows, glowing leaves suspended from branches formed of silvery wire that swayed in the shifting air. She turned in slow circles, face tilted upward, then came back to stop in front of me. Reaching up, she pushed back the hood of my cloak, then her hand dropped to my forearm, her eyes searching mine. “I wish you wouldn’t wear that around me.”

      “Ha…” My throat strangled the word, because it wasn’t habit. The shadows made me brave.

      “How you look is part of what makes you the way you are,” she whispered. “And I wouldn’t change that for the world.”

      Kiss her.

      The clocks in the palace chimed the midnight hour, urging me on. I felt her rise on her toes, leaning into me, her lips slightly parted.

      Then abruptly, she took a step back and asked, “Is Tristan very cross with me?”

      The moment shattered.

      “No,” I stammered, struggling for words for the first time that night. “He… He understands that, umm… circumstances have been difficult for you.”

      “No doubt he’s given it little thought,” she said. “His mind is probably consumed with greater concerns?”

      The question was tentative, but it was there, and I felt like an idiot. For letting myself forget that there were ulterior motives and schemes swirling beneath what I’d stupidly believed was the most perfect night of my life. For letting myself believe she might want this as much as I did.

      And Anaïs’s words echoed through my thoughts: Pénélope’s survival depends on you, Marc. On how well you toe the line between giving her enough information to be valuable and giving her so much you betray our cause.

      Tristan would have known exactly what to say, how to give an answer that was anything but. I wasn’t so gifted with duplicity. “Maybe you let your family’s prejudices color your views. You should make your own judgments.”

      My voice was unintentionally sharp, my answer sounding like a reprimand, and she flinched, then said, “I didn’t mean… That is to say, I know he’s your friend, so obviously…”

      “I didn’t… I know he can be frustrating…”

      Our words tumbled over each other like a mess of spilled paint, ugly and unintended, and we both abruptly fell silent, the air burning with magic from our collective unease.

      “It’s late,” Pénélope blurted out. “I should’ve been home hours ago.”

      “I’ll walk you back.” I was desperate to diffuse the tension, to reclaim what we’d had, but she shook her head. “Better you didn’t. My father…”

      Will grill you for every word I said.

      “Goodnight, Marc,” she finished, and before I could respond, she disappeared into the garden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      The walk back to my home was a blur, my mind racing and sweat pooling beneath my breasts as I debated what to tell my father.

      If there was anything to tell him at all.

      Despite my intentions to approach the evening with a mind for discovering some small details that would appease my father, the night had gotten away from me from the first moment Marc had walked onto the bridge.

      For years, I’d dreamed of being courted – to be half of one of the young couples strolling down the river pathways, hand in hand, heart racing with anticipation of a stolen kiss beneath a bridge. Imagined what I would wear and what would be said. The taste of wine and sweets on my lips, and music in my ears. But my imagination had been a pale comparison to what I’d experienced tonight.

      It had seemed all the magic and brilliance and beauty of Trollus had been on display just for us, as though the city itself had known how important tonight was to me. A gift I’d wanted but never expected to receive. If there was a way I could go back and live through it over and over again, I’d do it, because I feared it was something that could never be replicated. Though perhaps that, in part, was what had made it so special.

      With the exception of the end.

      I’d almost kissed Marc beneath the glowing willows of the glass gardens – a moment so perfect that it was the stuff of which stories were written. Then the clocks in the palace had chimed the midnight hour, reminding me of my purpose, and the brilliance of the evening had come crashing down around me as my predicament was remembered.

      It had seemed, in that heartbeat, a fell thing to allow his lips to touch mine with my motivations as murky as they were. It would be a betrayal and one, if discovered, that Marc would take harder than most. To describe him as fragile would be a fallacy, for he was not. Yet I knew better than most that his appearance made him feel unworthy of another’s desire, and if he were to learn of my father’s involvement, he’d believe every word and action on my part were motivated by self-preservation rather than a product of the sentiment in my heart. I would not do that to him.

      So instead I’d ransacked the moment, asking about Tristan in a desperate attempt to redeem my purpose, rendering both of us uncomfortable and me without a damnable thing to report back to my father. And so the dream now descended into a nightmare as I walked up to the door, because there would be consequences to my failure.

      There always were.

      At first, the house was quiet, and I breathed a breath of hope that Anaïs was out with Tristan or the twins and my father was caught up in the salon of some other lord or lady.

      Then I heard the screams.

      As always, they came from deep in the lower level, a place of blackness and horror to which I never, ever ventured. Roland at play with whatever half-blood or human had been drummed up for the purpose of indulging the young prince’s violent proclivities. For appeasing him and winning him over to our side.

      Our side.

      I cringed, hurrying across the foyer, but before I reached the stairs, footsteps and the clack clack of my father’s cane against the marble filled my ears.

      “Pénélope.”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned. My father stood next to the table in the center of the room, the crystal lamp atop it casting shadows on his face as he dabbed at the droplets of scarlet splattered across his skin with a silken handkerchief. And not for the first time, I wondered how much of the horror that went on below was not for Roland’s amusement, but for my father’s.

      “Did you enjoy your evening?”

      My tongue felt thick in my mouth. “Yes.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He tossed the stained silk on the table. “I purchased some chocolates made by the confectioner in Trianon that you are so fond of. They are in your room.”

      “Chocolates.”

      He smiled. “Rest well, darling.” Then he turned and disappeared back down into the hell below.

      

      I didn’t sleep a wink. It would not have been an exaggeration to say that I didn’t close my eyes longer than it took to blink, so afraid was I that my father was merely waiting for my guard to drop in order to strike and glean what information he could from my mind. But the doors to my chambers didn’t open until morning, Lessa flinging them wide, every lamp in my bedroom burning bright with her magic and leaving my eyes stinging. She had a pale pink gown draped over one arm and a cruel-looking corset in her free hand. Without a word, she tossed the garments on the bed, then went into the bathing room, a rush of steam and the sound of running water following her back out again.

      “Well,” she demanded. “Are you going to get out of bed or do I have to drag you out by your heels?”

      “I wasn’t aware I had any pressing engagements,” I replied acidly, pulling off my nightdress and tossing it on the floor.

      “He wants you ready and out the door within the hour.”

      There was only one he in this house, but I asked, “Why? Where am I going?”

      Lessa shrugged, though whether it was because she was unable or unwilling to divulge any answers, I couldn’t tell.

      The water was uncomfortably hot, but I refused to flinch as I stepped in, submitting to having my body scrubbed and my hair washed, Lessa using magic rather than her own hands for the task like she was supposed to. Steam rose from my hair as she dried it, looping curls forming one after another even as she deftly applied cosmetics to my face, her own remaining sour the entire time. She’d always been cool toward me, but since my affliction was revealed, she’d been outright nasty, with seemingly no fear of ramifications.

      And I didn’t understand why. Of all the members of my family, I was the kindest and most sympathetic to our servants – even to her. Before, I would’ve been too nervous to call out her behavior, but now… “Why do you hate me so much?”

      Her eyes focused on mine, bold and not the least bit subservient. “Because you are pathetic.”

      I lifted one eyebrow. “At best, that is a trait worthy of pity; at worst, disgust; but hate seems extreme.”

      She snorted, turning me and starting on the laces of the corset before saying, “In Trollus, power is supposed to be king, yet you are proof that blood is the true ruler. You are weak, in magic and in body, and yet I’m expected to kneel before you because one of my ancestors four generations past was human. Despite the fact that I could crush you like a worm, you are served and granted nearly every liberty, while I am property.”

      “There is another word for the emotion you describe,” I replied, grinding my teeth together as my ribs compressed. “And none of that is my doing. I didn’t write the laws. Better to direct your hate at the system.”

      She laughed, holding out the gown for me to step into. “Are you suggesting I take up the sympathizer banner, Pénélope? Your father would have me dispatched to the labyrinth within the hour of him discovering I’d been anything less than loyal.”

      I glanced in the mirror, seeing the ensemble for what it was: a tool. My gown was innocent and sweet and entirely appropriate for the day, while the garment beneath constricted and molded my body, the effect subtly but undeniably alluring. “I don’t think he would,” I said, considering the young woman behind me in the reflection, only a handful of years older than I was myself. “Bastard or not, you’re still the King’s daughter.”

      “I doubt my father would even notice I was dead, much less care.” Lessa’s voice was glib, but there were traces of an old hurt in it, buried deep but not forgotten.

      “You’re wrong.” I started toward the door. “Neither my father nor my grandmother invest time or money in anything that doesn’t pay dividends, and you cost a great deal of both. Which leads me to believe that the King cares far more about your fate than you’ve been led to believe, and that one day, my family will use that power to their advantage.” I hesitated with my back to her, thinking of myself as much as the half-blood behind me. Lessa had done what she had to in order to make a life for herself.

      For the sake of my sister, and for the sake of myself, it was time I did the same.

      

      The markets were teeming with activity, dozens of human traders arriving with their wares to sell in exchange for Trollus gold. Many were the fair-skinned men and woman hailing from the Isle, but just as many bore the darker complexions from the continent and beyond, the gold we paid worth the perilous journey across the seas. All were oath-sworn – bound by magic to keep our existence a secret – and were experienced in our ways, my accoutrements recognizable to them, if not my face, and each of them bowed or curtseyed as I passed, eyes remaining fixed on the paving stones.

      My destination was the clearing house, where the crown arranged the purchase of nearly all the goods brought into the city, which were in turn sold to the merchants who used them or sold them to the rest of those living in Trollus. The process was, ostensibly, to maintain control over prices and to prevent humans not authorized to trade from doing so, but most believed the true reason was because the crown turned a tidy profit as the middleman. I believed the real motivation was control. Control over what was bought and sold, who did the buying and selling, but most importantly, over the exchange of information between the inside and outside world. Nothing happened in Trollus that the Montignys didn’t know about. If Tristan intended to overthrow his father, then he might be in communication with human allies outside of Trollus, and for that to be happening, Marc had to be helping him.

      Which was why I was here.

      The clearing house was packed to the brim with those conducting business, but occupied as they were, more than a few commoners raised their eyebrows at the sight of me as I passed through the large hall, climbing the stairs to the offices of the trade magister, where I knew I’d find Marc in the thick of things.

      The Comte de Courville was the King’s right-hand man, holding the key to the labyrinth and control over everything that entered and left Trollus. Marc was destined to inherit the role, but he’d taken on many of the duties early due to his father’s ailing health.

      Two large guards stood outside Marc’s office, but neither made a move to stop me as I knocked on the heavy doors engraved with the Montigny crest.

      “Yes?”

      The sound of Marc’s voice, muffled or not, sent a thrill of anticipation racing through me, and I pushed inside. “I hope I’m not disturbing you?”

      At the sight of me, he rose, banging into the desk with enough force that water sloshed out of the cup sitting on it. I caught the liquid with magic before it could damage any of the paperwork, returning it to its original receptacle as I nodded at the two humans standing across from him.

      “Pénélope, I…” Marc trailed off, then coughed and straightened his shoulders. “Lady Pénélope, this is Monsieur Girard and his son Christophe. Their family has supplied grain and other foodstuffs to Trollus for several generations.” Then he gestured at me. “Her ladyship is the daughter of the Duke d’Angoulême.”

      Both men bowed low, but I didn’t miss the slight stiffening in their shoulders at my name, suggesting they were not unaware of my father’s stance against their kind. “Do you wish for me to wait outside?”

      He hesitated, then shook his head. “We’re very nearly finished.”

      I smiled and took a seat in the corner. “Pretend I’m not even here.”

      They continued with a discussion of the price of some late season goods, the elder human doing the talking while his son listened on. Which was just as well, because the young man’s eyes kept drifting in my direction, then jerking away again as though he feared I’d burn them from their sockets if I caught him staring. He was blond and blue-eyed, skin ruddy from exposure to sun and elements, though I judged him to be of similar age to Marc and me. They both bore the faint scent of hay and horses, and I imagined him walking or riding through fields, the open sky over his head.

      “I need you to retrieve something from Trianon,” Marc said. “You’d be compensated for the transport, and I’m able to provide the capital required up front.”

      My ears perked up, but I hid my reaction, instead using threads of magic to pluck a blank piece of paper from a pile, as well as a pot of ink. It was a trick I’d used often: pretending to be engaged with my art while I listened to conversations going on around me.

      “When would you be needing it, my lord?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      Creating a flat pane of magic, I set the paper atop it and then formed a pen of silvery blue, which I dipped in the ink. The boy’s image formed on the page beneath my hand, hair in disarray from an imagined wind, a faintly bashful smile on his face as though he’d been caught looking at a girl he fancied.

      “Is the contact an associate of Trollus?”

      “No, this is the first time we’ve dealt with them, so discretion will be paramount, as always.”

      The boy’s body took shape beneath my hand, clothing modest but well-made, stained with clean earth rather than poor habits. The shoulders beneath still bore the slenderness of childhood, but were broadening and thickening as no troll’s would with the strength gained from hard labor.

      “We could have it back to you within the week, if that suits, my lord.”

      “It does.” Marc shifted on his chair. “It’s sensitive, so be certain to take care in the shipment.”

      Why is he being so vague, I wondered, shading the boy’s sleeve. What is he trying to hide?

      “As you say, my lord.”

      “How do you wish to take your payment?”

      “Regent’s mark in silver, if you would, my lord.”

      My gaze twitched to the chest that floated up to Marc’s right. He counted the silver swiftly, pushing the stacks across the table. Then he added a modest stack of gold without comment. A bribe?

      “Anything else you require, my lord?”

      Marc shook his head, and I signed the bottom of the page with a large P, dried the ink with magic, then sent it floating across the room. The young man – Christophe – gaped at the floating page with wide eyes.

      “Take it,” I said.

      He gingerly plucked the page from the air, jaw dropping. “It’s… It’s me!”

      Marc turned, and though his face was hidden by the shadows of his hood, I sensed the question in his eyes. Shrugging, I said, “Inspiration strikes when least expected.”

      Truthfully, the expression on the young man’s face pleased me greatly, as did the notion of giving my art to someone who would value it. My work sold or was gifted to the wealthy – those who, while they might have an appreciation for art and talent, had countless pieces by artists as good as or better than me. My paintings were nothing more than additions to collections, rarely to be looked upon or thought of once hung on the wall. But for this boy, it would be special. Something to be cherished. That made it less a gift than an exchange, and one in which I came out ahead.

      So caught up was I in the boy’s expression, that I didn’t hear the door open or notice the influx of power until Tristan plucked the sketch from the human’s hand. “What’s this?”

      Panic crossed the boy’s face; half, I thought, because he was afraid of Tristan. But the other half was the fear of one about to have something precious taken from him, and I wanted to slap Tristan for being such a bully.

      “Well?”

      “It was drawn by her ladyship, Your Highness,” he responded, even as I snapped, “It was a gift. Give it back to him.”

      “A gift…” Tristan’s eyes drifted to me. “You know the laws, Pénélope. Fair value must always be paid in exchanges with humans.”

      The way he said humans sounded distinctly like vermin, and I glared at him. “It’s just a sketch. Five minutes’ worth of work.”

      “Of your work.” Tristan cast a sly glance at the human boy. “Did you know that Lady Pénélope is reckoned one of the finest artists living? A portrait by her is worth a small fortune. Granted, this is only a quick sketch, but I’d still estimate its value at…” He frowned as though considering the numbers, then named a price that was painfully high. And painfully accurate. “You could purchase it, if you wanted.”

      The boy’s cheeks were flushed to a high color, hands balled into fists as though he intended to strike out. But he only shook his head.

      “Don’t want it?” Tristan waved the paper in front of the boy’s face, silver eyes wicked bright. “Be mindful that you tell the truth.”

      “I want it.” The admission came out from between the boy’s clenched teeth. “But it’s beyond my means, Your Highness.”

      “How unfortunate for you.”

      “At least I had the opportunity to see it, Your Highness. My memory will have to do.”

      Tristan snorted out an amused laugh, then waved a hand at them. “Go.”

      I waited until the door shut before saying, “Was it really necessary for you to be so cruel?”

      Tristan flopped down on one of the chairs. “I didn’t write the laws, Pénélope. But I do have to live by them, the same as you.”

      “There’s a difference between living by them and using them to justify your ill behavior.”

      “True.” He held up the page, focusing on my sketch. “This really is rather good. I’ll buy it from you for the novelty alone.”

      “It’s not for sale.” I snatched it out of his hand, then bent my knees in the most cursory of curtsies. “Good day to you, Your Highness.”

      “Pénélope, wait.” Marc’s voice followed me out into the hallway, but I was too enraged to stop, my heels making loud thumps against the floor as I headed toward the stairs.

      “Wait!” Marc’s hand closed on my arm, tugging me off into a side chamber. “I’m sorry for that. He’s at his worst around them.”

      “Why?” I demanded. “Even if he does think they are lesser, that’s no reason to be cruel. And why do you put up with it?”

      Marc shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I don’t have much choice.”

      My magic writhed around me, burning hot with anger that he was in this position. That he was forced to turn a blind eye to behavior so at odds from his own. But it didn’t need to be that way. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Pénélope, please.” There was a hint of desperation in his voice. “If it matters to you, I can get the sketch to Chris. He’s here with his father often, and it’s… it’s not hard for me to get contraband in and out of Trollus.”

      I heard his teeth click as though he realized that he’d said too much, and my heart skittered.

      “Small things,” he added. “Sweets. Music. Novels. Things that violate the guild monopolies, but that are beneath the King’s notice. Like sketches.”

      Or secret messages. And bribes.

      “No,” I said, ignoring the guilt that flashed through me. “I’ll not have you risking your position by breaking the rules for me. But I do need to go.” Before he could say another word, I rushed out into the hall, skirts held up with one hand as I trotted with unladylike speed down the stairs and out into the city. I kept the same pace once I was in the market, searching the crowds of dark-haired trolls for a hint of yellow.

      There.

      I spotted him standing next to a mule, frowning as he stroked its neck. His father was deep in discussions with two merchantmen, which was just as well. The human jumped as I appeared next to him, causing the animal to snort in alarm until he calmed it with a practiced hand.

      “I’m sorry for that,” I said. “He’s an ass sometimes. Most of the time, in fact.”

      The boy – Christophe, I reminded myself – snorted out a burst of shocked laughter before clamping his mouth shut and looking around to see if he’d attracted any attention. “At least I get to leave,” he said. “You’re stuck here with him.”

      “A valid point. Perhaps you might take pity and do me a kindness.” Holding up the sketch, I continued, “Would you like this?”

      His tongue ran nervously over his lips. “I can’t afford to pay a fair price.”

      “There is more than one way to pay,” I said. “What I’m looking for is information.”

      As if sensing the tension of the situation, the mule snorted and tossed its head, and I glanced in his father’s direction to ensure we hadn’t caught his attention.

      “What sort of information?”

      “What are you retrieving from Trianon for Lord Marc?”

      He hesitated. “I don’t know. They come in boxes, but my father would have my hide if I ever opened them.”

      Boxes? What could possibly be in them? “But you go with him to retrieve these boxes?”

      “Aye, my lady.” His answer came quick, his desire to provide sufficient information to retrieve his prize obvious.

      “Can you tell me from whom you retrieve them?”

      “A man with a cart meets us outside of Trianon.”

      Such secrecy.

      I hadn’t the slightest notion what they were retrieving, but it had to be something illicit to merit the secrecy. Which meant it would be something my father would find interesting.

      “Thank you,” I said, telling myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong as I tucked the sketch into his coat. That this was all in Marc’s best interest, even if it didn’t feel that way. “Consider this bought and paid for.” Then I gave him my most winning smile, and turned and walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      “Why do you insist on making my life more difficult than it already is?” I demanded, slamming the door to my office shut. “She’s furious at us both now.”

      Tristan had his boots up on my desk, lists of market prices held in one hand. “I do make your life more difficult,” he agreed, cloaking the room with magic. “But in this case, I’m making it easier.”

      “How is that?” My voice was acidic, and I flung myself down on a chair, the wood creaking. “I’m supposed to be spending time with her, but she ran out like she wants nothing to do with me.”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. “That’s not why she ran off.”

      “Really?”

      “Stones and sky, but you are as blind as a bat when it comes to her.” Tossing the lists on my desk, he leaned forward. “Whether she realized it or not, her arrival was timed to coincide with you meeting with the traders. And whether you realize it or not, she’s more than capable of listening to a conversation while seeming to be embroiled in her work. She does it frequently.”

      I glared at him. “You were spying on me?”

      “I spy on you all the time. You and Jérôme might’ve been vague, but Pénélope isn’t stupid. She knows you were up to something – a fact you all but confirmed in your attempts to apologize for my poor behavior.”

      “How is that helpful?”

      Tristan made an exasperated noise. “It’s helpful in that it gives her something useful to report back to her father, but nothing so damning that we need worry about being discovered. She’s bolder when she’s angry, and I can all but guarantee that she’s off to find Christophe to exchange that sketch for information about what they’re bringing in for you. He dislikes me enough and wants the portrait badly enough that he’ll tell her that it’s all very cloak and dagger, which will arouse her suspicions even more. And if he hesitates, well… Pénélope is probably the most beautiful girl he’s ever spoken to. She’ll get the information out of him.”

      My fingers ran cold. “Tristan, they’re retrieving pamphlets. If they’re caught bringing them into Trollus…”

      “That’s why you’ll have Esmeralda delay the pamphlets and order something more innocuous to come via the Girards. Indecent drawings or something like that, so it makes sense they’d be ordered in Trianon rather than produced by the guild. I’ll have the twins take the delivery, and they can use them for some form of prank or another. But it gives Pénélope some evidence that we’re willing to break my father’s laws.”

      It was a good plan. A really good plan. Of course it was, given that Tristan had come up with it. I picked at a scratch on my desk, knowing that I should be relieved. But I wasn’t.

      “This is what we need to do to keep her safe,” Tristan said, removing his boots from my desk, his tone serious. “We toe the line and trust that she’s smart enough to make use of what we give her.”

      “How long will it work?”

      “As long as we need it to.” He leaned forward. “And once I’m on the throne, you have my most sincere word that I’ll pluck her out of that home and ensure her safety, no matter what Angoulême thinks about it. Then you two can… Well, we can cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      I bit down on the insides of my cheeks to hold back a caustic retort. Because of course he saw no future between me and Pénélope.

      “I know you hate this,” he said. “But it’s not enough for you two to walk up and down the promenade drinking sweet wine and eating pastries. She has an agenda, and so do you. That must always be forefront in your mind.”

      “I take it you were spying on us then, too.”

      “Anaïs was.”

      Of course. Someone always would, whether it be for Tristan or for the Duke. No doubt Pénélope would realize that too, if she hadn’t already. We’d be spied upon as we played this game, our interactions souring and growing less genuine until all the affection between us had been burned away.

      “Why can’t we tell her the truth?” I asked. “You know she’d help us.”

      Tristan went very still. Then he said, “No. Absolutely not.”

      “But–”

      “This is the kind of secret that needs to be kept in a steel box, Marc. Not a wicker basket. You will not tell her.”

      The analogy made me bite the insides of my cheeks with anger once again – as did his ordering me about – but I knew there was no dissuading him.

      And I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      “What of you and Anaïs?” I asked, changing the subject. “Have you put more thought to her proposal?”

      It was Tristan’s turn to look uncomfortable. “It’s the only way I can think to meet with the sympathizers without risk of discovery,” he said, scraping a hand through his hair. “But already I ask so much of her. Too much. I don’t know how she sleeps at night.”

      “It’s a good plan.” I searched his expression, trying to find clues to his intentions, but as always, there were none. “If you wish to take the reins with Tips and the rest, there may be no other way.”

      “I know. But farce or not, it will be damaging to her.”

      “Or not?” I lifted one eyebrow, then asked a question I knew he wouldn’t like. “Just what are your intentions toward her?”

      He looked away. “In what regard?”

      “Don’t be cagey. Do you intend to make her Queen one day or not?”

      Silence.

      “Do you love her?”

      His jaw tightened. “In a way, I suppose. She’s my friend. She’s loyal. I trust her.”

      “But not enough to risk the affliction in her family’s line?”

      “It’s not that. It’s…” He gave a sharp shake of his head. “It’s a problem for a distant day.”

      Which wasn’t at all what he’d been about to say.

      “Unless you plan to make her Queen then keep it a farce,” I said. “Because if you let it go further than that only to replace her with another, it will break her heart.”

      Anger filled his gaze. “I would never hurt her on purpose.”

      “Then don’t let it come to that. Don’t let it go too far.”

      He was on his feet in a flash, heading toward the door, but once there, he hesitated. “It’s good advice, Marc. And given your own situation with Pénélope, you might want to take it to heart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Ten

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      “The fruits of your intelligence.” My father tossed a small packet in the center of my plate, the cream sauce from dinner soaking into the paper.

      It had been a handful of days since I’d told him that Marc was bringing in something illicit via the human traders, and my guilt over having betrayed his trust had grown steadily throughout. I’d tried to tell myself that I’d been doing the right thing. That Tristan was my father’s target, not Marc. That my success would benefit my sister. But no amount of rationalization had alleviated my feeling that what I was doing was wrong.

      Trying to keep my heartbeat in check, I used my fork to flip through the contents, which were pictorial in nature, with only a limited amount of text. The print quality was poor, each page marked with identical streaks and flaws. The difference between using machinery and magic, and one reason why the Guild held their monopoly so easily. Only that which they’d refuse to print would ever be sourced outside of Trollus, which explained these. Inappropriate as they were, though, they were hardly treasonous. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed. “What the artist lacks in talent, he makes up for in creativity.”

      “How do you know it’s a man?”

      “It’s obvious.” Leaning back in my chair, I gestured at a servant to take away both plate and pamphlet. “I can only tell you what I learn, Father. I can’t make it useful. Not that this isn’t, in a way. It proves contraband can be brought in and out of Trollus.”

      “I already knew that.” He circled the table to sit across from me. “Proof would be catching one of the traders with propaganda, not indecent representations of the Regent of Trianon commissioned by those idiots you call friends.”

      Propaganda? I frowned, uncertain why he believed the traders would be caught with that, then shook my head. “This was for the twins?”

      “They picked them up from the market. When they were searched, they claimed the work was to broaden the horizons of the more prudish citizens of Trollus, though no doubt it will form part of some larger prank.”

      Vincent and Victoria’s pranks were frequent and memorable, but this wasn’t their style. Not in the slightest. “No doubt the end results will be quite amusing.”

      He said nothing. Did not so much as blink. But the doors to the room began to shut. Slowly. One by one. Each individual lock falling into place under the firm hand of his magic.

      “Do you think this is good enough, darling?” He rested his cane across the flat plane of the table.

      My stomach hollowed, and it took every ounce of willpower in my possession not to shrink back in my chair. “There’s nothing else to tell. Maybe you’re wrong to suspect them.”

      “I am not wrong!” He was across the table, screaming the words in my face. I scrambled back, tripping over my chair and falling in a heap.

      “Temper, temper, Father.”

      Anaïs’s voice wafted over me, then her hands were under my arms, lifting me onto my feet. “We’ve discussed how I feel about you threatening my sister.”

      I backed against the wall, unsure whether I should flee or remain where I was.

      “Her efforts are inadequate.” He settled down into his chair. “As are yours, frankly.”

      Anaïs sniffed. “So you say, and yet every day Tristan spends more hours in my company, bending my ear with his desires and grievances.”

      “He is supposed to be spending hours in your bed, but you haven’t managed that much, have you?”

      “Patience.” Anaïs righted my chair, then sat, carefully arranging her skirts. “Tristan is observant, particularly when it comes to changes in character or behavior. If I throw myself at his feet, he will question why. He will mistrust me. Better to have him believe he is the seducer than the other way around.”

      “I’m beginning to believe that your request for my patience is nothing more than a way to deflect from your failure to deliver.”

      Anaïs shrugged. “Believe what you will.”

      I was equal parts amazed and envious of her flippancy. Of her ability to brush off my father’s questions with no fear of retribution.

      “As it stands, I do have something for you.” She picked up my glass of wine and drank deeply. “He intends to question the practice of sending half-blood miners into the labyrinth for missed quotas at the King’s public audience tomorrow.”

      “Question how?”

      “He wants the practice ended. For the half-bloods to be punished in ways that aren’t fatal.”

      My father’s eyebrows shot up. As did mine. Such a move was entirely out of character for Tristan, and unease bit at my insides, along with the sense that I was missing something. Something important.

      “I’m always pleased to prove my worth, Father.” Anaïs rose to her feet. “But now, I’m off to bed. He wants me there tomorrow, and the King insists on holding his audiences so painfully early. Come, Pénélope. You look as though you could use some rest.”

      I let her take my arm, but it felt as though I held onto a stranger.

      Once we were out of earshot, she asked, “Did he hurt you?” Her voice was anxious.

      “No.”

      Anaïs gave a long exhale. “Thank the stars and fates I came home when I did.”

      “Indeed.”

      “You have to do better, Penny,” she said. “You have to at least appear as though you’re trying to seduce Marc, not like you’re avoiding him. He’s going to be at the audience tomorrow – you should seek him out.”

      We reached the door to my chambers, and she turned into me, pulling me close, resting her forehead against mine as she had when we were younger. “I know this is hard, but for now, it’s the only way.”

      I did not return her embrace, only stood frozen in her grip. “Why?”

      “Because if you don’t, he’ll–”

      “No,” I interrupted. “Why did you tell Father that Tristan was going to try to get the law changed?”

      “It’s information everyone will know by tomorrow,” she said.

      “That’s not the point,” I exclaimed, pushing her away. “If the law had been changed, think of how many lives could’ve been saved. But now Father will go to the public audience tomorrow, and you know he’ll argue against it.”

      “Penny–”

      “I thought you were better than that,” I said. Wasn’t that half the reason I was doing this? To pull Tristan from the throne and put Anaïs on it in his place because she’d be an improvement? Or had I been wrong to believe that? “Don’t you care about making Trollus better at all?”

      “What has that got to do with anything?”

      I glared at her. “If you were Queen, you’d have a chance to undo laws like these. A chance to improve circumstances for the half-bloods – to allow them lives worth living. Haven’t you ever thought of that?”

      “I’m not a sympathizer,” she blurted out. “What exactly do you expect from me?”

      So much more.

      “I never thought I’d say this, but you’re cut from the same cloth as Father,” I spat. “Self-interested to the core, no matter what it costs everyone else.”

      A flash of something crossed over her eyes. “Penny, that’s not… I…”

      She couldn’t even say it. Couldn’t even deny that it was true.

      “I care about you,” she finished weakly. “You know I love you.”

      “I do,” I said. “But between you, Grandmother, and Father, I’m not sure what love means. If it means anything at all.”

      

      I purposefully left early for the palace to avoid having to walk with my family, entering with the crowds of commoners and half-bloods who’d queued to ensure they secured a place in the throne room. Public audiences with His Majesty often grew quite raucous – a form of entertainment for those who could afford no other.

      Making my way into the enormous room, I wove my way to the front where the aristocrats had their places, searching for Marc’s tall form. He stood next to his father, their heads bent in conversation, which they broke off at my approach.

      “Pénélope? I… What are you doing here?”

      I couldn’t see Marc’s face, but there was no missing his anxiety as his head whipped back and forth between me and his father, confirming my suspicion that he had no desire for his family to know we’d been spending time alone together. Which wasn’t unexpected, but it stung, nevertheless.

      “My lord,” I said, bobbing a slight curtsey for the Comte, who inclined his head, brow creasing with a frown. “I came because I heard I might find you here. I’m sorry about how we left things when last we spoke.”

      Marc’s father’s frown deepened, but he only said, “If you’ll excuse me,” then walked in the direction of the throne.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for.” Marc glanced over my head at the door to the room, then back to me, then away again.

      “Do you come to these audiences often?” I asked, desperate to diffuse the tension, but at a loss of what to say.

      “No,” he said, then, “Well, more so now. Because…” He trailed off.

      “To learn?” I supplied.

      “Right. And today… Well, today, Tristan has something to raise with his father, which is why I’m here.”

      “Anaïs mentioned as much.” I watched him carefully to see how he’d react to the revelation, but he only nodded, seemingly unsurprised.

      “There’s your family now.”

      I wasn’t tall enough to see either my sister or my father, but there was no mistaking how the crowds parted for them in a way they hadn’t for me. They took their places near the front right as the herald blasted, “Make way for the King!”

      The crowd dropped into bows and curtsies almost in unison, no one moving until Thibault had strode down the center aisle and settled on the throne, the gold of his crown glinting. But of Tristan, there was no sign.

      A row of petitioners formed, which Thibault eyed for a long moment before gesturing for the first pair to speak. It was a grievance between two merchantmen, and I swiftly tuned them out.

      “That will be you one day,” I whispered, watching the King confer with Marc’s father. “You and Tristan, deciding everyone’s fate.”

      Marc made a soft sound of amusement. “You make it sound far more exciting than it is. Last week, two petitioners argued for an hour over who had proprietary right to a cake recipe.”

      I bit down on my laughter.

      “Besides, there are other things I’d rather be doing with my time.”

      A thrill ran through me. “Such as?”

      Before he could answer, one of the petitioners began to wave his hands angrily at the other, and the crowd pressed in for a better view, driving me against Marc.

      Like every other aristocrat present, we were both shielded to maintain our personal space. But as our magics brushed together, they sparked like an electric charge, causing several of those around us to frown before returning their attentions to the proceedings. I should have moved, eased aside to give more space, but instead, I held my ground, the feel of my magic pressed up against his eerily similar to the sensation of naked flesh pressed against naked flesh. I waited for Marc to shift away, for the contact to break, but he stood unmoving.

      It’s because there isn’t any space to move, I told myself. He doesn’t want to jostle the elderly baroness next to him.

      A million other reasons danced through my head, but always I circled back to one: that he wanted to be near me. Because it seemed impossible that I should feel like I stood in the middle of a storm of lightning and that he felt nothing. Impossible that my skin should burn hot and cold, the lights around me seeming to expand and contract with every thud of my heart, and that Marc would be unaffected.

      Remember why you’re here, I told myself, but the tumult of emotion coursing through me drowned all logic. All rational thought.

      The words of the King, of the petitioners, faded into a dull drone, my ears fixed on the beat of Marc’s heart. A thud thud that seemed faster than circumstances warranted.

      You’re imagining things.

      The sound of his breathing, which I swore had a ragged edge to it.

      Wishful thinking.

      But the naysayer in my thoughts did nothing to curb the throb of my own pulse, which seemed to grow more violent and chaotic with each inhale. Each exhale.

      Whose magic changed first, I couldn’t have said, but I felt the nature of mine shift and alter to reflect my will, no longer a barrier, but a liquid flow swirling across my skin. Marc’s power poured into it like hot water added to a cooling bath, but infinitely more personal. Like will and thought and desire made tangible.

      I bit my lip, terrified that everyone around us knew what we were doing, while at the same time not caring if they did. The world was a blur of light and color and sound, and as I let my eyelids drift shut, I imagined that when I opened them, we would be alone. That he would touch me.

      And then he did.

      Barely the faintest brush of his fingertips against my skin, but a spark seemed to run all the way through me and down to my toes. I gasped out a breath, then clenched my teeth, certain someone must have noticed, but no one stirred. Including Marc. He remained facing the front of the throne room, but his fingers trailed slowly up my wrist as though following the path of my rapidly pulsing blood, which grew hot beneath his touch. They traced back down again, brushing against my palm, and my hand instinctively linked with his.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      But doing so seemed impossible with the soft ache growing in my belly, my skin so sensitive it felt nearly raw, my toes curling in the confines of my shoes. I wanted to drag him away, to find some empty corner of the palace where we could–

      The doors to the throne room opened and a curling roil of power washed over the crowd. Marc dropped my hand like he’d been burned, turning with everyone else to watch Tristan stroll up the main aisle to take a place at the rear of the line of petitioners.

      Immediately they began to fall over themselves to get out of his way, mutters of “Please go ahead, Your Highness,” reaching my ears even from a distance, and Tristan’s affable declarations of “You are too kind” loud enough to disturb whatever the King was saying to the current petitioner. The commoner in question turned round to find himself face to face with the crown prince, squeaked, “It’s really not important, Your Majesty,” then all but bolted to the rear of the crowd.

      “Tristan.” The King shifted on the throne, his mouth drawing into a thin line.

      “Father.” Tristan bowed low. “Your Majesty, that is. I suppose, given the circumstances, we ought to be formal.”

      “Get on with it.”

      Seemingly nonplussed by the King’s sour tone, Tristan nodded. “Of course. Your time is a valuable commodity, Father. Coincidentally, it is valuable commodities which I’d like to discuss. Namely, I wish to petition the crown – you, that is – that the practice of sending miners to the labyrinth for missed quotas be replaced with a punishment that is somewhat less… fatal.”

      The effect of his words rippled through the crowd like a tide, exclamations of surprise quickly shifting to whispered conversation as aristocrats and commoners alike fell into groups of their peers, speculating over Tristan’s motivations for such an enormous request. I glanced up at Marc to see his reaction, but he only watched his cousin intently.

      “It’s a practice that has long proven an effective means of maintaining production,” the King said. “I see no–”

      “Just because it’s an old practice doesn’t make it any less ill-considered,” Tristan interrupted, causing the collective to stir uneasily, everyone wisely concerned about being caught in the crossfire between the two powers. “It’s bad economics.”

      “By all means,” the King replied. “Please enlighten me.”

      “I will!” Tristan smiled and extracted a piece of parchment from the inner pocket of his coat. “In the last year, one hundred eighty-three miners have been sentenced to the labyrinth for missed quotas. That’s one hundred eighty-three miners who could’ve been punished in some other form – longer hours or perhaps a whipping or lost finger – then continued to work. Instead, they were killed, leaving their gangs short of members until the Guild arranged for the purchase of replacements.”

      “The cost of replacing them is negligible.”

      “True!” Tristan looked up from his paper. “Most are only of middling power, and the job requires little intelligence or training, meaning the Guild can purchase the half-bloods they need at marginal expense. However, the number that is compelling is the opportunity cost of losing those miners. Imagine, for a moment, that we kept them alive and working, while maintaining the current rate of additions to the labor force.”

      “They do need to be fed.”

      Tristan waved a dismissive hand. “Not much, and I’m sure we could find places to cut that particular expense.” He glanced at the page. “In the past year, the gross weight of bullion pulled from the ground was approximately–”

      The numbers he rattled off made even my jaw drop. The effect on the masses was far greater. As was the number Tristan announced could be earned if his changes were put into effect.

      “Even if one factors in a slight reduction in production due to reduced incentive to meet quota, it still makes good economic sense.”

      “Interesting,” the King said, and I held my breath along with everyone else as he silently deliberated.

      “Your Majesty, if I might interject.” My father’s voice pierced the silence. “There are additional consequences to His Highness’s proposal that he might not have considered.”

      Tristan’s expression soured, but the King waggled his fingers at my father to continue.

      “The Miners’ Guild is not the only group who uses the labyrinth to dispose of undesirable property,” my father said. “Only the most consistent user of the resource. Yet if you were to eliminate the practice for them, how long until those with more… liberal sympathies eliminated the avenue for the other groups.”

      “I did not realize good economics were the sole domain of the liberal-minded,” Tristan snapped. “The same principles apply for the other guilds, as they do for private owners. Sell your undesirables if you no longer wish to retain them.”

      My father grimaced. “Good in theory, Your Highness. But how long until the markets are flooded with inferior half-bloods with poor skills and work ethic. Who will buy them? The answer is either the crown–” he gestured at the King “–or the guilds and private owners will be forced to keep them and shoulder the burden of feeding and clothing them for the rest of their lives. Worse yet, it will create legions of malcontents of the belief that they can escape the labor that is their due through poor performance.”

      “What say you, Tristan?” the King asked. “His Grace makes a compelling argument. As usual.”

      There was no mistaking that Tristan wanted to argue. The muscles of his jaw flexed and the press of power he was exuding made more than a few trolls step back. I glanced at Marc out of the corner of my eye to see how he reacted, but he showed no sign of concern, his shoulders relaxed.

      “Tristan?”

      The crown prince scowled, then gave the slightest shake of his head. “The numbers speak for themselves, but it appears His Grace has given the social and political ramifications a great deal of thought and consideration, and I find myself in no position to argue his points.”

      In no position, but not unable. Pursing my lips, I picked through Tristan’s words, seeing the way he manipulated the truth. But to what end? There was something off about this exchange. Something… scripted.

      “The law stands.” The King stood up, through with audiences for the day, and strode between Tristan and the Duke without acknowledging either.

      The crowd dispersed, but it was flush with heated conversation over what had been said. Marc offered me his arm, leading me over to where Tristan stood with Anaïs, my father having already left the throne room.

      “Stones and sky, but your father drives me to the brink,” Tristan said loudly, crossing his arms. “Must he argue with everything I say?”

      Except my father almost never came to these audiences – they were for commoners and the lower levels of the nobility. The only reason he was here was because my sister had given him reason to be.

      “He argues with everyone,” Anaïs replied. “Let’s go. I’m hungry and I fancy a float on the lake.”

      Marc and I followed them out, exiting the palace gates just as a gust of wind blasted through the city, carrying with it countless sheets of paper. Half-bloods and full-bloods alike snatched them from the air or picked them up off the ground, and without thinking, I did the same.

      

      Those who claim to be our leaders are no more than VILLAINS and OPPRESSORS more concerned with sating their own GREED and DESIRES than with the welfare of the citizens they claim to serve. Rise up and FIGHT those who would deny our right to LIBERTY and FREEDOM. Rise up and FIGHT those who would rather send us to our DEATHS than pay a FAIR WAGE. Rise up and FIGHT those who care more for PROFIT and POWER than DECENCY and EQUALITY. Rise up…

      

      The piece of propaganda went on from there in the way of all polemic – words chosen to inspire and incite the populace against the King and the rest of the aristocracy. The populace which, at this very moment, were all staring at us with hate in their eyes. But I barely noticed, my gaze fixed on the page. On the ink. On the streaks marring the quality of the reproduction.

      Lifting my head, I saw my father standing motionless, reading the piece. Then he reached into his pocket, extracting a stained packet of papers, eyes shifting between them.

      “Bloody stones and sky, Marc,” Tristan snarled, staring at the sheet of paper in his hand. “How does this continue to find its way into Trollus?” Then his magic surged, his voice amplified over the crowd, mocking and cruel. “Rise up? Oh, by all means. Rise up against those who hold all that rock–” he gestured upward “–off your heads and see just how well that goes for you.” Then he stormed off through the crowd, Anaïs hot on his heels.

      “I’m sorry, but I need to go after him,” Marc said.

      “Of course,” I said, smoothing the page out in my hands, a dull roar filling my ears, the troll lights of those around me suddenly seeming too bright as understanding dawned upon me.

      As he walked away, I couldn’t help but regard him in a whole new light. Because the page I held, and all those floating through Trollus to fuel the fires of revolution: they’d been printed on the exact same press as the twins’ comics, which my heart told me was no coincidence.

      My friends were sympathizers.

      And I’d just given proof of it to my father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The feel of her skin seemed burned into my fingertips as I followed my friends through the city, everything and everyone we passed an unfocused blur, my mind back in the throne room with Pénélope.

      I hadn’t intended for that to happen.

      Tristan and I had planned this ruse for weeks, but all thought of plots and politics had fallen away with her standing next to me. The spicy scent of her perfume had risen to fill my nose, her magic pressing up against mine right up to the point that it wasn’t, our powers melding together in a way I hadn’t known possible. A level of intimacy I’d dreamed of, yet never experienced until that moment.

      But it had been nothing like touching her.

      The feel of her rapid pulse beneath my fingertips had chased away all rational thought, the soft intake of her breath making my heart race. It had taken Tristan slamming the throne room door to bring me back to the moment, and I’d had no choice but to drop her hand or risk missing everything. Though in hindsight, missing Tristan’s performance might have been worth it.

      “You’re an idiot,” I muttered to myself. Pénélope almost never attended the public audiences, so it was no coincidence that of all the places she could have sought me out, it was there. The Duke had probably sent her to distract me – or worse, to see how I reacted to Tristan’s proposal. It was all just an act on her part.

      But it had felt real.

      It had felt right.

      I shook away my thoughts as we entered the path leading down to the flooded stadium, Tristan keeping up the act of being irritated until we were well out of sight. Then he abruptly picked Anaïs up off her feet and whirled her in a circle. “You are brilliant. That couldn’t have gone more perfectly.”

      “Not even if your father had agreed to change the law?” I asked, coming up behind them.

      “Wouldn’t that have been something?” Tristan replied, setting Anaïs back on her feet. “Fortunately, the Duke was there to argue against it. The last thing we need is our schemes bolstering my father’s popularity, which a change in this law would most certainly have done.”

      This was an area where Tristan and I disagreed. Hundreds of half-blood lives would be saved by the King changing the laws. Yes, it would weaken momentum for the sympathizer cause, but that seemed a small price to pay. I counted every life saved, every small victory, as worthwhile, but for Tristan, it sometimes felt like it was all or nothing. I tried to temper him, to make him see those he was fighting for as individuals rather than pieces of a grand plan, but there were days I believed I’d have more luck getting water from a stone. “You might consider how much damage you’re doing to your own popularity.”

      He shrugged as though he couldn’t care less what the half-bloods thought of him – what anyone thought of him – and said, “I’ll so offend to make offense a skill, redeeming time when men least think I will.”

      “Be careful to whom you quote poetry written by a human, or people will start to question the veracity of your behavior.”

      “Exactly,” he responded. “This is how it has to be, whether I like it or not. When I tear down the system of their oppression, they won’t care about my previous conduct.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I said nothing as his expression brightened, eyes having lighted upon the twins.

      “Rise up!” Vincent shouted from where he stood on a floating platform with his sister.

      “Your timing was perfect,” Tristan called back. “All those sheets of paper flying through the air the moment we stepped outside the gates – couldn’t have done it better myself.” He ran down the worn steps to the banks of the lake, then slid across the water on a sheet of magic until he stood between the twins, where their banter continued. I went to follow, then hesitated as I caught sight of Anaïs’s expression. “Is something wrong?”

      “Pénélope.” She sat down heavily on an eroded step, staring blindly out over the water. “She heard me laying the trap for my father last night, and she thinks I don’t care about half-blood lives. That I sabotaged any chance of the law being changed. That I’m no better than our father.”

      I sat next to her. “That was part of the plan. She can’t know that you giving your father that information was intended to bait him into riling the half-bloods into action – toward joining the revolution – because it would raise too many questions about your true loyalties.”

      “I’m aware.” Her tone was biting, though I knew it was directed at the situation, not me. “But the way she looked at me…” Anaïs sighed. “There is no one individual to whom I’m telling the whole truth. On some level or another, I’m deceiving every single person in my life, and trying to keep track of it all…” She rubbed a hand across her eyes. “I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know what I want.”

      I silently considered her admission. Anaïs was not a sympathizer by the true definition of the word. She believed power mattered: that half-bloods and humans were not our equals. Yet she was as dedicated to the success of the revolution as the rest of us. Not because she might stand to benefit from Tristan taking the throne. Rather, it was a feeling deep within her core that those with power should use it to protect those without, and she seemed to take every loss of a half-blood life as a personal failure.

      Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I finally asked, “Are you going to tell Tristan the truth about why your father has decided to move against him now?”

      Anaïs exhaled softly, then shook her head. “This is why we can’t trust Pénélope with our secrets.”

      There was no anger in her voice, only resignation, so I waited to see if she’d say more.

      “I don’t want him to know about the betrothal.”

      “Why?” I asked, curious, though I knew I was walking on dangerous ground.

      She twisted a ring around one finger, the gemstones winking in our troll light. “Because he’d feel obligated to do something,” she finally said. “He’s not always rational when it comes to his father, Marc. You know that better than anyone. If he learned his father had broken our betrothal, he’d bond me for no other reason than because his father said he couldn’t.”

      “I think he’d be more motivated to undo the hurt you’d endured than by spite,” I countered, knowing how protective my cousin was of her.

      Anaïs wrinkled her nose. “That’s worse.” Her hands grew still. “I want him to choose to bond me because he loves me or I don’t want him to choose me at all.” Turning her head, she stared at me, unblinking. “Are you going to tell him?”

      “No,” I said, admiring her bravery even though I could see it costing her in the end.

      “I didn’t think you would.” Her eyes drifted to Tristan, whose face was still bright with excitement, and her lips curved with a sad smile. “You’re the only one who understands what it’s like to love someone, to be willing to do anything for them despite knowing that you’ll never get to be with them.”

      Though I didn’t think it was intended to do so, the sentiment was like a punch to my gut. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Pénélope safe,” I said.

      “I know. You’re the only one I trust her with.” But her hands still balled into fists. “This plan of ours is working for now, but it won’t work for long. I’m afraid… I don’t think I can bear to lose her. But the only way I can see to protect her is to kill him.”

      Her father.

      “When Tristan talks of killing his father and taking the throne, I know he sees it theoretically,” she said. “As a step in his plan. But when I think of doing the same, I imagine it as it would be. The way it would feel to twist his neck or plunge a knife into his heart. What it would be like to pull him apart as a child might a spider. I see the blood on my hands.”

      A tremor ran through her and I didn’t know what to do or what to say, because Anaïs so rarely showed any form of weakness. To acknowledge it might do more harm than good.

      “I know he’s evil,” she continued. “I know he’s a villain and that he opposes everything I’m fighting for. But he’s still my father.”

      “It might not come to that,” I said, knowing my words were hollow because they did nothing to alleviate the fear growing in my chest. “All we need to do is play our parts until Tristan makes his move, then we can pluck Pénélope from danger and your father can learn to live under a new regime or face the consequences.”

      “I know,” she said, rising to her feet and stepping out onto the surface of the water. “But I’m afraid that by the time Tristan’s ready, it will be too late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      Over the coming days, I found myself a creature consumed, the intrigue I’d become a part of fighting for precedence with more personal thoughts, the only commonality between them that they both centered on Marc. I saw him often, but always we were in the company of others, and that charged moment we’d shared in the throne room, the intensity of physical contact, remained so elusive and impossible to repeat that part of me wondered if it had happened at all.

      But while that fleeting few minutes of intimacy slipped further into the fabric of my imagination, the notion that my friends – and my sister – formed the heart of the sympathizer cause became more and more of a reality to me. Over and over, I ran through the events of that day, and those that had preceded them. From Marc arranging for the human trader to transport contraband, to the twins being behind the strange order, to my father’s inference that he’d expected to catch the humans with propaganda. Most of all, I reflected on how Anaïs had lured my father to the King’s audience where he articulated how little regard the upper classes possessed for half-blood life minutes before sympathizer propaganda was released attacking that very belief system. All of it seemed like a perfectly orchestrated plan to stir up anger against the King and the aristocracy, and one that could only have been accomplished by players at the highest levels.

      And I’d put everything they were working toward in jeopardy.

      It didn’t matter that I hadn’t known. That I’d been motivated to rid my sister, Marc – and all of Trollus – of a future ruler who I’d believed was a villain. A tyrant in the making. Good intentions didn’t make up for the fact that I’d given my father information to help in his war against the only faction in Trollus attempting to do any good. Which meant I needed to find a way to undo the damage that I’d done.

      

      Opportunity came in the form of one of my father’s gatherings. A select group of aristocrats arriving under the cloak of illusion through the open front door, the only clue to their presence the massing of power under our roof. A group of trolls who, for reasons unknown, wanted no one in Trollus to know they were meeting in one place.

      Which, in my mind, meant they were discussing something worth hearing, especially when they all ventured into the atrium.

      Easing open one of the delicate doors, I slipped off my shoes and crept into the glass structure. This was my father’s abode, and for that reason alone, I avoided it unless in my sister’s company. Still, I knew the paths through the garden like the back of my hand, as well as the best places to hide.

      Extinguishing my light, I drifted through the maze of stone sculptures and fountains, the air full of mist from water that sprayed and soared in every direction, whether it belched from the mouths of dragons or created arching paths for dancing pixies. Streams gurgled under delicate bridges, tiny fish made of gold and jewels glittering in the light of the artfully placed lamps. Heated sconces released the scent of gardenias, and from above, raindrops fell in an occasional storm, making a soothing pitter-patter against the ground below.

      At the center of the oasis sat a large gazebo, and it was from there that I felt the press of magic from at least a dozen powerful trolls. I could hear nothing over the echoing sound of running water, which was likely why they had chosen this meeting place. At best, they discussed secrets, at worst, treason against the crown. My bet, my hope, was they discussed both. The area around them would be warded, but I knew my father and his traps. And how to avoid them.

      Reaching one of the small bridges, I crouched next to it and formed a small raft of magic that I placed atop the water. Hooking my shoe heels into the bodice of my dress, I knelt on the raft, holding onto the bridge until I had my balance, an illusion of running water balanced over my head. Then I let go.

      The raft wobbled and rocked as it made its way down the stream, and I held my breath as I floated over the perimeter of my father’s ward, the ground and stream bed coated with magic set to do horrible things to anyone who set foot where they were unwanted. That included me, should I fall in and touch the bottom.

      Voices reached my ears.

      “It could be nothing more than rumors, you know,” a woman said, and I recognized the voice of the Comtesse Báthory. “Half-blood wishful thinking that swirls and grows until fiction becomes fact because they’re too stupid to realize the difference? You do recall these same sort of whispers grew some twenty years ago, and nothing came of that.”

      “They aren’t just rumors.” My father’s voice was sour. “And it isn’t just half-bloods. There is support for the sympathizer cause growing amongst certain of the guilds, and possibly even into the ranks of the aristocracy. For that to be occurring means they’ve found a leader who can do more than just spin words – whoever it is has power.”

      The raft wobbled, and I clenched my teeth against a gasp. Then I slowly lifted my head. I was approaching the gazebo; the Comtesse, with her hair piled a foot or more above her head, sat on one of the divans with her back to me. My father sat to her left and my grandmother next to him, but I could see nothing more of their company but the balls of light hanging over their heads.

      “And you think this leader is Tristan de Montigny?” Báthory laughed, and the sound made me cringe. She was a murderess of some fame even within Trollus, the stories of what she did to her victims enough to curdle even the King’s blood. He’d come down hard on her recently, which explained why she was in my father’s company. Her interest was in carnage, not in politics.

      “My, my, how your tune has changed, Your Grace,” she continued. “Not so long ago you seemed willing to turn a blind eye to any of the boy’s faults if only he kept his sights on your precious Anaïs. Now that we all know her blood is faulty, you seek to throw mud on his character in the most ridiculous of ways.”

      My father shifted, his shoulders rigid, and my heart roared in my ears for fear that he would turn and see the distortion of my illusion.

      Báthory cackled. “The half-bloods loathe him even more than they do his father,” she said. “From their own lips I’ve heard their disdain, and their fear. Just last month I watched him throw a servant in the river because the girl had spilled a drop of sauce on his sleeve.”

      I was almost to the tunnel leading under the gazebo. Digging my fingers and toes into the magic beneath me, I reached up with one hand and caught at the edge, holding myself in place against the current, but blissfully out of sight.

      My grandmother made a noise of disgust. “And what fate would’ve befallen the servant if it had been your sleeve, my lady?”

      “The river would’ve run red,” Báthory responded, her voice dreamy – clearly missing the point. But I hadn’t. I’d witnessed the same incident and knew for a fact the half-blood had come out of the incident unscathed but for her drenched livery. Tristan could have done much worse, and no one would have cared. But he hadn’t. And, as I bent my memory to the task, I realized he never had injured a half-blood beyond the slice of his cruel words. Just how much of his behavior was an act?

      “But Your Grace, we’ve had him followed for weeks and weeks,” a man’s voice said, and I recognized it as belonging to one of my cousins. “He’s not meeting with them.”

      “But that doesn’t mean he isn’t leading them through an agent.”

      Sweat trickled down my forehead, the magic beneath me trembling with the effort it took to sustain its shape. But I had to hear this.

      “Who do you favor for the role?”

      “The Biron boy is the obvious choice – those other two fools he keeps company with haven’t the wherewithal for the task.”

      The gazebo filled with laughter.

      “You jest, Your Grace,” someone said. “Marc Biron is a broken boy content to hide in the shadows. He barely has the bravery to speak to a crowd of three, much less muster the enthusiasm of thousands of half-bloods.”

      Fury gave my magic strength and my raft steadied beneath me. Their mockery didn’t surprise me, but still I hated that they’d judge Marc so cruelly. He was twice the man of any of those present.

      “What about Anaïs?” Báthory asked. “It’s obvious to anyone with eyes, and even to those without, that she’s in love with Tristan.”

      The gazebo grew silent, and I prayed no one would hear the water sloshing over my raft, my fingernails scraping against the stone.

      “Anaïs is no sympathizer,” my father said, and my blood chilled. “From her own lips she has told me that she believes half-bloods and humans to be inferior to us.”

      Which is exactly why she was fighting on their behalf. A latent pang of guilt bit at my insides as I remembered how I’d accused her otherwise.

      “Our focus,” my father said, “must be on capturing their leader.”

      “How?”

      “We know the sympathizers are meeting in the Dregs. When the time is right, I propose a raid to catch the Biron boy in the act.”

      “And then what?” Báthory asked. “Attempt to force the information that Tristan is the true leader of the revolution out of him? Do you honestly believe the King will allow us to torture his nephew, the son of his closest advisor?”

      “Hardly.” My father snorted with amusement. “We publicly deliver Marc to the King and leave Thibault to extract the information by whatever means he sees fit. He’ll have no choice.”

      My raft wobbled, and I sank deeper in the water, unable to stop bits of magic from breaking away. And I had nothing more to give. My dress was drenched, my body trembling with effort. Another minute, and I’d be in the water, which would see me either dead or caught. And I needed to get this information to Marc.

      “And if the boy won’t turn on his cousin?” Báthory asked. “A lack of loyalty isn’t one of his faults – he might well take the information to the grave rather than betray Tristan.”

      “Leave that to me,” my father responded. “I–”

      The current tugged insistently at my raft, and my fingers slipped. I floated through the tunnel, unable to hear what his response was, or if he’d even given one. All that mattered now was making it clear of his traps. Of getting out of the atrium and out of my house to warn Marc of my father’s plans.

      Tears of effort streamed down my face as I exited the tunnel, but still I looked up.

      Prince Roland looked down. He cocked his head slightly to the side, clearly recognizing my weakening illusion for what it was, and smiled.

      Fear like nothing I’d ever known filled me, the current suddenly sluggish and slow and doing nothing to whisk me away.

      A filament of magic nudged the edge of my raft and I wobbled. Roland’s smile grew, and magic nudged me again, harder this time. My leg slipped off the edge, and I jerked it back, clinging to the soft mess that was sinking deeper and deeper.

      My breath came in fast little gasps, but there was nothing I could do but watch as the mad prince reached out one little hand and flicked his finger.

      My magic disappeared and I sank like a stone, my bare feet hitting the stream bed.

      Nothing happened.

      Barely an inch ahead of my toes I felt the faintest warmth of magic, but luck or fate or the stars had allowed the current to pull me just beyond the reach of my father’s trap. But Roland knew someone was here. Knew there was a spy in his midst.

      He stared down at me and I stared back, frozen within the weak cover of water and darkness.

      Then a feral fury filled the little boy’s face, and he half turned as though he’d been called. I wondered, in that brief, painful moment, if my father knew just how dangerous the six-year-old Montigny prince was. Then Roland’s expression smoothed. He waggled his fingers once at me and disappeared into the confines of the gazebo.

      I could scarcely breathe, and it took a moment to regain enough control of my limbs to take one step back, then two, then three, until I was hidden around the bend of the stream. I remained crouched in the icy water until the meeting finished, until the group had departed from the atrium, until the house grew silent.

      Only then did I find the courage to move.

      I ran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      I sat on my bed with a book in hand, trying to distract myself enough that I’d grow weary and fall asleep. Thus far, I’d had little luck, and I fully expected to have another sleepless night.

      Tick.

      I frowned and glanced at the window, as the sound of a rock falling from above, small or otherwise, was never not unnerving.

      Tick.

      Unease prickled down my spine. I hadn’t noticed any movements in the ground today – certainly not a shake of magnitude – but the tree was a sensitive structure, and even the slightest shift meant trouble.

      Tick.

      I went to the window, flinging it open and leaning out to look up right as a tiny rock hit me in the face. A rock that had come from below. I swore, ready to chastise the twins for one of their pranks, but it was neither Vincent nor Victoria standing beneath me. It was Pénélope.

      I didn’t bother asking what she was doing here – her wide eyes and bedraggled appearance told me enough. Wrapping magic around her waist, I glanced around to make sure there was no one on the grounds, then lifted her up and into my room, taking her arms the moment she was inside.

      She sank to the floor, dragging in gulp after gulp of air. Only then did I notice that she had no light, the press of her magic so faint that if I closed my eyes, I could well imagine that it was a half-blood sewer worker kneeling before me rather than a full-blooded aristocrat. I examined her for signs of injury, for bruises or blood, but there was nothing.

      “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head once, then slumped forward, resting her head against the carpet. “My father…”

      “What did he do to you?”

      “Nothing,” she gasped out. “Not… to… me.”

      She was shaking, her hands icy in mine, and fear bit deep into my chest. It was almost human how fragile she was, and her life was spent surrounded by those who bordered on invincibility. Many who’d do her harm if they could. And I had no way to protect her.

      She had no way to protect herself.

      “Stay here,” I said, warming the room before I exited, running silently down the hallway to my father’s chambers. He was with the King, and there was no one to question me as I snatched up a bottle of brandy and a glass, hurrying back to my rooms.

      Pénélope had regained some of her composure and moved to one of the chairs, though her elbow rested heavily on its arm. “Drink this.” Brandy sloshed onto my hands as I poured the glass, the liquid in the bottle trembling in my shaking grip.

      The contents went down in one gulp, and she held out her hand for more. I filled her glass, then drank directly from the bottle myself, wishing I was human so that the drink might steady my nerves.

      “My father hosted a gathering tonight,” she said. “A secret meeting with my grandmother, my cousins, Comtesse Báthory, Prince Roland, and others who I couldn’t identify. I spied on them.”

      I sat at her feet, using the burn from the rest of the bottle of brandy to focus myself as I struggled to keep any form of reaction off my face.

      “He thinks it’s Tristan leading the sympathizers,” she said, setting her empty cup aside, “and that you’re the one helping him. He’s going to attempt to raid a sympathizer meeting to catch you and then deliver you to the King to be charged with treason.”

      “I see,” I said, because silence would have revealed more. But it was almost impossible to contain my shock that Angoulême’s suspicions ran so deep. For him to be involving others… that meant he was certain of our guilt and only needed undeniable proof. “That’s a bold accusation.”

      Rising to my feet, I went to my desk and adjusted the series of miniatures one of the servants had moved while cleaning, putting them back in order. And I waited for her to ask if it was true. For her to finally prove that everything between us was false – her motivations not driven by affection, but by a desire to appease her father. Who was my enemy.

      But she said nothing.

      Which was somehow worse, because the tension grew and grew, the air in my room too hot and close, making it hard to breathe. One of us needed to say something, either her or me or… “I can’t imagine your father would react kindly to being spied on. Why would you take that sort of risk?”

      I heard her swallow hard in the silence that followed, then she said, “I…”

      A bead of sweat trickled down my back as I waited for her to answer, for her to explain herself. “Pénélope?”

      But her eyes only grew desperate, mouth opening, then teeth clicking together as she shut it, unable to come up with an explanation because she was no better at this game of deception than I was myself. She’d taken no risk in spying on her father: he’d allowed it, then sent her off with this grand revelation of his suspicions in an attempt to elicit a reaction from me. Even me canceling the meeting would be a form of proof. And I hated this. Hated that she, of all people, would be the one to pull us down.

      “Marc…”

      I hadn’t heard her come up behind me and couldn’t keep from flinching as she took my hand, turning me to face her. She was close, the sodden bodice of her gown brushing against me, her hand resting against my shoulder, head tilted back to reveal the slender column of her neck. Her luminous eyes were fixed on me, and though she was as bedraggled as I’d ever seen her, she was beautiful.

      Beguiling.

      Being with her was all I’d ever wanted – the chance to love her, and be loved by her, and the Duke had taken that dream and twisted it into something hideous. A nightmare. Anger like nothing I’d ever known flooded through my veins, and I shoved her away from me. “I can’t do this.”

      She stumbled, catching herself against the desk. “Marc, I…”

      “Don’t.” I crossed the room, jerking the magic out of the lamps and casting the room into shadows even as I donned my cloak, pulling up my hood. I’d let her see me. Allowed myself to believe that I was something she’d wanted to look upon, and now all it felt like was mockery. “Leave.”

      Her cheeks were damp. “Why are you acting like this?”

      To say trolls couldn’t lie was the ultimate deception, because it promised what we’d give was the truth. Instead we delivered duplicity hidden behind twisted words and false smiles. Tears masquerading as heralds of grief when they had as little meaning as raindrops from the sky. “Because, unlike you, I can’t act anymore. I can’t pretend this is real and that you care when I know otherwise.”

      “But I do care!”

      “Not about me!” The words came out as a shout, and the walls shook.

      “That’s not true.”

      She came toward me, reaching, but I stumbled back as though she’d tried to strike me. “Just leave, Pénélope.”

      “I can’t,” she whispered. “Not like this.”

      Because her life depended on what she could extract from me, which meant she’d burn whatever truth there was to our friendship to the ground if she had to. “Why?” I asked, the question coming out without thought. “Because your father will kill you if you come home empty-handed?”

      Her lips parted in a barely audible gasp, and she took one step back.

      “Drop the act, Pénélope,” I snarled, as angry with her now as I was with her father. “I know your father wants to put Roland on the throne. I know he’s using you to try to prove Tristan’s a sympathizer by manipulating me. I know–”

      “Stop!” she shrieked, and launched herself at me, hand clamping down on my mouth. We went down in a tangled heap, her nails digging into my cheek as she repeated, “Stop, stop, don’t say it. Don’t tell me.”

      I stared up at her, her panic not making sense until it did. There was only one way I could know she was a spy, only one way I could know about her father’s plans, and that was through her sister. And there was only one reason Anaïs would undermine her father: her loyalty was to Tristan and the revolution.

      Pénélope’s hand fell away from my mouth, her forehead dropping to my chest. “I can’t go home. It was one thing when I only had my suspicions, but now that I have proof…”

      Because accidentally or not, I’d revealed Anaïs’s true allegiance. And in doing so, undermined everything.

      “I thought I was helping you,” she said. “Helping Anaïs. I believed that Trollus would be better off with any ruler other than Tristan. But it’s all an act, isn’t it? He’s a sympathizer. You all are.”

      I knew I should put her off, try to recover, but I was tired of deceiving her. “Yes.”

      The weight of the admission hung between us, and I held my breath, waiting.

      “I told my father that you were using the human traders to bring in contraband,” she said. “That’s why he confiscated those drawings from the twins. Because of me.”

      I winced. “Tristan… We arranged for you to make that discovery so that you’d have something of note to tell your father.”

      Her jaw clenched and she gave an angry shake of her head. I didn’t blame her. “You gave him more than you intended. He knows they were printed on the same press as the sympathizer pamphlets.”

      I gaped at her. “How?”

      “The pages are marked with flaws unique to the press,” she said. “I imagine it’s only a matter of time before his agents determine which printer in Trianon you used. Who placed the order. And once they catch that individual, it won’t be long until they come for you.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, my mind racing as to how I could mitigate this disaster.

      “It didn’t have to be this way,” she said. “Did you really believe that I, of all people, would be against the sympathizer cause?”

      I hesitated, then said, “That’s not why we didn’t tell you.”

      Her eyes searched mine, then she shook her head sharply. “You kept it from me because you thought I was only a liability. Not worthy of being part of your grand schemes.”

      She was furious, yet I couldn’t help but say, “We did it to protect you.”

      “It amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it?” Her hands balled into fists. “For how long have you all been deceiving me? How long have you been keeping me in the dark over who you really are?”

      “You know who I am,” I protested. “It’s Tristan who–”

      “How long, Marc?”

      I didn’t want to answer, but I knew I owed her the truth. “Years.”

      Her jaw trembled, then abruptly tightened, teeth clenched together. “Years?”

      “Not long after Roland was born. I don’t know if you remember, but the King made an example of one of the human traders. One that Tristan was especially fond of–”

      “I remember,” she said, cutting me off. “The King burned him alive in the middle of the marketplace. Tristan tried to stop him, but…” She lifted a hand to her mouth, and I knew she was both seeing the atrocity and the moment when Tristan had decided to end his father and everyone like him. The moment he’d put on the mask of the contemptuous, half-blood-hating prince in order to protect a plot that, if it succeeded, would change Trollus forever.

      “I would’ve helped,” she said, and the regret in her voice was like a knife to my gut. Her whole life had been spent with her father and grandmother whispering in her ear that she was useless – valueless – because of her affliction. Because her magic was weak. Because she didn’t have skills they considered of any use. Now she’d discovered that as much as her sister and her friends might care for her, we thought the same. Because those were the precise reasons we’d kept her in the dark about our plans. That our motivation was to keep her safe didn’t make it any better – we’d still considered her a liability because of her weaknesses. Which, given that we were fighting for an ideology arguing the exact opposite, made us the worst sort of hypocrites.

      And we’d also been wrong.

      None of us, not even Anaïs, had been brave enough to try to infiltrate one of Angoulême’s covert meetings, but Pénélope had done it. And now we not only knew the depth of his suspicions and the identity of some of his co-conspirators, but we also knew his first plan of attack. That was no small thing.

      “We… I was so concerned for keeping you safe that I never stopped to think that doing so would result in more harm than good.”

      Her expression didn’t change.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It was wrong of us. Of me.”

      She lifted her face, eyes searching mine for a heartbeat before her lids closed. “No. My finding out was the mistake. He has reason to question me. If I go home now, in this state, he’ll–”

      “You don’t have to go,” I blurted out before I’d thought through what her staying meant. My mother was home and my father would be shortly, and if either of them caught me with Pénélope, they’d have her escorted back to her father in an instant. And I’d never hear the end of it. “Or I can track down Anaïs,” I offered. “Or have one of the maids help you clean up. Or–”

      “I’ll stay,” she said. “I want to stay. With you.”

      She wanted to stay. With me.

      Every lamp in the room flared bright with the flux of my magic, then winked out as I jerked it back under control.

      “If that’s all right with you,” she stammered in the darkness.

      No. Yes. “Of course.”

      She mercifully climbed to her feet, the faintest ball of light appearing above her head. “Do you have something dry that I can wear?”

      “Dry?” Why did I sound like such an idiot? “I mean, of course.” Diving into my closet, I dug out a shirt and a pair of trousers that were too small for me. “Here.”

      She took the garments. Then she turned around. “Will you help me with the buttons?”

      Buttons? I gaped at the back of her sodden dress, then began fumbling with the tiny pearls, my fingers shaking. Her back was cool as I descended down her spine, the release of each button revealing another inch of her smooth skin, until I reached her equally damp shift, which clung to every curve. I took hold of the last button, and as it released, the gown slipped over her hips to pool on the ground around her feet.

      I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t wrap my head around the notion that the girl I’d loved for as long as I could remember was standing all but naked in front of me. Then she reached back and caught hold of my hand, pulling it forward so that my arm wrapped around her waist, her fingers laced with mine.

      A cool draft came through the open window, and she shivered, her magic too depleted to keep her warm.

      So I did it for her.

      Steam rose from her shift and, afraid I might burn her, I coated her skin with magic as the air filled with mist. It was like touching her, but not, the distance it created both unwelcome and comforting, because I wanted more but was afraid to take that step. I didn’t know if she wanted me to.

      Then she sighed softly, and there was something in the tone of it that answered my unspoken question.

      “Are you sure?” I said into her hair, knowing that this would make our situation more complicated. That it might very well make it worse.

      “Very sure.”

      Was I? Since I’d been old enough to care about such things, I wanted this. With her. Always her, and none other. But now that the moment was upon me, I found myself shying away, because I wasn’t sure I was ready, or even capable, of shedding all the shadows from within which I hid. She was talented and kind and lovely and clever, and I was…

      “I didn’t know,” I said, and my voice was hoarse. “I wasn’t sure about how you felt. Whether you were with me because you–” I broke off. “I thought maybe it was only because you had to be.”

      She turned in my arms, then stood up on her tiptoes and kissed me. Not a chaste brush of the lips like the last time, but soft and deep, her tongue touching mine, making me groan. She broke away, and whispered, “I love you. I’ve always loved you. Always wanted to be with you. But I never thought I’d get the chance. And then when I did, he twisted it and–” Her breath hitched, choking her off.

      “I know.” Their motivations might have been better, but Tristan and Anaïs had done the same to me. Both of them knew I cared about Pénélope, but neither of them had hesitated to use those feelings. Or seemed to care how much it would cost me. “I want to be with you, Pénélope. I need you to know that. And if being with me is what you want, then I’m willing to fight to make it happen.”

      One tear trickled down her cheek, but she nodded. “They’ve taken so much from us, but this, this, is ours. Our choice. Our right.”

      “They’ll try to use it against us,” I said, kissing away the tear.

      “I know.” She stood on her toes to press her lips against mine again, tangling her fingers in my hair and pulling me against her. “But we don’t have to let them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      Not long after dawn, I walked back through the quiet streets to my home, finding it remarkable that everything around me could be unchanged when I felt like an entirely different person. Images and sensations danced through my thoughts, whispered words and touches that I’d dreamed of – and longed for – but never hoped to experience outside the confines of my imagination.

      But I had.

      Now, all I wanted to do was to trail after that lone stream of sunlight tracking across Trollus with a canvas and my paints, and in the warmth of its glow, attempt to capture the perfection of that moment, lest it never happen again.

      For that was a real risk.

      I clung tightly to my confidence as I approached the entrance to my home, but fear ate away at it like rats in a grain barrel, sharp little teeth biting away at the plans Marc and I had made in the quiet hours of the night. Lying twisted in the sheets and the comfort of his arms, it had been easy to believe that I could trick my father. That I could best him at this game of politics and deception at which he excelled. But as I passed into the foyer, the faint smell of gardenias from the atrium filling my nose, I no longer believed that to be the case. And my fingers closed around the tiny steel knife hidden in my skirts, praying my hand would have the courage to strike if the duplicitousness that was my heritage should choose to fail me.

      My father was in the dining room, as was his custom, a steaming cup of tea in one hand and discarded tray of breakfast sitting to his left. At the sound of my approach, his gaze left the pages he’d been reading, one eyebrow rising as he looked me up and down.

      “Well,” he said, setting aside his cup. “I’d ask where you’d been all night, but the state of your appearance is answer enough.”

      I sat across the table from him, smoothing my skirts out of habit, though the rumpled and water-stained silk was beyond repair.

      “Was the night wasted on kisses and sweet nothings, or is the deed done?”

      The mockery in his voice was simultaneously humiliating and infuriating, but the question was expected and I needed to give the truth where I could. “It is done.” And because he’d accept nothing less than plain speech, I added, “My relationship with Marc has been consummated.”

      His nose wrinkled as though he smelled something distasteful. “Your sacrifice for the good of our family is duly noted.”

      I wanted to slap the expression off his face, but I forced my gaze to remain downcast and nodded.

      “Who else is aware of this development?”

      “Only you.”

      “Not his parents? Is there any chance they suspect?”

      I shook my head.

      “Good.” His gloved hand moved to his teacup, the sound of him swallowing loud and repugnant in my ears. “The Comte has several prospects in mind for his son, and he won’t want those jeopardized by an entanglement with the likes of you. It will be hard enough to convince those girls that a close liaison with the crown is worth night after night with that.”

      I clenched my fingers around the hilt of the knife, only Lessa’s appearance preventing me from plunging it into his smirking face. She picked up his discarded tray, but he caught her wrist. “Have Anaïs escort Roland to his tutors, as I’m otherwise occupied. They should leave now – it would not do for him to be late.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Lessa replied, skirts swishing as she strolled from the room, tray floating carelessly behind her in gross disregard for her place as a servant. Fear roiled through me, because Roland’s lessons began whenever he bothered to arrive. His promptness mattered far less than getting Anaïs out of the house. So she wouldn’t hear my screams.

      We sat in silence, him sipping his tea and me kneading my skirts until we heard the rapid patter of Roland’s boots on the stairs. Sweat trickled down my spine and my stomach tumbled beneath my ribs, every instinct telling me to call out for my sister.

      Play the game.

      Coming home at all had been a dangerous choice, although to call it such was a misnomer, because there was nowhere I could go where he couldn’t find me. Though I’d not planned to do so, last night I’d discovered the proof my father had wanted – there was now enough information floating in my head to bring down Marc, Tristan, and the sympathizer cause itself.

      But I had no intention of letting that happen.

      Human I was not, so lying was impossible, and my father would tolerate no vague words that hid the truth. The only chance I had was to lead him down a path of my choosing and hope it would distract him enough not to ask questions that I couldn’t answer.

      Picking up his ever-present cane, my father leaned back in his chair and rested the slender column across his knees. “And what, pray tell, did you gain from this tremendous sacrifice of yours?”

      I hesitated, then said, “I doubt what I gained from it you’d consider of any value.”

      He snorted, the sound full of derision, but before he could say anything, I blurted out, “Will you help me, Father? I’m afraid I’m going to lose him.”

      That surprised him. One of his eyebrows rose. “Help you how?”

      You can do this, Pénélope.

      “Tristan sees no future in a relationship between me and Marc,” I said, allowing the hurt I’d felt when Marc had told me this was the case to shine through and give validity to my ploy.

      “Why would he? You’re afflicted – hardly a suitable match for his right hand, no matter what he looks like.”

      “I know,” I whispered, hating to the very depth of my core that I had to use my vulnerabilities as a weapon. “But it’s what we both want.”

      “And you believe His Highness is standing in your way?”

      “I think he’ll try to put an end to our relationship when he discovers how serious it’s become.” Which was true – Tristan might well have approved of Marc pretending to court me to keep me safe, but he hadn’t approved of our affair becoming reality.

      “Likely,” my father responded. “And he isn’t the only one.”

      “I know,” I said. “But you could make it happen.”

      He rubbed his chin, then asked, “Is he in love with you?”

      “He is.” And that it was so was a beautiful thing to me, and I hated turning it to this purpose, but there was no choice. “He’s told me so. But what difference does that make? If Tristan tells him to end it…” I allowed a sob to steal away the rest of the sentence.

      He steepled his fingers, eyeing me. “It’s in your best interest to convince the boy to keep this development in your relationship a secret. If it ends, so does your usefulness in this endeavor.”

      I clenched my skirts, the fabric straining under my grip. Now had arrived the moment that I’d most been dreading. But the crux of our plan was making him believe that I had something to gain from Tristan’s downfall. And something to gain from my father’s success. Taking a deep breath, I said, “I don’t want it to be a secret, Father. I know bonding him isn’t possible, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be his wife.”

      I held my breath, waiting to see if he’d take my bait.

      “That’s precisely what it means under Thibault’s rule. And under Tristan’s,” he said.

      Lifting my face, I met his gaze. “I know. But if I help you rid Trollus of them, Marc will be pulled down in the process. I can’t win.”

      “You’ll be alive,” he pointed out.

      “That’s not enough,” I said; then, before he could lash out, I added, “But, if you give me your word that if you succeed in bringing down Tristan and putting Roland on the throne, that you’ll let me leave this house to be with Marc – that you won’t stand in the way of us being together – I’ll…” I gave him the grimmest nod I could manage.

      He stared at me unblinking, like a snake poised to strike. Then he laughed, the tone harsh and mocking, and I took an involuntary step back, certain he’d seen through my manipulation.

      “Oh, dear, sweet little Pénélope, you have my word.” I felt the flux of magic with his promise, but the tears of mirth running down his face made me feel as though I’d won no victory.

      “If you help my plans succeed, I promise that I not only won’t stand in the way of your union, I’ll throw you a party fit for a queen.”

      My skin crawled, but there was no turning back now. “Good. Perhaps we will both get what we want.” Not waiting for him to respond, I rose to my feet and hurried from the room, his laughter trailing in my wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      I have to get her out of that house. The same thought had circulated my head a hundred times since I’d sent Pénélope on her way with a dangerous plan that might work for a few days, even a few weeks, but not for the three years Tristan envisioned it would take for him to seize the throne.

      Not even close.

      Which meant I needed to come up with something else, some way to get her out from under the Duke’s thumb. Yet though everything had changed for me, and for her, nothing had changed in that regard. There was no easy solution, and I felt the press of the mountain and the curse keenly as I paced the grounds of my home waiting for news that the Duke had caught Pénélope in her trickery, because there was no escape. There was nowhere we could hide. There was no one who could – or would – help us.

      My eyes involuntarily went to the beam of sunlight tracking across Trollus through the lone opening in the rock above, the opening that revealed the moon for a brief time each night. I wanted to be bonded to Pénélope – that hadn’t changed, and now I had even more incentive. The Duke couldn’t touch her if she was bonded to the nephew of the King. She’d be safe. But the Élixir de la Lune required for the magic to occur was the property of the crown, and even if I stole it, there was no chance of us making it through the ceremony without being interrupted. And even if we did, there was the matter of the consequences of having done it without my uncle’s permission.

      “My lord?”

      I whirled to find a servant wearing Angoulême livery had approached, my stomach flip-flopping as he held out a card embossed in red.

      Marc,

      I’d be most happy to accept your invitation for dinner tomorrow night.

      With affection,

      Pénélope

      Beneath her signature was a tiny sketch of a dragonfly, beautiful in its detail, although she’d probably drawn it in a matter of moments. And it was especially precious to me, as it signified that all had gone according to plan. That by making the Duke believe she had something to gain from Tristan’s downfall that she had alleviated any suspicion he might have that she was holding information back.

      For now.

      Nodding at the servant to signal he could depart, I sat heavily on a bench, allowing my light to fade to darkness. As the rush of fear that had been sustaining me faded, I felt my lack of sleep settle on me along with the urge to shirk the countless duties awaiting me in favor of a nap. But it was not to be.

      “Marc!”

      I started at the sound of Tristan’s voice from beyond the wall, abruptly certain that letting down my guard had been premature, then I heard Vincent say, “We know you’re hiding in the dark over there. Come out, come out.”

      “Title to whoever finds him first?” Victoria asked.

      “Done. Tristan, you count us off?”

      Sighing, I rose and went to the gate in the wall, resting my chin on the silver bars and regarding my friends. All three wore light armor, swords strapped to their waists and glittering sluag spears held loosely in their hands. The sight of my cousin sent a stab of guilt through my gut. I’d gone expressly against his orders by revealing our plot to Pénélope, and I didn’t know how to tell him that I’d done so. He needed to know what she’d learned while spying on her father – the depths of the Duke’s suspicions – but my mind raced with ways to relay the information that wouldn’t cause him to suspect her as the source.

      Thankfully, out in the open like this with the twins looking on wasn’t an opportune time for confessions, allowing me to defer the conversation until later. Or never, a little voice whispered inside my head.

      “We need the key,” Tristan said, resting the butt of his spear on the ground. “And your company.”

      Sluag hunting – or more precisely, pretending to hunt sluag – was the last thing I wanted to do. “I have a number of things requiring my attention. The markets–”

      “Nothing more important than this,” Tristan interrupted. “The twins passed their examinations, and this is how they wish to celebrate.”

      “Did you pass?” I asked, not because there was any doubt, but because I wanted to annoy him.

      He only laughed. “I could teach those guild masters a thing or two. They lack vision.”

      “And you lack humility.”

      “A side effect of the title. I’ve been told there’s every chance it will worsen once I’m sitting on the golden chair with the golden hat slowly compressing my neck.”

      I snorted, then swung open the gate, because there would be no dissuading him. “I’ll get the key.”

      

      We approached the labyrinth gates in silence, full-bloods and half-bloods alike stepping aside before bowing or curtseying as our foursome passed, some murmuring well-wishes for the hunt. Power mattered little against the sluag, their strange magic nullifying ours, making the massive slug-like creatures as much a danger to a Montigny as they were to the nearly human sewer workers. Which was, of course, why we hunted them.

      Anaïs sat on the steps leading up to the gate, sluag spear resting on her leather-clad legs, the crimson scales of her armor glimmering.

      “I thought you were minding my brother today?” Tristan asked, casting a backward glance at the city.

      “I’m not his nurse,” she replied. “Besides, my father arrived to take over his minding. And you really have no business hunting sluag without me to watch your back.”

      “Then let’s get on with it.” Tristan turned to me. “Will you grant us passage, gatekeeper?”

      His tone was solemn, but the glint in his eye was not. Not bothering to answer, I took the steps two at a time, extracting the key that was one of my birthrights. The steel was heavy in my gloved hand as I inserted it into the simple lock, the oiled mechanism turning with a soft click, the metal bars of the gate swinging open to reveal the yawning darkness of the labyrinth beyond. “After you,” I said, waiting for my friends to pass before closing the gate behind us.

      We traveled in silence through the upper reaches of Trollus, the crushed homes and cracked paving stones testament to what happened when the tree’s magic failed. What would happen if Tristan’s magic faltered and Forsaken Mountain finished its destruction of our city. I thought about what my father had said regarding bearing such a burden, wondering, not for the first time, what it felt like to hold the lives and fates of all of our people in his hand. I didn’t know how he could walk through the labyrinth as though he hadn’t a care in the world. Although he could have all the cares in the world, be plagued with every fear, and I knew he wouldn’t show it. The persona he’d created to hide his true feelings, true intentions, was too important, and he never let it down completely. Not even around us. Little did he know that the act he employed to protect our cause had nearly been the downfall of it.

      “You’re thinking so hard I can practically hear it,” Tristan said, voice echoing through the tunnels. “It’s distracting.”

      “So sorry.” I extracted the book I’d retrieved from my room, along with my armor and weapons, and handed it over. “Esmeralda brought this, along with the next set of pamphlets.”

      “Which are being distributed?” He plucked the book out of my hand and flipped it open, light moving behind him to illuminate the pages.

      “I’m not sure we can distribute this batch,” I said, my mind whirling as it tried to come up with an explanation that would deliver the necessary information without inciting any questions. “What we’ve had printed can be tied back to a certain press in Trianon – including the decoy lot we had the twins take delivery of.”

      “How?”

      I explained the streaks and flaws as Pénélope had explained it to me. “I didn’t notice before,” I admitted. “But when you hold them up next to each other, it would be obvious to anyone with an eye for detail.” I all but held my breath, praying he wouldn’t ask what had caused me to finally notice it myself.

      But he only swore and kicked a rock. “I think it’s fair to say that the Duke is possessed of the required eye for detail.” He shook his head sharply. “If nothing else, Pénélope will have proven her worth to him on this one.”

      I bit the insides of my cheeks, saying nothing.

      “Destroy this batch of pamphlets and switch printers,” he said. “This looks bad for the twins, but they’re protected by the fact that they can truthfully say that they’ve never ordered pamphlets or attended any meetings.” His eyes flicked to me. “You have no such protection. You need to be on your guard. Stay away from Pénélope for the next while.”

      “I don’t see why–”

      “You make mistakes around her, that’s why. Think of what would happen if you got caught. It wouldn’t just be your life on the line.”

      “You know I’d take everyone else’s identities – including yours – to the grave,” I snapped, growing angrier with him by the second. Tristan loved the plotting. The planning. The spreading of propaganda, the drafting of new laws, the secret meetings where we discussed a new Trollus. But sometimes I wondered what it would take to push him past the planning and conspiring into taking actual action. What would be his tipping point. Whether he even had one, or whether we’d find ourselves old men and women who’d talked a great deal, but done nothing.

      “And I’d rather it didn’t come to that,” he replied.

      Anaïs’s soft whistle pulled us from our conversation. She had stopped a dozen paces ahead of us, spear held at the ready. Lifting a hand, she tapped her nose, and a second later, I caught the stench of sluag waste. Tristan set his book on a ledge to be retrieved later, and I nodded at the twins, who squared up behind us. We might be here for their entertainment, but their duty – and mine – was always to protect the heir. Even if he didn’t like it.

      Anaïs in the lead, we branched off the main tunnel, bending and squeezing and crawling through tight spaces and under low ceilings. She threw the occasional orb of magic forward, watching to see if it faded or flickered before proceeding, Victoria doing the same behind in case a sluag was tailing us. No one spoke, ears peeled for the telltale slither of a heavy body or the click of shifting rock, but all I could hear was the steady thud thud of my friends’ hearts, quick with anticipation and not nearly enough fear.

      Anaïs’s hiss of disgust echoed back over us, and I stepped into a small chamber to find her crouched next to a pool of greenish slime, a skeleton draped in tattered fabric floating in its depths. She lifted a piece of the fabric out with the end of her spear, eyed the golden thread on the patch stitched to it, then let it drop. “Half-blood. Miners’ Guild.”

      Tristan let loose a blistering string of oaths, slamming his spear against the rocks with no regard for the debris and dust that rained down upon us. Then he knelt next to the corpse, staring at the skull as though it might reveal its identity. “How many?” he muttered. “How many have been sent here over the years for no fault of their own other than a bad month of luck in the mines?”

      I didn’t answer. One of the duties I’d inherit from my father was opening the labyrinth gates for the sacrifices to missed mining quotas, for aristocrats wishing to rid themselves of old or undesirable servants, for the King, when he wished to make a point. I’d have to stand there and do nothing while they were sent to their deaths. Some might last days, even weeks, but there was no escape from the labyrinth. It was the cruelest form of execution.

      “I will end this practice,” Tristan snarled, the weight of the promise in his words making my head buzz. “I don’t care what I have to do or what it costs me, I will–”

      Whatever he was about to say was drowned out by a piercing scream.

      He was after it in a shot.

      “Damn it, Tristan!” I reached for his arm, trying to drag him back so that Anaïs could go first, but he was too quick.

      He chased the screams through the tunnels, and we chased him, the labyrinth shuddering as he carved through tight spots, rock and dust raining down on the magic we cast above our heads.

      “Tristan,” Anaïs shouted. “Let me go ahead. You need to let me go ahead.”

      He ignored her.

      The light above his head winked out.

      I swore as my own globe of light vanished, my magic present, but numb and unusable like a deadened limb. Reaching blindly in the dark toward the sound of my cousin’s breathing, I jerked him back, stepping between him and the sluag that could see us perfectly well in the blackness.

      “Help me. Please help me.”

      The voice was more sobs than words, but on its heels came the squish of something large and soft shifting its bulk. I hefted my spear, but it was impossible to tell precisely the direction it had come from.

      Light from the twins blossomed brilliant bright a dozen paces behind me, but they were around a bend, and if they came closer the sluag’s magic would put the light out entirely. It was enough, however, for me to tell that we stood at the edge of a large cavern that some strange twist of physics and luck had left open when the mountain had fallen.

      “Fire,” Anaïs whispered, and moments later, the smell of smoke filled the air as Victoria came forward with a torch flickering with natural flame. Bypassing Tristan and me, she held the fire out, illuminating the cavern.

      It dipped down, the base filled with water, and at its center sat one of the largest sluag I’d ever seen. It hissed at the fire, twisting its bulk so that the water sloshed violently, splattering me with its stagnant smell. But it didn’t retreat.

      “Please help.”

      My eyes tracked upward, finding a filthy and blood-streaked half-blood clinging to the ceiling of the cavern. How she’d climbed up there was a mystery to me, but her perch wasn’t sustainable. Her arms and legs shuddered with strain, and without magic to help her, it was only a matter of time until she fell. Which was exactly what the sluag was waiting for.

      Barooom. The sluag’s call filled the chamber, and I grimaced as at least two more answered. Distant, but the bloody things could move much faster than their bulk suggested.

      The half-blood’s grip slipped. She shrieked, barely managing to catch herself, now dangling from one hand.

      Tristan tried to push past me, but I held tight to his arm, assessing our situation. It was a bad place to hunt, the cavern accessible from at least six other passages, and knowing the sluag as I did, they’d find more. We were going to be surrounded, and if that happened, all of us were dead.

      Which the half-blood would be, no matter what we did.

      “It’s not good,” I said. “We need to retreat.”

      “No.” He jerked out of my grip, moving into the cavern. “Anaïs, with me. Marc, you and Vincent go left. Victoria, keep the light and watch our backs.”

      We spread out, spears up. Unless one of us got lucky, it would take more than one to kill it.

      The sluag rotated, watching, and repeated its call. Barooom.

      More echoed from beyond.

      “Tristan…”

      “We’ll be quick.” He stepped in, and the rest of us mirrored the motion. The sluag’s stinger struck, but we were still out of range of the weapon, which delivered a toxin capable of paralyzing human and troll alike, leaving its victim helpless while the creature consumed its meal alive.

      Anaïs attacked first. With a grunt, she threw her spear, the shaft glittering red and gold in the firelight. The tip sank deep into the sluag’s flesh, but it was already moving, lunging toward her with a shriek. Startled, she stepped back, and her boot slipped on the wet rocks, her head disappearing beneath the water.

      Tristan threw himself between her and the sluag, batting aside the stinger and ramming his spear into the creature’s pasty flesh. It sank deep, but the sluag’s momentum didn’t falter. It slammed into Tristan, knocking him over.

      I leapt on the creature’s back, dodging the flailing stinger, and driving my spear through its spine. The sluag went limp, but its stinger kept thrashing, stabbing into the murky water over and over.

      Dropping to my knees, I grabbed the stalk and tried to pull it back, but it was impossible to get a grip on the slick flesh. “Vincent,” I shouted, but the only response was a flash of white and a labored grunt.

      Another sluag.

      Vincent’s spear was embedded in its side, his sword now in hand. His sister moved to help him, our lone source of light flickering in her grip. And behind her, there was movement. “Victoria!” I screamed, then the sluag moved beneath me and I slid sideways.

      Scrambling, I caught hold of its stinger stalk, the fleshy appendage jerking me from side to side, in and out of the water. Choking and gasping, I managed one breath before its teeth closed on my shoulder. The pressure was incredible, crumpling my armor and snapping the bone beneath. I bit down on the pain, using the sluag for leverage as I jerked out a knife and sliced through the stinger stalk.

      It shrieked and released me, and I had the chance to see the sluag attacking Victoria just before it knocked the torch from her hand and we were once again plunged into darkness.

      Ignoring the pain in my shoulder, I surged through the water and slammed my knife into its side, then pulled another blade, using it to climb the sluag’s flank. It screamed and twisted, and I slid from side to side over its back, feeling its stinger slam into my armor. All it would take was one blow to a chink in the steel, one sting, and I’d be done.

      Biting down on one of my blades, I ignored the burning of the steel against my skin and grabbed wildly until my hands found the stinger stalk. Digging my fingers into the flesh, I pulled, my heels braced against its back. The sluag reared, rising higher and higher. My boots started to slide, but before I fell, I cut the stinger off at the base.

      The sluag twisted and screamed, and I fell, water closing over my head.

      A heartbeat later, the sluag’s bulk slammed down, crushing me against the rock.

      I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t get my good arm positioned to heave the blasted thing off me. And until it died, my magic was useless.

      Seconds ticked down, my fingers grasping futilely at the slick rocks, my pulse racing faster and faster with the desperate need for air.

      All I could think of was Pénélope. If I died, her value to her father would cease to exist, and it would only be a matter of time before he found a way to kill her. I didn’t trust Tristan or even Anaïs to keep her safe. I was the only one willing to sacrifice everything for the sake of her life.

      Desperation gave me strength, and I twisted, shoving the sluag’s dying body up enough that my head broke the water, and I gasped in a mouthful of air before its weight drove me back down.

      And then it went still.

      My magic flooded back under my control, but before I could do anything, the corpse was lifted off and hands were dragging me to the surface. Tristan’s blood-smeared face was suddenly inches from mine, his eyes full of panic even as the chamber shook from the impact of the sluag’s corpse hitting the wall, rocks splashing into the water. “Are you all right?” he demanded.

      I spat out a mouthful of foul water and nodded, unwilling to waste precious air on words. My friends stood wide-eyed around me, battered, but alive, sluag corpses bleeding into the pool that glittered in the sunlight.

      Blinking, I stared up at the small opening that had appeared above, which revealed the blue sky of the outside.

      Tristan hauled me to my feet, the metal armor that was crushing my shoulder popping back into shape under the force of his magic. “We need to go,” I croaked out. “They’ll have been attracted by the noise.”

      No one moved, all eyes on something behind me.

      Turning, I found the half-blood crouched in the water, eyes fearful. Confused. And, worst of all, hopeful.

      “You’re a miner?” Tristan’s voice broke the silence.

      The girl swallowed hard, then nodded. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Your team missed quota?”

      She cringed, clearly afraid of him. “Yes.”

      The guild crest stitched onto her grey tunic was answer enough to his questions, but I knew that wasn’t why he was asking them. My heart, which had only just begun to slow, accelerated.

      “Do you know why your team chose you?”

      Silence.

      “Because my magic was the weakest, Your Highness.”

      Tristan’s jaw tightened, silver eyes fixed on the girl, though I knew it wasn’t really her he was seeing. The half-blood had been sentenced to die. If we left her here, that was inevitable, either by sluag or starvation. But what would bringing her back accomplish? There was no way to hide her for long, and once discovered, she’d only be sent back here again. Or worse. There was only one path to her salvation, and that was for Tristan to take the throne by force. And he was considering it.

      Would this be his tipping point? I held my breath, praying to the human gods, the fates, the stars, that maybe this strange twist of circumstance would conspire to provide Pénélope with salvation.

      Magic filled the cavern. More and more and more of it, the weight of it making my ears buzz and my skin break out in gooseflesh. An impossible amount of power – countless times what I could ever imagine possessing. Tears broke onto the half-blood’s face, and she whimpered, dropping to her knees in the water, her pleas unintelligible as she begged for him not to kill her.

      But that wasn’t his intention. This was a test. A test to determine whether all his magic, all his power, would be enough to defeat his father. To take the crown.

      Then it vanished in a rush that made my ears pop. Tristan turned his head away from the half-blood, from us, and exhaled. Not enough.

      A blade flashed.

      The half-blood’s head fell from her shoulders.

      Anaïs stood behind the corpse, face blank and unreadable.

      “Why?” Tristan demanded. “What gave you the right to do that?”

      “Necessity,” she said. “Because none of the rest of you would give her the mercy she deserved.” Bending, she wiped her blade on the half-blood’s tunic before sliding it back in its sheath. “And because to do otherwise would’ve put everything we’re fighting for at risk. The very fact we rescued her from the sluag was bad enough – how much worse if we’d brought her back to Trollus? She’d be discovered eventually, and even if she fought, they’d torture the information of how she escaped the labyrinth out of her. It can’t be more damning than you rescuing her from your family’s own laws.”

      “She could’ve given her word not to tell.” Tristan’s shoulders were shaking with anger, but it wasn’t, I thought, for Anaïs.

      “And been sent right back here for keeping her silence.” Anaïs walked over to a dead sluag and jerked the spear out of its side. “This, at least, was quick. There is much to be said for that.”

      “Stones and sky, but you’re cold,” Tristan said, shaking his head.

      “Only you can end all of this, Tristan,” she said. “You’re the one capable of ending your father’s rule and putting a stop to this practice. And every life lost while you delay doing so is on you.”

      “You think I’m wrong to wait?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “I’m doing this to save lives, Anaïs.”

      “I know,” she said, reaching down to close the lids of the dead girl. “But not in time to help her.”

      No one spoke, and though it was a half-blood lying at my feet, all I saw was Pénélope. No matter what Anaïs said, the half-blood had died because of what she knew. Because she was weak, and that made her a liability.

      Pénélope knew more.

      Staring up at the sunbeam shining through the gap in the rockfall, I knew I couldn’t tell Tristan that I’d brought Pénélope into the fold. That I couldn’t tell Anaïs. And in the face of this, I certainly couldn’t ask them for help.

      Pénélope and I were on our own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The following three weeks were some of the best and worst of my life.

      Trying to balance all the levels of deception made me feel like I was walking on a razor’s edge over a pit of fire, every conversation making me break out in sweat lest I reveal the wrong thing to the wrong person and doom myself, Pénélope, or the revolution in a moment of indiscretion. No one received the whole truth from me: not Tristan, not my parents, not even Pénélope, who insisted I keep her in the dark about the details of our plots in case her father should come to suspect and put her to the question. What I provided her with instead were carefully selected bits of information. Dozens of clues, which in aggregate bordered on proof that I was up to something, but nothing so damning that Angoulême could take them to the King as evidence of treason. Every time, I worried that I wasn’t giving her enough. Or worse, that I was giving her too much.

      But it was worth it. Worth every anxious moment and sleepless night, because it meant another day of keeping her safe.

      Spending time with Pénélope was no small challenge given that the depth of our relationship had to remain hidden from everyone. The lone exception was her father, who only smiled and turned a blind eye when she sneaked out of the house in the middle of the night, then back in before dawn, allowing her locks on her door so that neither Anaïs nor the servants could walk into her room and find it empty. He was our enemy, but in this, he was also our co-conspirator, and that fact sat heavily upon me as I deceived every one of my friends and allies.

      “I’m being followed everywhere I go,” I muttered, kissing Pénélope’s shoulder as I fastened the last button on her dress before passing her the hooded cloak she wore to and from our sojourns. “It makes it hard to do anything without eyes watching me. Including spending time with you.” Then a flash of metal falling to her feet caught my attention, and I reached down to pick up a tiny steel knife. “What’s this for?”

      Her jaw tightened as she took it back, careful to touch only the leather-wrapped handle. “It makes me feel better to have it around my father.”

      I carried my fair share of weapons, and had a lifetime of training in how to use them. Most full-blooded trolls carried a steel blade or two – not because it was ever our first line of defense, but because they were the only effective weapons we had against the sluag. But Pénélope – for good reason – avoided steel at all costs.

      “Pénélope…” I hesitated. “Unless you got lucky, a blade this small isn’t going to do more than anger your father. What’s more, he’s always shielded.”

      “I know.” She tucked the knife into a hidden pocket in her cloak. “It isn’t for him. It’s for me.”

      It took time for comprehension to dawn on me, and when it did, I reached forward to take the blade away from her. “No. Absolutely not.”

      But she dodged out of reach, batting my hand away. “I don’t need your permission, Marc. I’ve spent my entire life being told what I can and can’t do by my father – I don’t need you attempting to do the same.”

      “You can’t actually believe that I’m going to quietly accept that you’re carrying around a weapon on the chance you might need to take your own life,” I demanded, barely managing to curb the urge to take the blade back by whatever means necessary.

      “Actually, I do,” she replied, walking over to the open window. “Hundreds, perhaps even thousands of lives, depend on the success of the sympathizer revolution, and despite your best intentions, I have enough knowledge within me to bring it all crashing down. If it comes to it, my life isn’t worth putting all those others in jeopardy.”

      “It is to me.” I caught her hands, not wanting her to leave. Not wanting her to walk toward a situation where that little knife might come to use.

      “I know.” She kissed my cheek. “But it’s not your choice, it’s mine. Now lower me down – I need to get home before Anaïs notices I’m gone.”

      I did what she asked, but I found I couldn’t let it go. So, knowing that I might very well have cause to regret it, I dressed and made my way to the palace to find my uncle, the King.

      

      “He’s walking in the gardens with the Queen, my lord,” Élise, one of my aunts’ half-blood servants, said.

      Which could be better, I thought. Queen Matilde was kind, and my Aunt Sylvie was perhaps the only individual in Trollus willing to talk back to my uncle. Both of them might be willing to advocate on Pénélope’s behalf.

      I followed the sense of power through the gardens until I caught sight of the three walking slowly along the paths. My uncle had his hands clasped behind his back and was listening to my Aunt Sylvie, but the conversation was shielded, so I couldn’t make out what she was saying.

      I silently rehearsed my speech, explaining the danger Pénélope was in, appealing to the value of every full-blooded life in our declining world; to the benefit of caring for Anaïs’s sister, given she was set to inherit the duchy and would be a valuable ally to Tristan; to–

      “Quit lurking in the shadows, boy!” Aunt Sylvie’s voice made me jump, and I obediently walked toward them, trying to calm the rapid thunder of my heart in my chest.

      “Your Majesties; Your Grace,” I bowed low.

      “Nephew.” The King fixed me with a piercing stare, as though I’d interrupted something far more meaningful than a stroll through the gardens. “What do you want?”

      “I…” The words froze on my tongue. Coming here had been stupid. A waste of time. What I’d intended to say appealed to an individual’s empathy and innate decency, of which my uncle had none.

      “He’s here about Angoulême’s girl,” Aunt Sylvie said, gesturing for me to come into the open space, the center of which was dominated by the Élixir fountain, the blue liquid glowing in the stone basin.

      “Anaïs? What about her?” There was an unexpected edge to my uncle’s voice, a frown furrowing his brow until my aunt shook her head and said, “Pénélope.”

      I scuffed my boot toe against the ground. “He treats her poorly.”

      The King’s face soured. “If he treated her poorly, she’d be dead.”

      “He threatens her life.”

      “Words.”

      Frustration burned across my skin, because I was limited in what I could say. My uncle was the last person to whom I could confess that Pénélope had been set to spy on me in the hopes of proving I was a traitor. “What if they aren’t? And even if they aren’t, she lives in terror. It’s not right.”

      The Queen made a soft clucking noise of dismay, but said nothing.

      “And what precisely do you wish me to do about it?”

      “Take her out of his home,” I said. “Make her a ward of the state.”

      “Why would I do such a thing?”

      Because it was the right thing to do.

      Not waiting for my answer, he said, “Just how well do you think Angoulême will take me plucking his eldest daughter from his home? Embarrassing him before all of Trollus?”

      “What do you care?” My voice was unintentionally sharp. “You don’t even like him.”

      “Like him?” His eyebrow rose. “What difference does that make? The Duke is a powerful troll who holds the ears of many other powerful trolls. Anger him, and I anger them.”

      “So you won’t do it because you’re afraid of him.”

      A soft hiss of warning escaped Aunt Sylvie’s lips, but it was the Queen, my Aunt Matilde, who rested her hand on my uncle’s arm, as though her delicate grip could restrain him. Then I thought of Pénélope, and thought maybe it could.

      “Is this the sort of advice you’ll give your cousin when he ascends the throne?” he demanded. “Will you tell him to risk political suicide and the downfall of Trollus for the sake of one life?”

      Maybe. “She’s popular with the people,” I said instead. “It would create goodwill.”

      “Amongst those who already hold ill will toward the Duke. It gains me nothing.”

      “He has Roland. Why shouldn’t you have the wardship of one of his children?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Roland was part of another transaction.”

      “Which no longer exists,” I snapped, not caring that I wasn’t supposed to know about Tristan’s ill-fated betrothal to Anaïs. “Tell him you want Pénélope or you’re taking Roland back.”

      “That’s not a deal I can make,” he responded, and though I knew there was more to that answer, all I heard was the refusal. He wouldn’t help her.

      There was nothing I could say. No argument that would sway him. Which left only one option. “Do it as a favor to me, then,” I said. “I’d be in your debt.”

      The only sound was the faint drip, drip of the Élixir fountain behind me, and I wished for a moment that I could slip through the tear in the fabric of the world from which the precious liquid came.

      Then, to my surprise, the King glanced at Aunt Sylvie, silent communication passing between them. I knew she sat on his council, but given their contentious relationship, she was the last person I’d expect him to take advice from. I held my breath, watching as she stared thoughtfully at the ground between us.

      Aunt Matilde abruptly staggered, the King barely managing to catch her before she fell. He lowered her to her knees, my Aunt Sylvie’s body twitching and jerking from where she dangled from her sister’s shoulders, her eyes rolled so far back that only the white showed.

      “What’s happening to her?” I demanded.

      “Be quiet,” the King snarled, his eyes fixed on Aunt Sylvie.

      Then she spoke.

      “Beware the broken one,

      Who is the shadowed son.”

      Her voice was toneless and strange, and I unconsciously stepped back, coming up against the fountain behind me.

      “Beware the love that takes

      And wills a bond that breaks.

      Beware the voice of lies

      Or risk your greatest prize.”

      The foretellings were always riddles. Puzzles given to my aunt by the fey in Arcadia through the strange connection she had with the other side. Most in Trollus believed they were intended to protect our people. To allow us to endure.

      But this one was personal.

      It was a warning to my uncle not to help Pénélope. Not to help me.

      My fingers gripped the edge of the fountain tight enough that I felt the stone begin to crumble, a piece falling off to splash into the liquid below.

      A bond that breaks…

      I turned, and stared into the depths of the pool. A magic greater than anything in Trollus. A magic that could not be undone by anything other than death.

      A sure way to save Pénélope, if I had the nerve to take that great a step.

      “Is it over?” the King asked my aunt.

      “Yes, yes,” Aunt Sylvie grumbled. “What did they say this time?”

      They weren’t paying the slightest attention to me, and without stopping to consider the consequences, I created a vial of magic and dunked it into the fountain, stoppering the top and tucking it into my pocket. Some of the liquid had soaked into my glove, and it glowed faintly blue and entirely damning. I jerked my gloves off before anyone noticed.

      My uncle turned on me, his face grim. He knows, my mind screamed. He knows you took it.

      Yet all he said was: “Go fetch your father for me. We’ll finish this conversation later.”

      Except the conversation was already over, because I knew what his answer would be. It was time to take matters into my own hands, no matter what the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      Closing the windows to my room, I pulled off my cloak and shoved it in my closet, along with my little knife. My dress I left on the floor to be laundered, undergarments following suit as I drifted toward the bath, smoothing my hands over my hips as I eyed myself in the mirror. I felt well. Strong. My skin, unmarred by injury, possessed an almost ethereal glow that hadn’t graced me since childhood, not since womanhood had subjected me to a monthly drain on my magic, leaving me exhausted for days and barely recovered by the time the moon cycled around again.

      I frowned, my hand hesitating on the tap as I counted back the days. Too many. Too long.

      The realization struck me like icy water to the face, and I slowly sank to the tiled floor of the bathing chamber. I stared at my stomach – focusing in on myself in a way I never had before – and faintly, I felt the press of another troll’s magic. “No,” I whispered, even as my heart swelled with unexpected happiness, logic and emotion painfully, horribly, at odds with each other.

      I was pregnant.

      

      My father must not find out. If I knew nothing else, I knew that. So for the following five days, I kept to my rooms, feigning illness from my cycle. With magic, I inflicted a small cut on my arm and used the blood to stain my undergarments and the sheets, the bleeding from the injury doing much to make me wan and tired. It terrified me to do it, for I feared the impact on the child. But the fact of the matter was, I feared discovery more.

      By necessity, I had to keep the news from Marc for the duration of my internment, my stomach twisted into painful knots as I hid beneath the covers wondering how he would react. How he would feel. What he would say. And above all else, what we would do.

      Part of me was deeply afraid, for no troll afflicted with my condition had ever survived pregnancy: miscarriage or childbirth had caused every last one of them to bleed to death, magic incapable of healing the damage. Another part of me was deliriously happy at the idea of having Marc’s child, it fulfilling one of the many secret wishes I’d daydreamed about for longer than I cared to admit. But dreams were not reality, and I knew that I couldn’t keep my pregnancy a secret forever. The truth always outs…

      “Get dressed.”

      I jumped, half in the process of removing my nightclothes, turning to find Lessa standing behind me. Her face was coated with a bemused expression that put me immediately on edge. Tonight was a full moon and there was a bonding ceremony to which I was invited. I’d intended to use the pretense of needing something from the markets in order to visit Marc and tell him the news, but it appeared that would have to wait.

      “Why?” It was a struggle to keep from wrapping my arms around my body. Not to protect myself from the other girl, but to protect that which lay within from her venom.

      “Your father wishes to speak with you.”

      As always, my skin prickled with trepidation at an impending conversation with my father, and I half wondered if it ever would not. If I’d ever grow comfortable enough with deception to approach his interrogation without my heart pitter-pattering like that of a mouse who’s scented a cat. Or whether now that I had more to lose and more to protect, it would only grow worse.

      But there was no avoiding it.

      Pulling the gown on, I followed Lessa into the hallway and down to the parlor. The house was eerily quiet. Not as though it were empty, but as though everyone hid behind closed doors, holding their breath while they waited for disaster to strike.

      Get control of yourself, I silently berated my overactive imagination. He has no more reason than he did yesterday to suspect. Yet all the logic and reason in the world did nothing to quell my growing urge to run. To hide.

      To fight.

      The air in the parlor was thick with unspent magic, and I jumped at the click as Lessa shut the door behind us, going to stand next to the wall, her arms crossed. My father stood with his back to me, elbows resting on the mantel over a fireplace that hadn’t seen flame in nearly five hundred years. Despite it being yet early, a full tumbler of amber liquid sat in easy reach.

      “You wished to see me, Father?” I asked, needing to break the silence.

      He snorted, the noise full of contempt. “Is there something you wished to tell me, Pénélope?”

      Wished to, no. I opened my lips to spill useless information, but before I could say a word, he turned. “Let me rephrase: do you possess knowledge that I might wish to be made aware of?”

      My hands and feet turned to ice, and I took an involuntary step back. No. Please no. Too late I realized that the knife I always carried with me to these meetings was still hidden in my room. Not that it mattered. There was no way I could stomach the idea of using it on myself now.

      “Something,” he continued, “that might have resulted from your little trysts?”

      Run.

      I flung myself at the door, but I barely made it a step before magic snared me. I rotated in the air, helpless to do anything as my father approached, a knife – my knife – appearing in his gloved hand. He stopped, eyes on my stomach, then his lip curled back with disgust. “On anyone with power, it wouldn’t be noticeable. Yet despite this… child existing only a matter of weeks, its magic shines through yours.”

      He dropped me, and I landed awkwardly, barely keeping my balance. “How did you know?” I asked.

      From behind me, Lessa laughed, the sound grating and toxic. “You didn’t think I’d lowered myself to emptying your chamber pots because I was bored, did you? It takes more than bloodstained sheets to fool me.” She sauntered forward to stand at my father’s elbow. “You really are stupid, Pénélope. It isn’t that hard a thing to avoid. I would’ve told you how, if you’d bothered to ask. Or were you so desperate to try to keep him that you got with child on purpose?”

      Though it was a stupid thing, a reckless thing, to do, I spat in her face. But she only wiped it off her cheek and gave me a malicious smile.

      “Have you not done enough damage to this family’s reputation?” my father demanded of me. “We can’t hide this scandal, and what good will you be once it’s discovered? The Comte will know his son has been traipsing around with you and put an end to the relationship and to your purpose. And we cannot even hope to benefit from the child, because with your affliction, neither of you will survive long.”

      Panic sliced through me and I struggled against my bonds, feeling bruises rise on my flesh where they pressed into my skin. “You told Anaïs you wouldn’t hurt me. She’ll kill you for this!”

      My father chuckled softly. “I’ve no intention of hurting you, dearest Pénélope.” Reaching up with one hand, he stroked Lessa’s cheek as though she were a prized possession. Or a pet. “Make whatever you do look like an accident, darling.” Then he turned and walked into the adjoining room.

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      Lessa stepped closer, and I turned my face away from the warmth of her breath. From the look in her eye. Because I realized now why she reminded me so much more of Roland than of Tristan – there was a darkness in her. A strange, perverse desire to cause harm solely for the pleasure of it. I would find no mercy in her.

      Which meant my only salvation was escape.

      “An accident, hmmm?” Her fingers caught hold of a lock of my hair, twisting slowly, gently, around the curl. “That’s more of a challenge given what a coward you are, never taking the slightest risk.”

      She stepped around me, walking out into the empty foyer, me drifting behind in the net of her magic. “It will have to be the stairs, don’t you think?”

      The marble gleamed ominously, squared edges suddenly taking on the appearance of a dozen knife blades ready to dash and slice my flesh. Even if I could survive a fall like that, she’d only toss me down again and again until something irreparable in me broke. A scream tore from my lips, echoing through the empty house.

      Lessa mimicked me, adding her own screams to the cacophony, then burst into laughter. “No one can hear you, Pénélope. At least no one who cares.”

      Reaching down, she released the magic binding my feet so my shoes could be removed, leaving my legs dangling loose. Tapping one pointed heel against my chin, she said, “Treacherous things. Such a shame that your vanity will be your undoing.”

      Discarding one shoe halfway up the steps, she punched the heel of the other through the hem of my skirt. Then she made her way to the top, towing me along behind. “We’ll want to get this right,” she said. “So we’ll practice a few times.”

      A shriek tore from my throat as she whipped me down the stairs, end over end, the steps brushing against my cheeks until I came to rest on the floor, magic splaying my legs apart, my skirts up around my waist. Then I was flying up them again.

      “Dramatic, but not quite right. Let’s try something else.”

      She threw me down again, my hair slapping the staircase as I flipped. Then my body jerked to a stop, the line of my neck pressed against the icy marble of a step.

      “We’ll break your neck first,” she said. “Then smash your skull.” My body turned, my forehead resting on the stone. “Then break a few ribs.” I flipped and rotated down the rest of the steps, my skirts now sodden with urine as I came to a crumpled rest at the bottom, my face soaked with tears.

      “Just like that. Enough practice. I think we’re ready.”

      Last chance. Only chance.

      I sobbed as she lifted me up to the top, cringing as she turned me to face her, brushing the hair from my face. “Last words, my lady?”

      I slammed my knee into her stomach.

      She doubled over, and I kicked her in the face, feeling her control over my own magic loosen. Lessa shrieked and pressed a hand to her broken nose, eyes streaming tears, and I took advantage, slicing through the power binding me. I landed hard on my feet, barely keeping my balance on the edge of the stairs.

      “Bitch,” she howled, and I shoved her hard before turning to run.

      I sprinted down the hall toward my father’s rooms. Heat roiled after me, and I dived onto my stomach, pressing my face against the carpet as silvery fire filled the air above me, igniting the wallpaper and artwork. Smoke billowed in all directions, and I held my breath, crawling on hands and knees until I was in the room, kicking the heavy door shut behind me.

      The lock clicked into place, but it would only buy me seconds, the heavy wood no match for a troll of Lessa’s strength. I could feel her coming down the hall, feel the weight of her magic surging ahead of her.

      And I was trapped.

      I knocked a bookcase in front of the door, using my magic to shove a heavy table next to it, for all the good it would do.

      “Quit making a mess, Pénélope.” Lessa’s voice drifted through the walls, lilting and singsong. “You know I’ll have to clean it up.”

      “I hope you clean quickly,” I shouted, pushing more furniture between us. “It no longer looks like much of an accident.”

      The door shuddered.

      My breath caught, and I took a step back, then another, knowing she was playing with me. Knowing she could tear the whole manor apart if she wanted. My back pressed against the wall, and I gripped the soft velvet of the curtains as I watched the mess of door and furniture slowly shift inward.

      Curtains. Window. A way out.

      I whipped the fabric aside, flipping open the lock so that the pane swung out. Below was the atrium, the glass foggy with condensation. It would never hold my weight.

      Which might just work in my favor.

      Picking up a heavy chair, I lobbed it out the window, not bothering to watch as it crashed through the glass and into the atrium below. Instead I ran to a closet on silent feet, easing the door shut behind me and then taking a deep breath and forcing myself to relax.

      Breathe.

      My magic softened and diminished, only that which always burned, that which kept me alive, still present and tangible. And, I prayed, negligible enough that Lessa wouldn’t notice it.

      Door and furniture were flung aside, and the other girl stormed into the room. Her eyes latched on the open window, and in a blur of motion she was leaning out over the edge, expression panicked. “Pénélope?” she shouted, mockery vanished in the face of my potential escape. “Bloody stones and sky, you better not be dead!”

      Then she jumped out the window.

      Go.

      I flew from the closet, leaping across broken furniture and out into the smoldering hallway. The smoking walls were a blur as I ran, faster than I ever had before, because I had to beat her. Had to make it out the front and into the streets before she realized I wasn’t bleeding and broken in the atrium.

      Run.

      I leapt down the stairs, relying on momentum over balance, my magic throwing open the doors so I didn’t lose my pace. The soles of my feet slapped against the paving stones, and I coated them in magic to protect them as I raced toward the gate, the guards watching me with astonishment. “The upstairs is on fire,” I gasped. “Go help.”

      Then I was running in the street.

      But where would I go? Who would help me? Who cared enough about my life to risk my father’s wrath? The answer was, and always would be, the same.

      Marc.

      Ignoring the startled expressions of those I passed, I zigzagged my way through the city, down carved white steps, over the river, and into the Dregs.

      The tavern where I knew he was meeting the half-bloods appeared ahead, and I drove toward it, certain that despite my circuitous route, Lessa was behind me. Certain that she’d catch me and drag me home to my father.

      The flimsy door swung on its hinges, and I shouldered past the proprietor, seeking the sense of power that only a full-blooded troll would possess.

      Down.

      My hands hit the door to the cellar, my feet catching on the frame. Then I was falling. I had a heartbeat to contemplate what a strange twist of fate it was that I should die from the very same accident I had just fled when magic enveloped me.

      I landed softly on the ground, and all around were startled half-bloods who were even now fleeing in all directions.

      Then Marc’s face was above my own. “Stones and sky, Pénélope,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

      I burst into tears, and said, “I’m pregnant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      Those two words, those fateful two words explained everything. And yet I said, “What?”

      Her expression crumpled. “I’m–”

      I shook my head, forestalling the repetition. “I heard. I just… I don’t… How?” Another stupid question requiring another shake of my head to keep her from answering, because I damn well knew how.

      Just as I damn well knew the consequences.

      I sat down heavily next to Pénélope, the stone floor of the cellar cold beneath me. I felt a hand grip my shoulder and, looking up, I saw Tips. He was the lone half-blood who hadn’t fled, and his expression was filled with unexpected sympathy given his sentiments toward the aristocracy. But everyone knew who Pénélope was. Everyone knew the nature of her affliction.

      And everyone, including me, knew there was little chance of her surviving this.

      “I’ll tell them not to disturb you, my lord.” He inclined his head to Pénélope. “My lady.”

      His boots trod heavily up the stairs, and then we were alone.

      “He knows then?” I asked, staring at the toes of my boots, because it hurt to look at her. And because I could feel, ever so faintly, the sense of a third troll’s magic. My eyes burned, and I scrubbed at them furiously, keeping my hood pulled forward though I knew she hated it.

      “Yes.” Her voice was toneless, hands smoothing the fabric of her destroyed gown. “He had Lessa try to kill me. I escaped, but…”

      But there was no escape in Trollus.

      “I’m not going to let them hurt you,” I said. “I’ll speak to the King again. Now that you’re pregnant, that has to change things.”

      “Again?”

      I bit the insides of my cheeks, not wanting to tell her but knowing I had no choice. “I spoke to him after I last saw you. He… My aunt…” I broke off. I didn’t want her to know about the foretelling, which all of a sudden made a great deal more sense. The fey saw all. They’d known.

      “Then there is no point.” Her voice was chiding. “You know if he wouldn’t help before, he won’t help now. I’m not worth the cost. Especially not now.”

      And in my mind’s eye, I could see the King’s face when I asked the boon: a mixture of irritation and scorn. The condescension in his voice as he explained that he had no interest in meddling in Angoulême interests for the sake of a girl whose death was already in the cards.

      “Then I’ll kill him. And your grandmother and Lessa, too, if I have to.”

      “And be executed for it. You’re no more exempt from the law than Anaïs is.” She curled in on herself, tucking her knees to her chest. “If you believe I’ll sacrifice your life just to save my own skin, you’re mistaken.”

      “It’s not just you, though,” I said. Though even if it had been, I still would have been willing. She was precious to me, and the idea of a life without her was intolerable. A life alone. Maybe if we’d never walked this path, such an existence might’ve been made palatable, my days filled in service to Tristan, my passion fulfilled by the fight for our cause. But we had walked this path, and now, knowing what life could be like, how good and precious it could be, there was no going back. And there was no replacing her.

      Her forehead dropped to her knees, one hand pressed to her stomach while the other balled into a fist.

      No replacing them, I silently amended, knowing what I had to do. “Pénélope, do you trust me?”

      She lifted her face, then said, “With my life.”

      “Good,” I said. “Because I’m going to have to risk it to save it.”

      

      I strolled back home, Pénélope trailing behind under a cloak of illusion that I had more trouble than usual maintaining. My magic wavered and trembled, and without my hood, the concentration on my face would have given away that I was up to something, if not what. I deliberately avoided Tristan, knowing where he’d be on his inspection of the tree, because if he discovered my intentions, he’d do everything in his power to stop me.

      We went in through the servants’ entrance, several of them eyeing me with interest, but it was better than being waylaid by my parents if I’d come in the front, especially since they weren’t alone. There was an oppressive weight of power in the house, which meant the King was here. I was confident about my ability to sneak Pénélope past my family, but not past him. He missed nothing.

      “Wait here,” I whispered once we reached my room and I dropped the illusion, revealing Pénélope’s wide eyes and tight expression. Then I hurried down the hall toward my mother’s chambers, where I proceeded to dig around in her closet until I found what I was looking for.

      Back in my room, I said, “Put this on,” and handed her the leather and armor that had been my grandmother’s. “You’ll move easier in it.”

      “And where exactly will I be wearing it?” she asked, setting the garments aside while she worked on unfastening the buttons on her dress. I turned to give her privacy, hearing the faint splash of water as she wiped away the filth from her ordeal.

      I hesitated, knowing she wouldn’t like the answer. “The labyrinth.”

      The splashing ceased.

      “Is that your plan, then?” she asked. “That I hide in the tunnels with the sluag for the rest of my days? Because that isn’t precisely the standard of comfort I’m used to.” She laughed at her own joke, but it was high-pitched and strange.

      “No.” I pulled on my scaled coat, then put my cloak back on, checking the inner pocket for the small bulge that had been present with me every waking minute, my fear of losing it almost as great as my fear of being caught with it. “Wait here. I need to get the key.”

      Ducking out into the hallway, I glanced in both directions before coating the floor with a layer of magic to muffle the sound of my steps. From the lower level, the King’s laughter echoed through the floors along with the awful weight of his magic. Such an enormous amount of power that he never used but to intimidate. Never used but to further his own ends, which never amounted to any good but for him. Angoulême was supposed to be his enemy, yet in this, they were as good as allies.

      “Laugh while you can,” I muttered under my breath, then delved into the lock on my father’s study, muting the sound of the click as it opened. It was black inside, but I moved through the room on memory alone until I was next to his desk, then formed the faintest ball of light to guide my motions.

      The key sat in a golden box on the table, and I unraveled the magic that was its true protection, easing a weight I’d constructed years ago onto the key’s cushion before allowing the trap to settle back into place. When I was younger, I’d taken it countless times without asking to go adventuring with my friends, but then the only risk had been a slap on the wrist.

      Tonight, the stakes were much higher.

      

      Shutting the gate, I led Pénélope into the tunnels until we were round several bends before dropping my illusion and illuminating our surroundings. Her eyes were wide, the sluag spear she gripped shaking, her heart a rapid thunder that matched my own, although for different reasons.

      “Stones and sky,” she whispered, reaching out to touch the crushed wall of a building, fingers tracing what had once been a window frame. “It’s like walking through an enormous tomb, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose.” The truth was, I had never given it much thought. We came here for fun, excitement, and adventure, not to contemplate the dead. And death was too pressing, too imminent, for me to want to think about it now.

      “I thought it would be more ominous,” she said, bending to examine the pattern of the cracked paving stones. “But it’s more sad than anything else. All those lives lost in the space of a heartbeat, not even a chance to say goodbye. To tell those who mattered that they were loved.”

      “But at least it was quick,” I said, taking her hand. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

      She made a noncommittal noise, but followed me through the ruined streets without hesitation until we reached the narrow crevice leading into the labyrinth proper.

      “It looks like the pathway to a nightmare,” she said, her steps faltering. “Marc, I don’t know if this is a good idea. I’m not trained to fight – especially not against the sluag – and if we were to become separated, I haven’t the wherewithal to find my way back.”

      “That won’t happen.” I pulled her close, wanting to tell her that if I had my way, we’d never be separated. But I wanted the moment I said those words to be right, to be special, not to be forced out by circumstance in the way so much of our relationship had been. “As long as we’re quiet, the sluag are unlikely to even notice we’re here.” And with a dozen half-bloods having been recently sentenced to the labyrinth, the creatures were likely sated. But I didn’t tell her that.

      Her grip on my arm tightened, and she said, “I’m afraid.”

      But before I could offer any words of comfort, she turned sideways to ease through the crack and into the depths of the labyrinth.

      We moved silently through the tunnels, and not for the first time, I realized how much I’d underestimated her. How much we’d all underestimated her bravery. Though her heart never ceased its frantic drumming, Pénélope did not hesitate again, squeezing through tight spaces, climbing over slick boulders, and jumping down into holes without question. True bravery was not doing something without fear, but rather, I thought, doing it despite fear.

      “It’s this way,” I said, gesturing left. “Close your eyes.”

      Her tongue ran over her lips nervously, but her lids closed over her eyes and I took her arms, guiding her forward until we stood at the end of the tunnel, the fresh air clean and tantalizing as the faintest breeze caught at the loose strands of her hair. “Open your eyes,” I said.

      A faint gasp exited her lips as her eyelids opened and she took in the cavern. I’d come back twice since stealing the Élixir. In those visits, I’d removed the bodies and drained the foul water, but that hadn’t seemed enough. So though I had no talent for the creation of beautiful things, I’d set to making the cavern as worthy of her and this moment as I could, clearing rubble and scrubbing away mildew and dirt before redirecting a stream of water so that it ran through the center and beneath the stone platform I’d carefully constructed. On the walls, I’d placed tiny pieces of silvered mirror that caught and reflected the large orb of light I suspended in the middle, making the shadows appear filled with stars.

      “This is beautiful.” Pénélope stepped out of my grip, making her way down the incline to stand on the platform, where she slowly turned, a smile on her face and her eyes bright, fear vanquished. And for me, all the world fell away, leaving only her. “Very beautiful,” I responded, my voice rasping over my dry throat.

      On unsteady legs, I followed her down to stand next to her on the platform, the only sound the gurgling water running beneath us. My stomach felt as though it were doing somersaults, my skin flushing hot then turning cold as I struggled with what to say. How to ask. How to breathe.

      “It smells different in here,” she said. “Clean. Like…”

      “The outside,” I finished for her even as wind that tasted like pine and frost blasted down through the hole above, tasting of freedom that we’d never have. I extinguished my light, then gently tipped her face up so that she’d see the opening to the starred sky above. But I never took my eyes off her face, because there was nowhere I wanted to be but with her.

      She was quiet for a long time, then asked, “Marc, why are we here?”

      And I knew she knew. That the scene I’d staged to be as similar as possible to that in Trollus had revealed my intentions, eliminated the need for explanations even as it forced one from my lips. “Pénélope, I love you.”

      A tear escaped the corner of her eye, barely visible in the darkness as it trickled down one cheek.

      “These past weeks have been a dream, but they’ve also been a nightmare.” I inhaled a sharp breath, then another, but it didn’t feel as though any air was reaching my lungs. “A dream, because I never imagined that you’d ever see me as more than a friend. That you’d…”

      “Love you?” she whispered. “Because I do. I always have. I always will.”

      I nodded once, because anything more would have broken me.

      “But also a nightmare?”

      I swallowed hard. “Because it isn’t enough.”

      “Marc, I–”

      I pressed a finger gently to her lips, knowing that I’d said it wrong. That she’d misunderstood. “Stolen moments aren’t enough. I’m tired of sneaking around when what’s between us is no secret to anyone. I want to go to bed with you every night and wake up in the morning with you by my side. To build a life with you without fear. To raise our…” The sentiment strangled in my throat. “I don’t want anything to stand between us anymore.”

      Reaching into my pocket, I extracted the vial that I’d kept on my person since the moment I’d stolen it from the well in the glass gardens. The contents glowed faintly in the darkness, a magic that bound worlds, and which could bind hearts.

      Pénélope stared at the Élixir, and then jerked away with such violence that she almost fell off the platform, knocking away my hand as I tried to steady her. “No!”

      Stumbling down, she knelt next to the stream of water, face in her hands. “You’re doing this because you think sacrificing yourself is the only way to save my life. But what you don’t understand is that I’d rather die a thousand deaths than drag you down with me.”

      My feet felt fixed to the platform. “That’s not true.” And it wasn’t. At least, not entirely.

      “Isn’t it?” Her features scrunched up as though she were in pain. “My grasp on life has always been a fragile thing, but now my fate is certain. If you’re bonded to me, your life will be equally in jeopardy. And even if you manage to survive my death, this magic only works once. I won’t risk your life and steal your chance to build one with someone else. I want you to have a family. To be happy.”

      “I want that, too,” I said. “But I want it with you.”

      “We both know that’s not possible.”

      Whatever cowardice had been binding my feet in place released, and I dropped off the platform to kneel next to her. “It is possible, Pénélope. The only thing that’s stopping us is everyone else, but we can take that power away from them if we want to.”

      “And if I don’t want to?”

      Tears were flooding down her cheeks, her shoulders shaking, but I was careful not to touch her. Not to push her. All her life she’d been forced this way and that, and I refused to do the same. “I won’t make you do anything, Pénélope. But if you don’t want this, don’t want me, I want to hear you say it. I deserve to know that it’s you making the choice, not your father. Or the King. Or anyone else.”

      The wind whistled through the cavern, and I caught the faintest glimpse of moonlight. We were running out of time, and I didn’t think the Duke would allow Pénélope to survive until the next full moon. “Pénélope?”

      “This is cruel,” she whispered. “You know I want to be with you more than anything. And if the cost was mine alone to bear, I’d shoulder it in a heartbeat.” Her sob echoed through the cavern. “But you are the one who’d bear it, along with all of those who are relying on you to save them. And how selfish would I be to want that?”

      “Then be selfish.” I sounded angry, but it was desperation. I couldn’t lose her like this. I refused to. “Your life has been dictated by your father, by your affliction, by circumstance. When have you ever done something meaningful because it was what you wanted?”

      “I shouldn’t want it.”

      The anguish in her voice was like a knife to my gut. “But you do,” I said. “I know the risks. I know there is every chance that this pregnancy will kill me along with you. But I’d rather live a short life bonded to you than an eternity without knowing what it was like, because all it would be is an eternity of regret.”

      Her fingers crept toward mine, latching onto the vial that held our salvation. Our damnation. And I was afraid to let her take it lest she shatter it against the stone, leaving all our wants and dreams scattered in pieces among the broken glass. I was afraid.

      But I also refused to be a coward, so I let her take it.

      Sitting on her heels, she pulled out the stopper, letting it drop from her fingers and roll away into the darkness.

      My heart slowed to a crawling thump, thump as I held my breath.

      “To selflessness,” she said, then drained half the contents in one gulp.

      Excitement and terror rolled through my veins, but I took the vial back from her. “To selfishness.” Then I swallowed the rest, the liquid sticky and sweet on my tongue, burning its way into my stomach.

      The world trembled and blurred as the magic stole into my veins, and I pulled Pénélope into my arms, lifting her onto the platform right as the edge of the moon crept across the opening, spilling its light into the cavern. The mirrors caught its brilliance, and it seemed we were not buried beneath curse and rock, but kneeling in a field surrounded by sky and stars.

      Pénélope’s fingers interlaced with mine, and I kissed her, her lips tasting like salt and dreams and desire. Everything I wanted. Everything I was willing to die for.

      Then she was there. In my mind. In my heart. I gazed into her eyes, knowing for the first time with certainty that she loved what she saw. That she would not change me. And I wouldn’t change her. What souls we fey creatures had were now bound by the greatest magic known in this world and the next. It was the greatest joy I’d ever known, something that nothing – nothing – would ever make me regret. But it was also the greatest heartbreak.

      Because I knew it wouldn’t last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      There was no less to fear as we crept back through the labyrinth, yet my heart and mind were free of that malignant emotion for the first time in what felt like an eternity. For, perhaps, the first time in my life. Because Marc was in my heart and in my mind, and no one – not my father, not the King, not Tristan or Anaïs – could do anything to change that. It was a magic that could not be undone by anyone and, to me, that was like a castaway coming across a raft in the open seas. A chance. A hope. And I intended to cling to it, to fight for it, with all the strength I possessed.

      We made it back to Trollus without incident, Marc concealing us with magic as he locked the gate, his hand immediately returning to mine after he’d tucked the key away in his pocket. My face ached from smiling, and though his hood concealed his mouth, I knew he was doing the same. The knowledge, the feel of it, made me giddy with delight, and I tugged on his hand, wanting to drag him at a run through the city streets until we were back in his home, in his room, in his bed. I wanted that intimacy: not just to know what he felt when we were together, but to feel it.

      But rather than allowing me to hurry him forward, Marc pulled back on my hand, his unease flooding my heart. “Something’s happened.”

      Turning my head, I scanned the city. It appeared as it always did, with no sign that the tree had failed and rocks had fallen. Yet there was no mistaking the charge of magic in the air, roiling and excessive and… dangerous. A sign of angry trolls, great either in number or in power, and my skin prickled with the certainty that the unrest had been caused by us.

      On silent feet we picked our way down the stairs and through the streets, the anxious eyes peering from windows causing my heart to pound a rapid beat and making me glad we remained hidden under the cover of illusion. Marc avoided my family home, but the presence of magic only grew as we approached his family’s manor, and before we rounded the bend, he pushed me to a stop. “Stay here.”

      My fingers did not want to let his go, but I satisfied them by gripping the wall, peering around the corner to see what – and who – awaited him. At the sight of Anaïs pacing before the gates, I almost followed, but there were other powers nearby, so I held my ground.

      The magic concealing Marc vanished, and though her back was turned, Anaïs went still.

      Too still.

      “Where. Is. She?”

      Each word was punctuated with a tremor in the earth, steam rising from the fountain in the center of the street.

      “She’s safe,” Marc said, and I wanted to scream that his confidence was misplaced, that his belief she wouldn’t hurt him was wrong, wrong, wrong, because my sister wasn’t just angry. There was no doubt in my mind that my father had told Anaïs about me. And she believed she’d been betrayed.

      I moved to intervene, but collided with something hard. A wall, invisible but strong as stone, blocking my path. I tried to backtrack, but came up against more of the same. “Bloody stones and sky,” I snapped, more panicked than angry at his attempts to keep me from harm. Because he was going to get us both killed.

      “Safe?” Anaïs’s voice was so quiet, I barely made it out. But the tone of it turned my hands to ice. “You call what you’ve done to her keeping her safe?”

      I hammered my fist against the magic, then lashed out at it with my own, screaming that he hadn’t done anything to me. That he’d done more to keep my life safe than anyone, including her. But Marc’s shield muted my voice, allowing only theirs to pass through.

      “I asked you to protect her.” Anaïs’s hands balled into fists, and the ground shook again, tiny bits of rock and gravel raining down from above. “Instead you killed her!”

      “Anaïs, she’s not dead. Pénélope’s f–”

      “Murderer!” she shrieked, and the rocks above us groaned and shifted, the columns of the tree glowing faintly as the magic attempted to compensate. I had to stop this, or she was going to kill us all. Or be killed, I amended, as the King stepped out of the gates of the manor, followed by Marc’s parents.

      I had to get through.

      Holding up the sluag spear clutched in my hands, I backed up a few paces, then gripped the steel with my magic, ignoring the way it recoiled from the toxic metal. Then I threw every ounce of power in my possession behind thrusting it through the magic barricading me away from this disaster. The effort knocked me onto my bottom, but even as it bent and warped, the steel punctured through Marc’s magic and the wall fractured, then shattered.

      “Anaïs, stop,” I screamed, scrambling to my feet and running into the fray.

      Everyone turned toward me, even the King, who was on one knee next to a column of the tree, flooding it with power. Tristan was sprinting up the street, shirt tails loose as though he’d been torn from sleep. “Anaïs!” he shouted, even as paving stones tore up from the ground, hovered briefly in the air, then rippled away from her and toward Marc in a tide of wrath, my sister’s fury making her deaf and blind toward everything but vengeance.

      “No!” I flung myself in the path of her magic, expecting to be incinerated or pummeled to death by rock, but everything froze. Falling to my knees, I looked up to see stone and magic swirling in a barely contained vortex, and behind it all, Anaïs staring at me with wide eyes. “Penny, I could’ve killed you,” she whispered, brushing away Tristan as he reached her.

      “Don’t do this,” I said, feeling Marc’s hands on my arms, pulling me to my feet. “He hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “He’s killed you.”

      “No, he hasn’t.” I wanted to go to her, but there was no way through the mass of unspent power in front of me until she relaxed and relinquished it. “I’m fine. Surely you can see that?”

      “But you won’t be. Father told me that you’re… you’re…” Tears flooded down her cheeks, evaporating almost immediately from the heat of magic.

      “Tristan, control that girl or I’ll kill her myself,” the King snarled. “She’s putting the entire city at risk with her outburst.”

      Stepping between Anaïs and the King, Tristan eyed the storm of magic, but wisely refrained from clamping down on it. “Anaïs, what is going on?”

      “Pénélope’s pregnant. She’s going to die.”

      Silence.

      Everyone was staring at me. Tristan and Anaïs. Marc’s parents. Even the King’s attention had been torn from the threat above, his gaze, which was normally so terrifying, full of pity. All those who’d risked coming out to see the commotion – their expressions were solemn, as though I were nothing but the paramount of tragedies. As though the life inside me were not the greatest of gifts, but a sickness. I hated them for it. Hated that my fate was deemed certain. That I was to be given no credit for having power over my own destiny.

      Marc’s hands tightened on mine, the only person who understood. The only person who felt the same way as me.

      Tristan broke the silence. “Marc’s no more at fault than she is, Anaïs. And killing him won’t change her fate.”

      “It is more his fault.” Anaïs was shaking, anger rising once again. “I trusted him with my sister. I trusted you, Marc.” Her gaze bored past me, and I could feel Marc’s guilt, building in his mind and mine, toxic as iron. Anaïs, by both character and necessity, put her faith in almost no one, but she had put it in Marc. And she believed he’d violated it, and for that she was unforgiving.

      My hair lifted and swirled on the twisted surge of magic, and I knew this was a battle that my sister wouldn’t survive. Not with the King present. But it was a battle that I could stop before it started.

      Stepping out of Marc’s grip, I pulled off my glove and held up my hand, the silver bonding marks glittering in the light. “He has saved me, Anaïs. More than you can ever know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The maelstrom of power extinguished so swiftly that my ears popped, paving stones landing with a crash on the street, shards of white spinning off in every direction.

      “What have you done?”

      The words came not from Anaïs, but from Tristan. He strode past Pénélope as though she didn’t exist and grabbed my arm, tearing at my glove. I tried to pull from his grip, but magic took hold of me like a vice, implacable and painfully tight, and it occurred to me that never in all our years had he used his power to force me to do something.

      The leather of my glove tore down the back, revealing the gleaming silver bonding marks that magic had painted across my knuckles, and Tristan went still, his eyes glassy and unblinking. “Why?”

      “Because otherwise, her father would’ve killed her. He tried to today when he found out about… about the child.”

      “And this was your solution? To sacrifice yourself so that she might have a few more days?” His grip tightened to the point I thought my wrist would snap. “Why didn’t you come to me for help?”

      “Would you have given it?” I asked. “Or would you have merely done everything in your power to stop me from walking this path?”

      He dropped my arm. “I suppose we’ll never find out.”

      It was no answer, which was so painfully typical of him. As he turned to walk back to Anaïs, I said, “I didn’t just do it to save her, you know. I did it because I love her and we deserve the chance to be together.”

      He didn’t respond, instead taking the arm of the weeping Anaïs, steadying her and bending to say something in her ear before pulling her against him. Fresh tears burst across her face, and she clung to him with enough force that the fabric of his shirt tore. He said something else to her that I couldn’t hear, then lifted his head to meet my gaze. And I could see that he didn’t understand – that for him, no amount of self-sacrifice was too great to ask in pursuit of his vision. An almost feral anger burned through me, and in that moment, I prayed to fate that one day he’d love someone enough to throw caution and logic and reason and his cursed plans to the wind for her sake, and to have to bear those consequences and the judgment that came with them.

      “Well then, congratulations,” Tristan said. “I hope she’s worth it.” With Anaïs tucked under his arm, he turned and walked away.

      I wanted to lash out. To hurt him. He was my best friend and my future king, and I’d supported him in everything – every damn thing – he’d chosen to do, no matter the costs to myself. And the one time I needed something from him, he walked away.

      Then Pénélope’s hand closed around mine. “Don’t,” she whispered. “That’s his fear you’re seeing and hearing. He’ll come around.”

      Her touch and the presence of her in my mind immediately softened my anger, though they did not vanquish it entirely. I’d wanted one night with her free of the involvement of others, and while that might have been too much to hope for, was it too much to have asked for?

      The King rose from where he’d been kneeling next to the tree, apparently content that our world was not literally going to come crashing down, and approached Pénélope and me.

      “I will see you first thing in the morning to discuss your punishment, nephew.”

      Before I could nod, Pénélope said, “Will you see me as well then, Your Majesty?”

      His implacable eyes shifted to her, weighing and measuring and seeing far too much for my liking. Then he said, “No, Pénélope. Your character ensures you will suffer as much or more for whatever punishment he bears for instigating this illicit union.” Straightening his coat, he turned in the direction of the palace and swiftly walked away.

      My father took a step in his direction. “Thibault, wait. I…”

      But the King ignored him. My father’s shoulders slumped, exhaustion dragging at his face as he watched our ruler – the man who’d once been his friend – depart.

      Pénélope’s hand gripped in mine, I waited to hear what my father would say. To discover how much damage my violation of his trust had done to our relationship. To learn whether I still had a family and a home.

      “What’s done is done,” he finally said. “Welcome to our home, Pénélope. I’ll speak to your father tomorrow about retrieving what items you need, but until then, please avail yourself of whatever our house has to offer.” His gaze shifted to me, but where I’d expected anger was only resignation. Which was worse.

      As he departed back into the manor, my mother approached. Without a word, she pulled Pénélope into her arms and squeezed her tightly, and after a moment’s hesitation, my new wife dropped my hand to grip my mother, her emotions a riot of bewilderment and relief.

      “It is always a terrifying thing when the most powerful amongst us are aggrieved,” she said. “But you are welcome here, daughter, and you may rest easy knowing that you are as safe as anyone can be in Trollus.” Taking Pénélope’s arm, she led her toward the gates. “The servants will draw you a bath and we’ll find you something more appropriate for you to wear for your bonding night.”

      They left me alone in the street.

      The fallout of our actions lay all around: shattered paving stones, dust in the air, and the faint pitter-patter of pebbles falling from above as the rocks settled against the canopy of the tree. Despite it being hours before dawn, the city seethed with wakefulness, trolls and half-bloods alike uneasy beneath the weight of rock, beneath the prickling heat of too much power expended in too small a space. All because of us.

      Anaïs had nearly destroyed Trollus tonight.

      I’d angered the King.

      My best friend had turned his back on me.

      The list of consequences streamed through my skull, and with them came fear. Anger. Anxiety. Trepidation. Other emotions I could barely understand, much less name. But in that cacophony, there was one thing absent. One thing I knew I’d never feel about bonding Pénélope.

      And that was regret.

      

      What seemed like hours later, a knock sounded on the door to my room and Pénélope entered, the gleam in her eyes matching the anticipation that had been growing in me throughout that time. Anticipation that had me on my feet, pacing back and forth even as I attempted to temper my thoughts.

      It was late.

      She was exhausted.

      We’d both been through hell.

      She was beautiful. There was no tempering of my thoughts as I took in the sight of her, evidence of her ordeal washed away with warm water and scented soap, her hair coiled into loose curls that framed her lovely face. She wore a blue silk nightdress that clung to every curve, and I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe.

      Her head tilted, eyes growing distant as though deep in thought. But I knew what she was contemplating were my feelings, which was exhilarating and horrifying. A smile grew on her face, then she was across the room, arms wrapped around my neck. She smelled like flowers with the faintest undertones of spice.

      “Your mother is so kind,” she whispered.

      I did not want to talk about my mother.

      “And your servants. I’m not used to that.”

      The wonder bordering on disbelief carved at my insides. That such a small thing – a thing I’d always taken for granted – would bring her joy spoke volumes to what she’d endured. But never again. I’d never let life be like that for her again. “Get used to it,” I said into her hair. “This is your life now.”

      Anxiety pricked at me like a spider bite – not mine, but hers.

      “You’ll never have to go back,” I said. “I promise.” And for once, the leaden weight of my word was welcome.

      “Marc…”

      I pressed a finger to her lips, wanting for her to begin her escape from the past now, with not another moment wasted on it.

      Her lips curled against my finger. “You’d have me say nothing?”

      “No,” I said, removing my finger so that I could kiss her. “Nothing at all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The sounds and smells of morning came far too soon: the murmur of servants in the hallways, the faint clink of dishes, and the scent of cooking food filling the air. Pénélope was still asleep, tucked against me, her hair tickling my collarbone. The last thing I wanted to do was move.

      But the worst thing I could do was ignore a summons from the King.

      She stirred as I eased my arm out from under her, but then grew still as I settled the blankets over her shoulders. In the faint light of my magic, there was no mistaking the shadows of exhaustion beneath her eyes. More rest would do her good.

      I silently dressed, then eased out of the room, brightening my light only once I was out in the hallway. Following the smell of food, I ignored the urge to sneak out the back and went to find my parents.

      But only my mother sat at the table, a steaming cup held delicately in one hand. “Your father has gone to speak with the Duke,” she said. “And His Majesty is expecting you.”

      “I know.”

      I started to leave, but then she said, “Sit with me and eat before you go, darling.”

      Reluctantly, I tugged out one of the chairs, then selected a number of items for my plate though I wasn’t the slightest bit hungry. Across the room, the piano began to play a simple melody, a lullaby I recognized from my childhood, her magic pressing the keys as though it were an extension of her fingers.

      “Eat.”

      I bit into a piece of bread layered with egg and butter sauce, one of my favorites, but the richness made me nauseous.

      “How is Pénélope?”

      I swallowed, the food sticking in my throat. “Sleeping.”

      “Good. She needs to keep up her strength.” A note jangled harsh and loud, and my mother frowned. “She’s lived a difficult life in that house. Some villains are born. Some are made. Édouard is both. As is his mother.”

      It was strange to hear my mother speak so familiarly about the Duke d’Angoulême, which made me wonder how well she knew him. How much contact they’d had in the past.

      “I understand your choice, Marc,” she said, setting down her cup. “You wish to keep her safe. And even if her life were not in danger, bonding always has an allure for those deeply in love. It is the pinnacle–” she lifted her hand high “–connection that can be achieved between two hearts. An ultimate and unalterable commitment in our world where loyalty flips on the turn of a coin. But…”

      I couldn’t help flinching at the word, because no good ever came from it.

      “But you are my son, and I fear the danger your choice has put your life in.” The music ceased and she pressed a hand to her temple for a moment before turning her face to me, her magic brushing my cheek. “No parent wishes to outlive their child.”

      Her unseeing eyes turned liquid with tears, and my stomach twisted with guilt. “Mother…”

      “Shhh.” Rising, she came around the table, pulling me against her. “I am terrified for you, Marc. As is your father. But above all, I wish for you to be happy and to know love, so for the sake of that wish, I will try to be brave.” Bending, she kissed my forehead in a way she hadn’t since I was a little boy. “Now go. You shouldn’t keep the King waiting.”

      

      I was directed not to the throne room, but to the King’s study, where I found him reading reports with his feet propped up on the desk. I bowed, then waited for him to acknowledge me, my heart racing faster and faster with each passing second.

      I was afraid of him.

      Everyone was, to a greater or lesser extent, with the lone exception of my Aunt Sylvie, who mocked him merrily with only the slightest provocation, her safety guaranteed by the fact she was conjoined to the Queen. Most counted his power, which was greater than any troll living, as the reason he inspired such fear, but I believed otherwise. It was his mind. The way he seemed able to delve into one’s deepest thoughts and discover the slightest weakness, then exploit said weakness when one was most vulnerable. He never used his magic – at least not to its fullest extent – but his mind controlled Trollus with its endless hoard of information. With deception and manipulation. He understood people: trolls, half-bloods, and humans alike. His only equal was Angoulême, and sometimes it felt like Trollus was an enormous game of Guerre set between them, every one of us a pawn.

      “Nephew.”

      I jumped, then bowed again. “Your Majesty.”

      He was silent, and I stared at the carpet – imported from the very far east of the continent – listening to him shift his bulk on the chair, taking my measure.

      “You stole from me.”

      “Yes.” Not only did the Élixir belong to the crown, I’d abused my access to the glass gardens in order to steal it.

      “You broke my laws.”

      “Yes.” I’d taken the key and gone into the labyrinth without my father’s permission. Had bonded Pénélope without the assent of the crown. Even if I had the capacity to lie, there was no point. The truth was written in silver across my hand.

      “Care to explain yourself? That you’re besotted with her is obvious, so you may skip that portion of your explanation.”

      “I…”

      “You will look at me when speaking, boy.”

      Dragging my eyes away from the carpet, I pushed back my hood. “It was the only way to save her, Your Majesty.” I didn’t bother mentioning that his unwillingness to help Pénélope had forced my hand, because in truth, it had only sped along my decision.

      “To save her?” One of the King’s eyebrows rose. “It seems to me that the individual she most needed protection from was you.”

      “Pardon?” The word slipped from my lips, not because I didn’t understand him, but because… because…

      “With caution and a bit of luck, the girl might have lived to an old age but not for the pair of you falling between the sheets.” He tapped his chin with his index finger. “Magic is curiously unreliable as a safeguard in such situations, and I speak from experience.”

      Lessa. It was the first time I’d heard of him acknowledging her parentage, but my thoughts were too scattered to focus on that now.

      “Regardless, the fact remains that it was those activities – of which you were an integral part – that ensured her demise. So tell me: how was stealing from me and breaking my laws saving her life?”

      My mouth opened and shut, my teeth clicking together. Nothing he said was untrue, and yet it twisted everything. My throat burned with bile as I struggled with what to say, before finally choking out, “The threat to her life was more imminent than that, Your Majesty. You see, her father…”

      “The Duke. Yes, you mentioned his threats before.”

      His voice dripped with sarcasm, but I ignored it and continued. “He found out that she was pregnant. He was angry, and he set Lessa to kill Pénélope. She managed to escape, but I knew… This was the only way.”

      The King stared at me, unblinking. “So you stole from me and broke my laws not to save Lady Pénélope, but to provide her with some extra weeks or months of life, at the likely cost of your own.”

      “Yes.” And I’d do it all over again.

      “Because you believed her father, the Duke d’Angoulême, intended to kill her or have her killed should she remain in his household?”

      “Yes.”

      Opening a drawer, the King extracted a card, sliding it across the desk toward me. “It’s been some time since I was invited to an engagement at the Angoulême manor, but I suppose there was no helping it given you are my nephew. Rather interestingly, it arrived prior to you and Pénélope returning from your little sojourn in the labyrinth.”

      I stared at the thick paper embossed with red and gold. It was an invitation to a bonding celebration at the Angoulême manor. My bonding celebration. And I knew in an instant that I’d misinterpreted my aunt’s foretelling. It hadn’t been a warning against me – it had been a warning for me. A warning about the Duke’s intentions.

      “You didn’t save her from anything, because her life was never truly in jeopardy,” the King said, and the invitation burst into flame. “You, nephew, have been played.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      I woke with a start in the blackness, the feel of the sheets and the scent of the air disorienting until I created a light, and Marc’s bedroom materialized around me. But the familiarity of his belongings brought me no comfort, a deep sense of unease weighing upon my mind, implacable and unshakeable, because it was not my own.

      “Marc,” I murmured, then reached for the silken nightdress that lay next to the bed, the fabric cool as I pulled it over my head. He was not here, nor in the home, but it felt like I could walk toward him with the unerring precision of one holding a compass finding their way north. Though unnecessary, because wherever he had been, he was coming in this direction.

      Not wherever, I thought, glancing at the clock. At the palace. The King had asked to see him first thing about his punishment, and while I was certain no physical harm had been delivered upon him, something else had. A million thoughts raced through my mind about what possible penance His Majesty might have demanded. That our bonding would be undone, though I knew this was impossible. That I’d be returned to my father, and that the most terrifying and glorious night of my life would be reduced to a reminder of what I’d lost, for however long my father allowed me to live.

      “It cannot be undone,” I told myself, gulping down a glass of water to wash away the sourness rising up my throat. “They can’t take him away from you.”

      But on the heels of my own reassurances came the thought that Marc was coming to regret his decision. That his unease was not from the King’s punishment, but rather the costs he must bear for bonding me against the will of everyone. No one was pleased about this union: not his parents, nor my sister, and most especially not Tristan. No one could break our bond and take him away from me, but having to live with his resentment, growing day after day, would be worse.

      “Stop it,” I whispered. “Quit imagining trouble when you have more than enough as it is.”

      Except there was an insidiousness to having another’s feelings in one’s head, knowing that they were real but unknowing of the cause, and try as I might, I couldn’t cage the thoughts away.

      A knock sounded at the door, and I jumped. “Yes?”

      A servant appeared, a gown I didn’t recognize draped across her arms. “Good morning, my lady,” she said. “Lord Marc asked that you not be disturbed, but you have a visitor waiting for you downstairs.”

      “A visitor?” It could be the twins or my sister, but my skin prickled with the sense that it was someone else.

      “Yes, my lady.” The woman’s jaw tightened. “His Grace, the Duke d’Angoulême.”

      My father.

      

      I forced food down my throat while the servants laced me into the gown and fixed my hair, but my stomach was flipping with such regularity that I wondered if doing so had been a mistake. The last thing I needed was to vomit on my father’s shoes.

      My heels silent on the carpets, I followed the sense of power down to the parlor. Marc’s mother sat stiffly on a sofa, her husband hovering next to her arm. Across from them, and looking entirely at ease, sat my father, cane polished to a high shine and resting across his knees.

      “Pénélope,” he exclaimed at the sight of me, leaping to his feet and crossing the room. Marc’s mother rose with equal speed, her hands balling into fists. There was no chance my father hadn’t noticed, but he showed no reaction as he kissed both my cheeks. “Already we feel your absence at home, darling.”

      My heart was fluttering like a caged bird, my skin crawling where he gripped my arms. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I would’ve given you time to settle in, but I found that I couldn’t bear the idea of missing your reaction to the delivery of your trousseau.”

      “My trousseau.”

      “Yes, yes!” He dropped my arms and gestured to the corner of the room where at least half a dozen polished chests sat in orderly rows. “I’ve had your art supplies brought over as well; they are in the room that the Comte has kindly allocated for your use.”

      “Art supplies,” I repeated, staring at the chests, knowing I sounded like a fool repeating his words, but he might as well have been speaking a foreign language for how much sense they made to me.

      “But of course! What sort of father would I be to deprive you of your passion?”

      The sort of father who’d have his daughter murdered.

      “Go, look. Please! Your grandmother made the selections herself, and I assure you, she spared no expense.”

      I lurched in the direction of the chests, my feet feeling heavy as bricks. Half expecting to be incinerated, I cautiously touched one of them, but the wood was smooth and cool beneath my fingers.

      “Perhaps you might play for us on this joyous occasion, my lady.”

      My father’s words made no sense to me, but when I turned my head, I realized they’d been directed at Marc’s mother.

      “Not today,” the Comtesse replied. Her voice was steady, but the trembling orb of light above her betrayed her fear.

      “Shame.” My father’s smile was all teeth. “I well remember the days when you used to entertain at parties, though it seems a lifetime ago. Such a beautiful thing to possess.” His eyes shifted to Marc’s father. “The gift of music.”

      The Comte’s face gleamed with fury, because that wasn’t at all what my father had meant. But as Duke, my father outranked him, so the Comte could say nothing. How many lives have my family raked their claws across? I wondered. How many have suffered, how many have died, because of us?

      “Aren’t you going to look, Pénélope?”

      His attention had shifted back to me, and I let my hair fall into my face as I reached for the latch on the chest, unwilling to let him see my fear. Half expecting snakes or worse to leap out at me, I flipped the lid, the contents within glittering in a rainbow of colors beneath my light.

      Jewels.

      All new. All worth a small fortune, and all suitable for the head of a household, not a teenage girl. I picked up a pair of diamond earrings that would reach nearly to my shoulders, the gems winking as though they were laughing. The next three chests were full of gowns made of costly imported fabrics, many marked by the names of famous human designers. Then one full of undergarments quite unlike anything I’d previously worn. The last was full of small jars of pigment. Picking up one, I stared at the label, knowing that this chest of rare, brilliant hues was worth more than all the rest combined.

      “It is important to pursue one’s passions.” He’d come up close without me realizing, his breath smelling faintly of mint. I shivered, placing the jar back with the rest with a tiny clink.

      “Do you think all of this will undo the fact you tried to have me killed?” I whispered. “Do you believe my forgiveness can be purchased?”

      “No,” he replied. “I don’t. Sometimes, one’s emotions get the better of them. But it would’ve been a tragedy and a mistake if Lessa had taken your light from us.”

      “Lessa?” I was shaking, the jars of precious color rattling under my hand. “Does she do anything you don’t want her to?”

      He chuckled softly. “Does anyone?”

      And there it was. As though a trousseau full of items that would have taken weeks, if not longer, to procure were not enough, the statement was all but an admission that Marc and me bonding was no act of defiance. At least, not toward my father. He’d wanted us to do it. Lessa trying to kill me had been nothing but a ruse intended to make us desperate enough to take that leap, and the realization carved out my insides as thoroughly as a knife.

      The door to the parlor slammed open.

      Marc stood in the doorway, breathing hard. “Get away from her.”

      As if Marc hadn’t spoken, my father said, “Well, if it isn’t the man of the hour.” Flipping the lid of the chest closed, he strolled over to Marc, his cane making soft thuds against the floor. Marc’s hand lifted as though he might strike, and I lunged at them, desperate to stop the altercation before it began. But my father only clapped a hand against Marc’s shoulder.

      “I must commend you,” he said. “Honor is a rare thing in our kind, but you, young man, possess it in a quantity beyond my wildest dreams. Most in your position would have left my poor daughter alone to bear an illegitimate child, but you…”

      With his cane, he gestured at the Comte. “What a son you’ve raised, my lord. What incredible bravery he must possess to take such a risk for the girl he loves.”

      “I have always been proud of my son,” the Comte said. “That will never change.”

      “To be sure.” My father sighed, then reached out to cup my cheek as though I were the most precious of things, then inclined his head to Marc. “I really must thank you. I confess, my behavior of late has not been particularly… fatherly, but you’ve done everything in your power to protect my little girl.”

      The sincerity in his tone was sickening, and I stepped out of his grip.

      “Yesterday was… If I had lost her like that, I’m not sure I could ever have forgiven the mistake.” Reaching into his pocket, he extracted a card embossed with red and gold and handed it to Marc. “Consider this a display of my eternal gratitude for the brave and noble choice you made.”

      Then he left without another word.

      No one spoke, but the room smelled faintly sour with too much magic and even more trepidation. My knees shook as I took them in: the young man I loved and his family, who were nothing but kind to me. To everyone. And as payment, I had put them in my father’s sights. Put, I was certain, their very lives in danger.

      “I’m so sorry.” My knees failed me and I dropped to the carpet. “I’m so very, very sorry.”

      It was a mistake that could not be undone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The Duke’s celebration was a week later, the intervening days passing in a blur. I had what I’d always dreamed of: Pénélope as my wife. Every night, she slept in my arms, and I spent every waking minute where I wasn’t occupied with my duties to the crown in her company. Though I would have been happy enough to dine with her alone, she insisted on eating with my family, her interest in my mother’s music and my father’s work genuine, her delight at the mundane gossip that we discussed making the meals more engaging than they had ever been before. My father had the servants rearrange the solar for her use, and I spent hours watching her work, brow furrowed in concentration and errant paint smeared across her cheek as she brought those in our life alive on canvas and parchment.

      But it came at a cost, and that cost put a pall on my dream, as reality often does.

      Tristan hadn’t spoken to me once since the night Pénélope and I had bonded. He took great pains to avoid me, which was fine at first, because I was angry with him. But it was only days before his absence began to prey upon me, the loss of his companionship leaving a void that grew harder and harder to ignore, though I did my best. Pénélope, however, was not fooled.

      “Keep trying,” she said, stoppering a vial of paint. “He’ll come around. He needs you more than you need him, I think.”

      “And Anaïs?” I asked, thinking of the cold politeness my friend directed at me whenever she came to visit her sister. “Will she?”

      To that, Pénélope made only a noncommittal sound, though the flash of sorrow I felt from her was answer enough. No.

      It felt like everyone was angry with me.

      Except, perhaps, the Duke d’Angoulême.

      He’d spared no expense proving just how pleased he was with me. With us.

      Every aristocrat in Trollus had been invited to the celebration, as well as higher-ranking commoners and guild masters, the gates to the Angoulême manor thrown wide, the grounds lit so brilliantly I half wondered if the glow seeped through the rock above. Music filled the air, drowning out the falls, and the Artisans’ Guild filled the sky with vivid displays of color that shifted and changed with every passing minute.

      I hated all of it.

      Pénélope and I stood outside the front doors, greeting every well-wisher and pretending not to see the pity on nearly every face that passed through. Though the pity was better than the poorly disguised glee on the faces of others.

      The Duke was worst of all, working his way through the crowd, all laughter and charm, his mother on his arm.

      “Why?” Pénélope muttered. “Why is he so happy about this? What does he think he can gain?”

      It was a conversation we’d had countless times over the past week. Yes, there was a rift between me and my cousin, but no one had any reason to believe that was permanent. This was by no means our first argument, and we’d always resolved our differences before. It certainly wasn’t enough to justify the Duke’s glee.

      “If he believes I’m going to betray your confidence, he’s sorely mistaken,” she said under her breath. “He no longer has that right. No longer has that power.”

      There was heat in her voice. Certainty. But I knew she was reluctant to leave the house unless in the company of me or my parents lest her father or one of his minions should catch her alone and try to force damning information from her lips. I personally thought such a move unlikely, but fear was not always rational.

      And there was always the chance she was right.

      “I wish you’d let me promise to hold my tongue,” she said, after kissing the cheek of one of her cousins and sending him off in search of a wine her father had brought in at great expense.

      I shook my head. Promises were binding and could not be undone. The last thing I wanted was her in a position where she could save herself and our child through some small admission and finding herself unable to.

      Trumpets abruptly blared, and everyone outside the manor dropped into deep bows and curtsies, the King and Queen appearing at the gates. His expression was sour, but Queen Matilde lifted a hand in greeting to her subjects, then smiled brightly at me before turning slightly so Aunt Sylvie could peruse the crowd. My attention was not for them, however, but rather on whether anyone followed behind.

      Then Tristan appeared.

      His hands were shoved deep in his pockets, expression sullen, yet I couldn’t help but feel relief that at least he’d come.

      “Your Majesties!” The Duke had appeared at my elbow out of nowhere, bowing far lower than was necessary as the King and Queen approached. “You humble me with your presence at my home.”

      “If humbleness was what you sought, I’d have been happy to arrange for it years ago,” the King said, plucking a flute of sparkling wine from a distant tray and downing the contents. Then he eyed me and Pénélope. “You look lovely, my lady. Red suits you.”

      The gown of crimson and gold had been sent over by the Duke. Angoulême colors.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Pénélope responded without missing a beat. “We are honored by your presence.”

      He grunted, eyes drifting over the crowd. “Where is Roland?”

      “Watching the jugglers, I believe,” the Duke responded, but he made no move to escort the King to his son, as he should have. Because his true mark stood a few paces beyond, watching the proceedings with indifference as his father departed through the crowd. “Good evening, Your Highness.”

      “Is it?” Tristan scowled at him.

      “Édouard!”

      The Duke twitched at the use of his given name, my Aunt Sylvie’s voice loud enough to cut through the noise of the party. The Queen instinctively turned so that her sister could have her say. The Duke’s expression soured ever so slightly, but then his smile returned with gusto. “Your Grace.”

      “Skip the formalities and start walking,” she said, snapping her fingers. “I want to see this atrium that you’re always bragging about.”

      The Duke coughed. “Unfortunately it suffered some damage recently that the guild has not yet had time to adequately repair. Perhaps a tour could be arranged at a later date.”

      “Now, Édouard,” she said. “And damaged how? I’m sure that’s a fascinating story that I’m dying to hear.”

      “Oh yes,” the Queen said. “I would like to see.”

      The Duke’s jaw worked back and forth, but he could hardly refuse a request from the Queen herself. The trio departed, but not before my aunt gave me a sly wink.

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Pénélope said, and I turned to find Tristan standing in front of me. He waved a hand, and the half-blood Élise came forward with a large vase full of living flowers of a myriad of colors. “These are for you, my lady.”

      Pénélope’s eyes widened and the first genuine smile I’d seen on her face all night appeared. “They are so lovely. Thank you, Your Highness.” Then she glanced at me and added, “I want to make certain these are properly cared for. If you’d excuse me.”

      She drifted away with Élise in tow, leaving me and my cousin alone together.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” I finally said.

      He shrugged, staring at his boots. “Yes, well.”

      The silence was so awkward it made my teeth ache.

      “Come on,” he finally said. “I’ve always wanted to have a look inside this place.”

      We went into the manor, Tristan leading the way through the corridors, opening and closing doors as he went with little regard for privacy or decorum. “It’s nice,” he grudgingly admitted.

      “Did you expect it to be otherwise?”

      “No.” Opening the door to a sitting room, he looked around and then took a seat on one of the sofas. “Am I to assume Pénélope knows everything?”

      My heart skipped. “You told me to keep her in the dark.”

      “You’ll excuse me for questioning whether you listened.”

      I leaned back in my chair and glared at him until he looked away. I hated abusing his trust in me, but I was afraid of how he’d react. Afraid he wouldn’t understand why I’d needed honesty between Pénélope and me. Afraid that he’d use it as an excuse to cut me out completely.

      Not that it ended up mattering.

      He said, “I need you to set up a meeting with Tips. It’s time he and the rest learned about me.”

      Gripping the door handle with magic, I swung it shut. “You sure this is the place for a discussion like this?”

      “I thought we were all about taking unnecessary risks these days,” he snapped, then scrubbed a hand through his hair. “It’s as good a place as any, especially since our aunt is keeping the Duke occupied.”

      I sat across from him, then immediately rose because I couldn’t stand to be still. “You’re certain that’s a wise plan?”

      “We are.”

      “We?”

      “Me, Anaïs, and the twins.”

      So they had been meeting without me. I’d suspected as much, but the confirmation hurt. “I would’ve liked to have been included in those conversations, especially given that I’m the one who knows the half-bloods. The one who’s been meeting with them the past year.”

      Tristan opened a drawer in the table before him, examined the contents, then closed it again. “I thought you wanted to spend your time with Pénélope.”

      “I did. I do. But…” I gave my head a sharp shake.

      “But?”

      “You’re followed all the time. How exactly do you plan to meet with them without getting caught?”

      Putting his boots on the table, he leaned back. “I’m going to take Anaïs up on her plan. She’s already made arrangements to purchase the building next to the tavern through an agent – not that everyone doesn’t know it was her doing the buying. We’ll put in a tunnel between the two buildings so that I can go between without anyone noticing.”

      “Tristan…”

      “We’ve already had two rendezvous there, put on a bit of a show for those who followed us. Another few times, and they’ll start to lose interest. Then I can start meeting with the sympathizers. Once they know it’s me–”

      “Tristan,” I interrupted. “It’s not the right time. It’s too soon. If you get caught now, we’re in no position to make a move and win.”

      He stared at me. “Do you think I don’t know that? But what other damnable choice do I have?”

      “I could–”

      “You could what?” he snapped. “You’re the one forcing my hand on this, Marc. You’re the one who put us in this position.”

      “I had no choice.”

      “Yes, you did.” He was on his feet. “You chose her. Now the rest of us must make sacrifices to accommodate that choice.”

      “It’s not like I’m dead,” I said, all the arguments I’d prepared for this moment abandoning me. “I’m still more than capable of leading. The half-bloods trust me. The humans trust me. Can you say the same?”

      “No, I can’t. Which is exactly why we need to make the transition while you’re able to facilitate it. Because if we wait until the worst happens, it will go badly. It could set me back years. Stones and sky, it could end everything I’ve worked for.”

      Everything we’d worked for. And I was being cut out of the decision-making completely. No longer reliable enough to lead, and how long until I was no longer reliable enough to be included at all? This had been as much my dream as his, and he was taking it away because he was angry with me for doing something without his blasted permission. A frantic sort of desperation took hold of my mind with the realization that I was about to become irrelevant. Extraneous. So I played my trump card. “Have you stopped to think that this is exactly what the Duke wants you to do?”

      Tristan went deathly still, and for a heartbeat I thought I’d raised a point that he hadn’t considered. That I’d won my way back into the fold. As though such a thing were even possible.

      “Yes,” he said. “Every time I see his smug face I think that we’re playing into his hand. That he’s going to take us down, and that thousands of lives will be lost along with our dream. And you’re–” he jabbed me in the chest “–the one who allowed it to happen.”
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      It took over a month to arrange the meeting with Tips, half a dozen attempts forestalled by suspected leaks of information or concern that the Duke and his minions had infiltrated our ranks. Tips and I spent countless hours closeted away in the Dregs debating how best to proceed, and though he accepted I would not reveal the name of the revolution’s true leader until I was ready, the sense of anticipation the miner exuded was as agitating to me as ceaseless questioning would’ve been.

      Because I did not want to give up my role as leader.

      I knew better than anyone that it had been a false sense of power – that Tristan had always been in control, the plans all his and my task only to implement them. Yet there’d been much to that, because without me, there was no face to our endeavor, no assurance that we had the power to see it through. There would be no revolution. But once Tristan took control, he would so thoroughly fill my shoes that I couldn’t help but believe I’d be all but forgotten. By the half-bloods. By my friends. By history itself. Lost to the shadows in which I hid.

      It hurt.

      But the longer Tristan’s accusation sat upon my mind, the more I believed that I deserved it.

      I’d known when I’d bonded Pénélope that I’d be putting my life at risk, but it hadn’t occurred to me that I’d be risking the lives of anyone else, much less those of every half-blood in Trollus. But now every servant I passed in the hall caused a twinge of guilt to race through me, because I swore I saw accusation in their eyes. Betrayal. Fear. I’d stood before them and painted Tristan’s vision of the future – one in which they would be free of bondage. But more than I’d realized, they’d tied their hope of seeing that future to me. My power. My influence. My ambition. And I’d put Pénélope ahead of all of it. Ahead of them.

      Yet I couldn’t bring myself to see that as a mistake.

      Out of her father’s house, Pénélope thrived. The haunted expression that had lived on her face for so long was gone, replaced with a levity that made her more lovely than ever. I spent every spare second in her presence, filling the solar where she painted with hothouse flowers from Trianon that I imported at great expense for the pleasure of watching her smile as she inhaled their fragrance. She’d admire them for a heartbeat before promptly inviting students – low and high born – from the Artisans’ Guild to study the precious plants. My home was soon full of artists painting and sculpting and blowing glass into replicas that would be sold back into the world they imitated, but neither me nor my parents begrudged the traffic.

      When she wasn’t working in her studio, I’d find her in the room she’d selected for the nursery, quietly painting a mural on one of the walls in brilliant, vibrant colors. From time to time, she’d pause, pressing one hand to her stomach, and I knew she was feeling the baby’s magic. That she loved our child. That she believed she’d be able to bring it into the world. That she’d survive its birth.

      She was happy.

      In some ways, that was the greatest gift of the bond. That it brought verity to our relationship, forcing us to be truthful about our emotions even if we were not always forthcoming with our thoughts. She was living life the way she’d always dreamed, and I’d given her that chance.

      But the truth was a double-edged sword.

      “I feel everything I’ve gained has come at your expense,” she said, resting her head on my lap and curling her knees into her chest. My parents had retired hours ago, and the twins had only just left after regaling us with their latest composition. “You aren’t happy.”

      “I–”

      My tongue froze on the words even as she turned her head to look up, fixing me with a dark frown.

      “I’m happy when I’m with you,” I amended.

      “That’s not the same,” she said. “And it isn’t good enough. They’re acting like you’re already…”

      “Dead,” I finished for her, and because I knew they meant Tristan, I blocked our conversation from any prying ears.

      “Yes.”

      Her guilt lanced through me, and I let my head fall back until it was resting on the back of the sofa, staring up at the dark ceiling. “He’s being pragmatic, as always. He always plans for the worst. If I die before transitioning the leadership to him, he’ll have a difficult time gaining the half-bloods’ trust, if it can be done at all.”

      “There’s a difference between being prepared and being an ass.”

      A ghost of a smile turned up the corner of my mouth. “Not in his case. Not in this case.”

      She was quiet for a long moment. “This is Anaïs’s influence, I think. If you’d let me talk to him…”

      “No.” I straightened. “I don’t want them to know you know.”

      “Why?”

      Because he’d told me Pénélope was not to be told of our plans. And I was afraid that admitting I’d divulged everything would be the last straw in Tristan’s mind, the final betrayal that would see my eviction from all plots or plans whether I lived or died. “It’s better if they don’t know.” Better for me. “Either way, tomorrow Tristan will take control, and I’ll…”

      “You’ll…?”

      Her voice was soft and full of sympathy. But I was tired of this conversation. “I’ll have all the time in the world to spend with you.”

      She smiled. “How will we fill it?”

      Standing up, I lifted her with me. “I have a few ideas.” Then I started in the direction of our bedroom, determined not to give my cousin, the revolution, or anything other than my wife another thought until I had to.

      

      The self-appointed leaders of the half-bloods milled anxiously in the basement of the tavern, most too nervous to do more than pace.

      I was no less anxious.

      We had false meetings set up all around the Dregs, our human supporters spreading rumors and lies in order to throw spies off our trail, but everyone in the poorest quarter of Trollus knew something was happening. That a revelation was about to occur. A shift in power.

      Anaïs and the twins were lingering near the alternate locations, hidden, but making sure the weight of their magic was felt in order to be effective decoys.

      I wasn’t sure it would be enough.

      Illusion blocked the tunnel Anaïs had carved between this building and the next, but it did nothing to temper the weight of power anyone with an ounce of troll blood in their veins could sense. Tristan was doing what he could to contain his magic, but he was nervous, so it was very nearly a lost cause.

      Tips alone knew of the tunnel, and with a rare lack of self-awareness, he stood staring at the illusion of stone, jaw flexing and unflexing. “What is this, Marc?” he asked. “Who have you brought to our doorstep?”

      “Soon enough,” I said. “Is everyone here?”

      He jerked his head up and down in an affirmative, and then muttered at someone to lock the door to the cellar while I made my way to the podium at the front. Would this be the last time I stood here with all eyes on me? I wondered as I stepped onto the block of stone, head and shoulders above the small crowd.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I said, once they’d settled. “I know that you do so at great risk to yourselves.”

      They all gave grim nods, from the miners permanently streaked with dirt to the ladies’ maids concealed with grey cloaks.

      “Countless times over the centuries, the half-blood class has attempted to rise up against their forced indenture. Those attempts have always failed, often with brutal consequences. They were doomed to fail not only because they lacked the power required to overthrow the monarchy and its practices, but also because no one in the upper classes saw the need for change.” I paused to let my words settle in. “This time will be different. This time we won’t lose.”

      They stepped closer, fervor beginning to glow in their eyes.

      “It is time for us to rise up against those who believe that blood and magic and power give them the right to rain tyranny down upon Trollus. Who believe it gives them the right to subjugate. To maim–” I nodded at Tips “–or to murder–” I gestured toward the other miners. “It is far past time that those trolls were held accountable for their actions. It is past time they were held accountable to us!”

      The half-bloods shouted their agreement, pumping their fists into the air until I held up a hand to settle them. “Long, rumors have swirled that I am not the true leader of this movement – that I represent an individual who, out of necessity, needed to remain anonymous to avoid jeopardizing our cause. An individual with the power to overthrow King Thibault and instate a new regime in Trollus. I’m here today to tell you that this is no rumor – it is the truth.”

      The room grew silent, and I held my breath, savoring this last moment. Behind me, I felt Tristan’s presence, along with another troll with power. Anaïs? There was too much magic in the air, pressing closer, and my skin prickled, but there was no stopping now. “I’ll keep you in suspense no longer.”

      Then I stepped off the podium and turned, expecting to see a cloaked Tristan, but instead finding myself face to face with my father. He smiled, patted me on the shoulder, then said under his breath, “Go, Marc. Take Tristan and get away from this place.”

      I blinked.

      “The Duke is coming. Go now, or all is lost.” Then he stepped up onto the podium, his magic forcibly shoving me through the illusion even as he addressed the crowd. “Good evening.”

      I stumbled, hands catching me before I fell.

      “Your father came in,” Tristan hissed. “I didn’t know what to say or do, then he told me the Duke was coming and that we need to go.”

      “I can’t.” I jerked out of his grip. “If the Duke finds him here, he’ll be convicted of treason. Your father will have no choice but to execute him.”

      And I could feel it. Powerful trolls converging on us from all sides, the Duke and all of his followers moving to catch the sympathizer leader in the act. “We need to get him out of there.”

      I flung myself through the tunnel only to slam up against a barrier. Swearing, I twisted around to face Tristan. “Let me through.”

      “It’s not my magic.”

      Before he even said the words, I knew that it wasn’t. It was my father’s, and I hadn’t the strength to break it down. “Help me,” I demanded. “Stones and sky, Tristan. If you never do another thing for me, at least do this.”

      Silence. Then he said, “All right.”

      He pushed past me, then froze, and when I turned, it was to see a hooded figure standing at the base of the cellar stairs, several other similarly attired trolls lurking behind him.

      “Well, well, my lord Comte,” the Duke d’Angoulême said, pushing back his hood. “I did not expect to find you standing here. Whatever will His Majesty think?”

      Several half-bloods screamed, the mass of them pressing to the far side of the cellar as the Duke walked toward my father. One of the other hooded figures darted into the crowd, snatching hold of one of the half-bloods, who screamed as he was torn apart, the Comtesse Báthory’s familiar laugh cutting through the room.

      “Do something,” I shouted at Tristan.

      His magic surged, tearing down the barrier, but as he did, my father turned. “Run!”

      Then the air filled with power, more than I’d known he’d possessed, and the ground shook with a resounding boom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      I watched Marc depart for the meeting with the half-bloods with a heavy heart, hating that I’d been the one to cost him something that had mattered so much. Logically, I understood Tristan’s concerns – saw the need for the half-bloods to know who the true leader of the revolution was. What I did not understand was why Tristan seemed intent on driving Marc away when he was so integral to their plots. What we’d done didn’t seem to warrant the reaction.

      But the more I thought on it, the more I realized that Tristan’s actions were as much a way to protect himself as they were to protect the sympathizer cause, if not more. Marc was like an older brother to him, and I thought, perhaps, that he was unconsciously pushing him away to insulate himself from what he saw as Marc’s imminent demise. There was only one way, as far as I could see, to undo the harm that had been done to their relationship, and that was for me to survive.

      To live.

      Such a simple thing, on the surface. Heart to keep beating, lungs to keep breathing, but my father was not wrong when he’d said I faced a certain inevitability. The child would come, and while I hoped and prayed with all my heart that it would be many months from now, and that he or she would live, I knew that the more trauma my body suffered, the less likely I was to survive.

      Which meant the less likely it was that Marc would survive.

      The injustice of it, the unfairness, ground upon my mind as I paced through the house, trying and failing to derive a solution, but there was none. The sacrifice of one life for the chance of saving the other, neither of which would be at risk if I hadn’t made the choice to save myself. Rightly or wrongly, that was the worst part of it: that all of our woe had resulted from my fear, from my will to endure, my desire for love. From my selfish wish to have a life worth living. I’d gotten exactly what I wanted, but the cost… the cost was beyond what I’d ever imagined. And it need not have been, if only I hadn’t fallen prey to my father’s trickery, because I could have had nearly all those things without risking anyone other than myself. And Marc wouldn’t be on his way to a meeting where he’d give up a role I knew he cherished more than he ever admitted.

      Depression dragged me into the darkest corners of my mind, visions of all the many ways our situation would play out circulating through my thoughts. Down and down, and with them came a regret that was crippling. And no matter how hard I fought it, unrelenting.

      Which meant I had to do something.

      

      Other than the time I’d spent in the galleries, I’d only on the very rarest of occasions visited the royal library, my leisure time dedicated to my art rather than to reading. Sadly, that left me woefully unequipped to navigate the enormous structure with anything resembling expedience, so I went in search of one of the multiple librarians employed by the crown.

      I found one bent over an ancient-looking tome, scribbling notes on a scrap of paper as though his life depended on it. He was so deeply embroiled with his work that though I stood almost next to him for several moments, he did not notice my presence until I gave a soft cough.

      He started upright, stool going sideways to clatter against the marble floor, pot of ink splattering in every direction, including all over the pages of the manuscript. He stared in undisguised horror at the stained pages until I stepped closer, using my magic to lift the ink from the paper, returning the tiny droplets to their pot.

      “Incredible,” he said, touching the pristine pages. “The level of focus…”

      I shrugged. “I learned as a child to clean up my messes or face the consequences.”

      He finally seemed to realize who precisely he was speaking to, collapsing into an awkward bow that knocked him against the table, nearly sending the ink toppling once more. “My apologies, my lady. I did not realize…”

      I waved away his panic. “It’s of no matter – well I know what it’s like to lose oneself in one’s work.”

      “Of course.” He bobbed another bow. “We have several pieces of your work here, including your portrait of Her Majesty, which–”

      On any other day, I’d be willing to discuss artwork for hours, but not today, so I interrupted. “What is your name, sir?”

      “Martin, my lady. Fifth librarian.”

      He couldn’t have been any older than I was, only just having completed his guild training, though he must have scored high to earn a placement here. “Martin, I require some assistance in my research, if you are willing.”

      “Of course.” He bowed again. “On which topic?”

      “Bonding.”

      He led me through the towering shelves of books with the confidence of one who all but lives among them, stopping next to one, the crystal sconces in close proximity brightening to reveal the titles. Extracting two volumes, he held them out. “These are particularly well done.”

      Opening one, I took in the pages of drawings of intricate bonding marks, all labeled with the names and titles of those who bore them. Some brilliant silver. Some greying with a mate’s illness.

      Some black.

      “Every bonding mark is unique,” Martin said, seeming to misinterpret my silence as I stared at the blackened marks of a woman who’d survived her husband’s death some two hundred years past, the image filling me with both terror and hope.

      Handing back the volumes, I said, “I’m rather more interested in the nature of the magic. Whether–” I swallowed hard “–whether there is anything about the chances of surviving the death of a spouse.”

      His face filled with sympathy, and though Marc’s and my situation was well known – and discussed – in Trollus, it still troubled me that we were seen as a tragedy. “I’m not dead yet,” I snapped, then pressed a hand to my temple as he looked away in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

      Martin made a noncommittal noise, then ran a finger down the spines of a long row of books. “There are innumerable accounts of survival, as well as the steps certain individuals took which they believed allowed them to endure the loss, but…”

      That was exactly what I was interested in, although his hesitation told me all I needed to know.

      “But there is no pattern,” he continued. “No way of predicting who will survive the severing, and no proven method for improving one’s chances. If there were, it would be well known and practiced. I’m happy to set the best of them out for your reading, but I do not think you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

      The words on the spines seemed to blur and dance, taunting me with the futility of this errand.

      “And there is no way to break it?” To even have asked the question felt like infidelity on my part, to consider destroying the greatest gift that had ever been given to me.

      Silence, then, “None other than death, my lady.”

      Which circled back to the only solution: my survival. “What literature do you have on afflictions?” I asked. “Specifically, my own.”

      The section was enormous. Row after row of volumes detailing the impact of iron, inbreeding, and confinement on my people, but as much as I was tempted to blame the human witch Anushka and her curse, my fingers drifting to the gold necklace at my throat told the truth. It was our own doing, our ancestors’ greed that had tied us to this world. All Anushka had done was make our world smaller.

      “This isn’t one of my areas of focus,” Martin said, examining the shelves. “I’m afraid it never really captivated my attention.”

      “Because you aren’t afflicted.” I immediately bit my tongue, because it was possible his was an affliction that was as hidden as my own. But in my heart, I knew that wasn’t the case. There was a certain selfishness to interest: one cared about what affected oneself, and only the best of people cared for what lay beyond that sphere.

      A frown furrowed his brow, but he didn’t answer, only selected a volume. “This is specific to your concern, my lady.”

      Sweat rose on my palms. I knew I couldn’t be cured. But maybe, just maybe, the key to understanding my ailment, to surviving it, resided within these pages. But as I flipped the cover, only unmarked paper greeted my greedy gaze. Startled, I flipped from cover to cover, but there was nothing. “These are blank.”

      “Pardon?” Martin snatched the volume out of my hands, staring at it in bewilderment. “How strange.” Setting it aside, he extracted several more volumes, and the prickle of agitated magic across my skin told me that it was more of the same. I stood frozen in place while the librarian tore into the shelves, swiftly tossing aside those specific to my affliction and turning to those more encyclopedic in nature, but everything to do with uncontrolled bleeding had been excised from the pages.

      “Impossible,” Martin whispered, a book held loosely in one hand.

      Except that it wasn’t. Every scrap of research the royal library possessed about my affliction had been purged. And I knew who was responsible.

      My father.

      And there was only one reason I could think of for him to do it. He wanted to eliminate any chance of me surviving my pregnancy. The worst part of it was, there might have been something here. Something within these pages that would have ensured that Marc, our child, and I would endure, and now it was gone.

      “Who would have done this? And why? For what purpose?” Martin demanded, but I wasn’t really listening, my ears roaring with fury. “Please excuse me, I have to go,” I said, and I bolted to the front of the library.

      And nearly collided with Marc’s mother.

      “Pénélope,” she said, taking my arm. “You shouldn’t be out unaccompanied.”

      “Why not?” I demanded. “I’m tired of hiding from him.”

      “I know you are, dear, but today isn’t the day.”

      Only then did I notice her agitation, her face turned toward the far side of the city as though her blind eyes saw more than just blackness. I tensed, realizing now that half my agitation was not just my own – it was Marc’s. Something was amiss. “What’s going on?”

      The Comtesse didn’t answer. Or if she did, I didn’t hear it, because a heartbeat later, Trollus shuddered with a horrific boom. Stone blasted out from the Dregs only to come smashing down, screams and turmoil filling the air.

      Next to me, Marc’s mother collapsed.

      I managed to catch her, lowering her to the smooth white stone. “My lady? What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

      “No,” she whispered. “Not yet. Please… not yet.”

      Then she went still.

      “No,” I pleaded, knowing in my heart that this was somehow my father’s doing. Then, because I didn’t know what else to do, I screamed, “Help! Somebody help us!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      The ground shook, rock flying every which way, colliding with Tristan’s shield as he dragged me through the collapsing tunnel, out of the destroyed building, and into the streets. Streets that were filled with screams, none louder than my own.

      “Let me go back,” I pleaded. “I need to help him.”

      “If you go back now, then his sacrifice will have been for nothing.”

      But it was my father. My father. My father.

      Yet no matter how hard I struggled, Tristan wouldn’t let me go. We crouched in a side alley, him holding onto me with a death grip, eyes jerking from the rocky cavern above, to the entrance of the alley, to the windows of the ramshackle buildings, as though danger could come from any direction. And I stopped fighting him. Because I knew.

      I knew.

      Anaïs found us not long after, sprinting up the alley and flinging her arms around our shoulders. “Stones and sky, I thought he’d caught you. I thought you were both dead.”

      “He did catch us,” I whispered.

      Anaïs tensed, and Tristan explained what had happened, his words barely registering in my ears.

      My father.

      “I need to go back.” Climbing to my feet, I walked slowly down the alley, feeling Anaïs’s magic against me as she lifted the dust from my clothes and mended tears in the fabric. Making me appear innocent, though I was anything but.

      They flanked me as I strode up the now empty streets, the half-bloods hiding from what they rightly believed was a quarrel between greater powers. The destroyed tavern lay ahead of us, shattered rocks and bits of furniture resting where they had fallen nearly a block away, the buildings next to it one-sided shells. I stared at the yawning opening that had been the cellar, at the ring of the King’s guards who stood around it. Several of them turned as they felt our approach, expressions grim.

      “You don’t have to go in,” Tristan said, hand closing on my elbow.

      “Yes, he does,” Anaïs responded, but I was already picking my way through the rubble, down the battered staircase to where my uncle, the King of Trollus, stood next to a still form draped in a black cloth. The area around them was untouched by the blast of magic, the podium I’d only recently stood on pristine and unmarked. Instinctively, I knew my father had protected the half-bloods around him from the blast, and judging from the lack of bodies, they’d escaped.

      I realized then that I’d stopped in my tracks, my feet unwilling to take me closer. Until I saw the body’s face, it wouldn’t be real. My father wouldn’t be dead. My mother wouldn’t be…

      Swallowing hard, I willed myself forward. The King silently watched me approach, then took a step back to give me space. I knelt down, and with one quick jerk, pulled back the cloth.

      My father’s eyes stared up at me, sightless. Dead.

      My stomach clenched, and I turned away just in time to heave my guts out onto the ground, my body feeling like it was trying to wrench itself apart.

      Then I looked back.

      My father was untouched by injury, only the faint coating of dust on his skin marking that he’d been in the blast at all. His arms lay limply by his sides, hands encased with black gloves. I didn’t want to touch him. Didn’t want to feel the lifelessness. But I needed to know.

      With shaking hands, I peeled back the leather of his glove, praying to the stars, the fates, and the human gods for some small mercy.

      His bonding marks were black as ink. Black as iron rot. Black as death.

      I closed my eyes, trying to breathe, but it felt like a vice was wrapped around my chest. Mother.

      Then, through the fog of pain, I felt a troll with power move off to my left. Not Tristan. Not Anaïs. Not the King.

      Him.

      I lunged, intent on ripping Angoulême apart, but the King’s hand closed on the fabric of my cloak, hauling me back. “Control him,” he snarled at Tristan.

      My cousin only crossed his arms. “No.”

      Not that his defiance mattered. The King’s magic clamped down on me, and he said, “If the Duke killed your father, he will be sentenced and executed for it. Not before. And not by you.”

      Which meant there would be no justice, because Angoulême hadn’t killed my father. At least, not directly. My father had burned out his magic, taking my mother along with him. All to protect me.

      “You will answer for what happened here, Angoulême,” the King said, turning to the stairs. “And you’ll answer for it now.”

      The Duke’s fist gripped the handle of his cane, eyes blank and unreadable. There was not so much as a speck of dust on him, the magic he perpetually coated himself in having protected him from the blast. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      He turned to follow the King, but not before pointing one finger at me. Quietly enough that only I heard, he said, “This is not where it ends, boy.”

      I heard the threat.

      This was not the last thing he’d take from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      Shifting on my stool, I examined the canvas with a critical eye before reaching for my box of pigments to mix a paint the exact shade of blue of the sapphire earrings Marc’s mother had habitually worn. The very same pair that were now sitting on a piece of black velvet on the table to my left.

      It needed to be perfect.

      The Comtesse, seated at her piano, while the Comte looked on, entranced and deeply in love with his talented wife. It was so clear in my mind’s eye: a scene I’d seen often during my time in their home; but while replicating the image was no challenge, capturing the depth of the sentiment between the pair had thus far eluded me. And without it, the piece was worthless.

      And I needed it to be perfect.

      It had been two weeks since the pair had died. Two weeks since a blast of magic had torn apart a tavern in the Dregs, killing several half-bloods and leaving my father and his followers standing in a ruin of stone, Marc’s father dead at their feet. The King had questioned my father hard, but all he’d been able to accuse the Comte of was meeting with a group of half-bloods, which was no crime. Those half-bloods who hadn’t been killed had somehow managed to escape and, of course, none had come forward to explain the nature of the meeting.

      Still, rumors had swirled that the Comte had been the leader of the sympathizer revolution and had sacrificed his life to protect the cause. But there was no proof, and as the days passed, the chatter and speculation diminished, the King seeming content to let the matter rest.

      Marc had told me little about what had happened, and I hadn’t pressed him for the details, his haunted expression and sleepless nights telling me all I needed to know. His father had known what he and Tristan had been up to, and had sacrificed himself in order to protect them.

      Stretching my back, I stared up at the skylights of the solar, eyeing the sun glowing yellow and bright, warmth radiating down upon me. Not the real sun, of course, but one of Marc’s creation, wrought with magic and talent. It illuminated the dozens of plants and flowers filling the room with their natural scent and earthiness. They were all grown in hothouses in Trianon, then brought to Trollus with great difficulty, but Marc insisted upon purchasing them. It made him feel better, I thought, to surround me with life, and I absently pressed a hand against the slight curve of my stomach, the presence of magic not my own the greatest comfort of all.

      A flicker of motion caught my eye, and I turned my head in time to watch a petal fall from a lily to join the others on the tabletop. Lowering my brush, I stared at the plant, and the others, all slowly dying in the darkness of Trollus, the magic required to keep them alive and thriving lost to iron and mortality.

      “An expensive habit.”

      My hand twitched, a drop of paint falling to stain the silk of my skirts. My father stood just inside the doorway, gloved hand curved around a dying rose bloom. Though he’d shown me nothing but kindness and courtesy since my bonding, would not, I knew, lay a hand on me given I was bonded to the King’s nephew, trepidation still prickled along my skin. Only a fool would believe he was through with me yet.

      Rising to my feet, I curtseyed. “Your Grace.”

      “Now, now. None of that.” Crossing the room, he took my elbow and pushed me gently down onto my stool before pulling another next to me and settling onto it, cane balanced across his knees. “Don’t strain yourself on my account, dearest.”

      Leaning forward, he silently examined my canvas, a slight furrow forming in his brow. Though I’d never seen him create any art himself, he had a good eye for it, and my work had always been the lone aspect of my person for which he’d shown any paternal pride. “It’s good,” he finally said, “but…” The furrow deepened as he tried to pinpoint what was lacking in the portrait before shrugging and giving up. “It’s a shame.”

      “Their deaths, you mean?” I picked at the paint stain with magic, carefully extracting tiny fragments from between the fibers of the silk.

      “Hers.” A muscle in his jaw twitched, his focus still on my painting, and I took the opportunity to study him. Both Anaïs and I favored him over our mother with our high cheekbones, squared jaws, and straight noses, and I touched my bottom lip, annoyed that it possessed the same full curve as his did. The only sign of age was a touch of grey at his temples, which did nothing to mar his perfect troll beauty. It was the greatest lie, the greatest deceit. Like the bloom of a poisonous flower or the multihued bands on a venomous snake. Lovely. Deadly.

      “She was extraordinarily talented,” he continued. “She caught the eye of many for that reason alone, and yet she chose him.”

      “She loved him,” I said, careful to keep my emotions in check. “Besides, her death was your doing, Father.”

      “I didn’t kill the Comte. He fell on his own proverbial sword and took her to the grave along with him.” Shifting on his stool, my father caught my gaze. “All that talent and grace snuffed out in an instant for love. I wonder if in those moments when her heart stuttered, but before her light went out, if she loved him still. Or if she hated him for stealing away her future.”

      I did not respond. His meaning was clear enough. Hurtful enough.

      “But it’s of no matter.”

      I sincerely doubted that. “Why are you here?”

      “Can’t a father visit his daughter to see how she fares in her new life?” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Though I see for myself that you are faring well – far better than anyone, including me, anticipated. Married life must suit you.”

      “It does.” I wanted to get up, to move. To run, even. Because all his little comments were dovetailing toward something. And that something wouldn’t be good. “Does that disappoint you?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked, and he was silent for a moment. Then he said, “The truth is, Pénélope, that I came here today to tell you how very proud of you I am.”

      My breath caught in my chest, all thoughts, all words, escaping me. Because the things he valued… I wanted no part of them.

      “Everyone believes Anaïs is my golden child: powerful, beautiful, and ambitious. But she has not accomplished half of what you’ve done for this family. For me.”

      No.

      “Despite all the marks against you, here you sit: bonded to the young Comte who is nephew of the King, who is master of all that comes and goes from Trollus, who is cousin and confidant of the heir, and above all, who is the stalking horse for the true leader of the half-bloods’ revolution.”

      Don’t react. Don’t say anything.

      He patted my cheek. “I see you’ve finally learned to play the game, dearest. But it’s too late. His father’s sacrifice might have denied me proof, but I know Marc is heading those meetings, and I know that standing behind him in the shadows is Prince Tristan himself.”

      Picking up my brush, I set to cleaning off the paint and storing my tools away. “Fascinating theories, Father. Yet for someone with such great certainty, you seem to be doing little about it.”

      “I don’t need to do anything,” he said. “Because you’re going to do it for me.”

      My pulse roared in my ears, my heart threatening to tear out of my chest. “And what exactly is it that you believe I’m going to do for you?”

      “You’re going to kill Marc Biron, Comte de Courville, for me.”

      The room faded in and out of focus, and I gripped the sides of my stool to keep from toppling over.

      “Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow. Perhaps you’ll even manage to live long enough to bring this delightful child into the world. But we all know you’ll never survive to raise it. The babe will kill you. And you, my beloved daughter, will kill him.” He cackled with undisguised mirth, and the jars of paint sitting on the table all cracked as my magic sought an outlet.

      “Is that why you had the library purged?” I demanded, hoping the accusation would elicit some clue that there had been something there. Maybe not a cure, but something that would allow me to survive. Something I could hunt down now that I knew it existed. “Was there something in those pages that could help me?”

      Surprise flickered in his eyes, along with something else. Fear. But it was gone in an instant. “There was nothing in those books that could cure you, Pénélope. There is nothing that can save you. Do you think I didn’t look?”

      And he could not lie.

      My hope shattered into a million pieces, tearing through my insides on the flood of my too-fast pulse. “You can’t know that.” They were weak words. A pathetic defense. And that, more than anything he’d said, made me lunge for him, the dagger in my pocket aimed at his throat.

      But magic caught me and I hung suspended in the air, thrashing and struggling, until I finally tried to throw the blade at him in desperation. It only bounced off a shield of magic, clattering to the floor.

      “Pénélope, Pénélope.”

      I tried to scream, praying one of the servants would come even as I hoped that they’d stay hidden, because he wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.

      “You are the poisoned cup. The knife in the dark. The pillow pressed against a sleeping man’s mouth.” The room trembled with his laughter, though his gaze was cold and dead as a snake’s. “You are the trump card that no one knew I had.”

      My feet touched the ground, and I caught myself against the table as my ankle rolled.

      “And once Marc is dead, Tristan will have no choice but to step out of the safety of the shadows to take the reins of his little revolution, and then it’s only a matter of time until the proof of his treason is mine. Until the throne is mine and the Montigny line is no more.” Turning on his heel, he strode toward the door, cane thump thumping against the ground. “Congratulations, Pénélope. It seems you are a true Angoulême after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      I sat across from my uncle at his desk, mindlessly giving him the necessary reports, answering his questions, and giving my opinions on the comings and goings in Trollus and beyond.

      And I hated every minute of it.

      Not the work. But the fact that I was sitting in my father’s chair while he and my mother both lay dead in the tombs beneath Trollus. And it was my fault.

      “Marc!” The King’s voice ripped me from my thoughts, and I blinked at him, wondering how many times he’d said my name. “Yes?”

      “The witch trials? Numbers?”

      I rummaged through the pages I’d brought with me, extracting the report on the number of human witches who’d been hunted down and executed by our agents. “Four,” I said. “None Anushka.”

      “Obviously,” he snapped. “I’m quite certain that even in your distracted state, you would’ve noticed if the curse had been broken.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I–”

      He cut me off with a wave of his hand, giving his head a sharp shake. “Your father was dying, Marc. It was inevitable.”

      I bit the inside of my cheeks, furious at his words. My father had been the King’s friend, and the only emotion he’d shown over his death was irritation at losing his advisor. How dead inside did he have to be to care so little? I opened my mouth to ask as much, damn the consequences, when Pénélope’s fear, terrible and horrifying, lanced through me.

      This is not where it ends…

      I leapt to my feet, knocking against the King’s desk and scattering papers everywhere.

      “I have to… I have to go,” I blurted out, then without waiting for his permission or even acknowledgement of my words, I bolted out of his office.

      Trollus was not large, but it seemed suddenly enormous as I sprinted home, knowing that something had happened, my mind running rampant with scenes of disaster after disaster. Miscarriage or injury or accident, visions of her bleeding and dying filling my eyes, not even the brilliant silver of my bonding marks giving any comfort she was well.

      But as I ran into my home, following our bond up the stairs and into the solar, all I found was her sitting whole and well on a stool before a painting of my parents. And I knew in an instant what had happened.

      “What did he do?” I demanded. “What did he say?”

      Pénélope lifted her face, eyes glassy. “Aren’t you supposed to be attending the King?”

      What did that matter?

      “I was,” I said, crossing the room to pull her close, my elbow bumping a velvet pillow and knocking it to the floor. “But I knew something had happened, so I left.”

      “Left?” She pushed me away, dropping to her knees to pluck up earrings that I recognized as my mother’s. “Have you lost your mind? You can’t just walk out of a meeting with the King, Marc.”

      I stared at her, uncertain why she thought I would do otherwise.

      “He’s probably furious. He could punish you, take away your position or worse.”

      “I…”

      “You can’t keep making decisions like this.” Tears were rolling down her cheeks. “You can’t keep throwing away everything else in your life for my sake. I won’t let you.”

      My temper flared, and I kicked the foot of the easel, the canvas toppling sideways to land on the ground, my parents’ faces seeming to mock me with their expressions. They’d always made it seem so easy. “What would you have me do?” I demanded. “Sit there discussing the price of grain and late season apples when I know something horrible is happening to you? When I know your life is in the balance, and mine along with it? Is that what you want from me? To do nothing?”

      “You can’t always come running. Not for every little thing.”

      “How am I to know the difference? Because what I felt from you this afternoon was not some little thing.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Pénélope…”

      She picked up the painting, glared at it, then threw it across the room, knocking over a vase of flowers. “It’s no good. It isn’t right.”

      I stared at the mess, at the dying flowers all around us. We never quarreled. Not like this. I took a deep breath. “Marcanthysurum.”

      She frowned at me in confusion.

      “Marcanthysurum,” I repeated, and it was strange to say it aloud twice, when I’d never said it aloud before at all. With my true name, I could be bent to another’s will. Forced to do anything, to reveal anything, whether I wanted to or not. It was the chink in every troll’s armor, and one we protected to the death, never revealing it to anyone. Or almost never. “Now the decision is yours whether you wish me to come to you or not.”

      Her lips parted and she shook her head. “Marc, no. I can’t hold that sort of power over you.”

      “You already do.” Pulling her against me, I tangled my fingers in the silken length of her hair. “Because there is nothing you could ask of me that I’d ever refuse.”

      

      Sleep would not come.

      I lay in the darkness, forcing myself to remain still so as not to disturb Pénélope’s rest. Yet my mind was the exact opposite of still, tossing and turning, putting aside one trouble only to latch upon another. At the center of it all sat the Duke d’Angoulême, laughing and laughing, because he had all of us dancing to his tune.

      It had been the Duke who’d upset Pénélope earlier, that much I knew, though not what was said. Thus far, she had not chosen to tell me herself, and I wouldn’t press. I trusted her to tell me if it was something I should know.

      I trusted her with everything.

      Rolling on my side, I imagined her in my mind’s eye as she was in this instant. Eyes closed with lashes dark against her cheek. Hair spilled across the pillow, fine as any silk. Her full lips slightly parted, one hand cupped beneath her cheek, nails still bearing traces of oil paint that her maid had missed.

      Perfect.

      The soft thud thud of her heart was a finer thing to me than any music, able to pull upon any one of my emotions, losing none of its sweetness over the sixty-two days we’d been bonded. Never stop, I told it. Promise me you’ll never stop beating.

      If only a heart had so much power.

      Habit drew my focus away from her, my magic delving for that faint third power, magic pure and unfocused, a life whose only purpose was to exist.

      And I found nothing.

      Dread. It fell across me like a pall, and Pénélope shifted uneasily in her sleep. Sitting upright, I focused harder, searching for that tiny glow of magic, a hollowness growing inside me with every passing second, because there was nothing. It was gone.

      “Pénélope.”

      She jerked awake, blinking in the obscene glare of my light, which had formed without me even noticing. As though my eyes might find what my power could not. “What’s happened?” she asked, pushing onto one elbow.

      The strap of her nightdress slipped down, and I stared at the dark strip of fabric that looked ominously like a slash in her skin. “I think…” I knew.

      She went still. Unblinking. Unmoving. With one hand, she reached under the thick layer of blankets, then removed it as though she’d been shocked.

      It was covered in blood.

      Anguish rushed to fill the emptiness in my chest, hers and mine, and it was too much. More than anyone could stand to bear. And then she screamed, the sound shrill and piercing and horrifying.

      A sound that would haunt my dreams for the rest of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      “Winter must be upon us,” I murmured, staring at the closed door, the servants having finished removing the blood-soaked linen. “It’s cold.”

      My sister shifted uneasily where she sat on the edge of the bed, and warm magic brushed against me. But it did nothing to alleviate the chill permeating my skin. Or to fill the hollowness in my core.

      As though sensing my thoughts, Anaïs lay next to me, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me close, her chin resting on the top of my head. Just as I had done to her when we were young, in those days before we cared about power and politics, when our greatest fear was being confined to our rooms for some childish misstep. Back when my presence alone gave her comfort, because I was her older sister. Back when I protected her from our father’s wrath by taking the blame, because I knew he would not strike me.

      How things had changed.

      “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “Home is… different, without you there.”

      Her words struck a painful chord in my heart. Anaïs needed my protection no longer, but it occurred to me that I’d left her in a home full of villains. That every waking minute she needed to be on her guard, and that with me gone, she would have no one who demanded nothing of her in exchange for their love. She’d be alone.

      I’d told Marc once that Anaïs was the center of my world. That everything I was and everything that I’d done had been to ensure her success. I’d wrongly believed that success to her was bonding Tristan and becoming Queen and now, too late, I realized how much I’d underestimated my sister. That to her, success was changing our world. Overthrowing the villains like our father and the King. Fighting for the freedom of those who hadn’t the power to fight for it themselves. I was desperately proud of her, but also desperately afraid, because I knew now what our father was capable of.

      And I needed to do what I could to keep my little sister safe.

      I rolled so that I was facing her, the small motion exhausting. “I know you love Tristan, Anaïs. I know you’re loyal to him, and not to Father.”

      Anaïs said nothing.

      “And if I know,” I said, “then so does Father. And if you aren’t careful, he’ll find a way to use it against you.”

      “Penny–”

      I raised a finger to my lips to cut her off. “All of what has happened in these past months, I thought it was defiance on my part, but I was only dancing to his tune. We all were. This was his plan.”

      She was listening now.

      “Not my death.” I dragged in a few breaths. “Marc’s death. Killing me was just a means to an end. A sacrifice he was willing to make in his quest to take down Tristan and control Trollus.”

      Silence. Then she said, “It will take more than losing Marc to bring down Tristan.”

      “Will it?” I met her gaze, challenging her, and Anaïs looked away first.

      “He played us all like a game of Guerre,” I said. “Because he knows better than we do ourselves what we want. How we will react. What we fear. Who we love.”

      It seemed so obvious now, looking back. My father had known how Marc had felt about me long before I had. But more than that, he’d known that Marc would risk everything to save my life. I understood now why my father believed Marc the sympathizer leader when all his contemporaries believed him mad for thinking it. They saw a shy quiet boy who kept to the shadows, but my father saw a young man equally possessed of bravery and selflessness. And he’d exploited those attributes.

      He’d seen through me just as clearly, but it had been my weaknesses he’d used to his advantage.

      “I wanted a chance at life. A chance for love. A chance to believe that my affliction did not define me.” A fat tear rolled down my cheek, salty where it came to rest on my lips. “And Father manipulated those small wishes to achieve the worst possible of ends. Don’t for a moment think that he won’t do the same to you if it helps him get what he wants.”

      “He can’t touch me,” she said, but there was a faint quiver in her voice. “My magic is more powerful than his.”

      I gripped her hand, pushing as much urgency as I could into my voice. “What in all of this has he accomplished with magic?”

      That was very nearly the worst of it – my father was guilty of everything, and yet guilty of nothing. As he’d so eloquently said himself, I’d done the work for him. We all had.

      My sister went very still. “I’ll kill him.”

      “Killing him will change nothing.” It was getting harder to find the strength to speak, but the last thing I wanted was her going after our father. He’d be prepared for that, and while my sister had sheer power, our father had a lifetime of experience, never mind the consequences she’d face for breaking the law if she succeeded. “It certainly won’t bring me back from the dead.”

      A sob tore violently from her throat. “You’re not going to die. You’ll get well, you always do.”

      “Not this time.” I’d come to terms with that already. The bleeding wasn’t stopping. It hadn’t even slowed. And there was a limit to what my body could endure.

      “You don’t know that.” In a flurry of motion, she sat upright. “You need to fight, Penny. Fight to live and fight against Father’s manipulations. Because if you die, he wins.”

      That was certainly what he thought. But he was wrong if he believed the inevitability of my death had rendered me powerless. I would keep fighting until the end, and when the end came, I’d give my father’s enemies the one thing they needed most to keep fighting. And they would win – I had faith in that. “Anaïs, there’s something I need you to do for me.”

      “Anything.”

      “I need you to bring Tristan to see me.”

      

      It felt like days, though it was probably a matter of hours, when the bed shifted beneath me, the motion pulling me from my fugue, and I opened my eyes to see Anaïs sitting next to me. “He’s here,” she said. “Do you want me to stay with you?”

      “No.”

      Her lips parted as though she wished to argue, then she nodded and left the room. A moment later, Tristan appeared, invisible fingers shutting the door behind him. But there he remained, gaze shifting around the room, taking in everything with the exception of me.

      “Do you intend to make me shout?” I whispered.

      He glared at the carpet, then gave an aggrieved sigh and crossed the room to stand at the foot of the bed. “What do you want, Pénélope?”

      The words were sharp, cruel, as was his tone. Yet I knew better than to take issue with them, because at their heart resided a grief nearly of the magnitude of my own. Not long ago, I wouldn’t have seen that. Would only have seen the cold unyielding surface. The flawlessness. The power. Now I knew differently, and instead I saw a boy with a vision for a better world, who’d buried everything good and decent about himself away in order to protect it. Who, despite being surrounded by others nearly every waking minute, felt very much alone.

      “I want to save Marc’s life.”

      He snorted and gave the bedpost a soft kick. “A bit late for that now, don’t you think? If only such selflessness had made an appearance earlier, none of us would be in this position.”

      “I’m interested in your help, not your criticism.”

      “And if I tell you they go hand in hand?”

      I was too tired for this. “Do you truly wish for equality amongst all within Trollus, Tristan? Because it seems to me that the equality you envision is on your terms and under your control, which to me doesn’t seem like equality at all.”

      He didn’t blink, didn’t move. Didn’t so much as twitch. But behind that impenetrable politician’s gaze, I knew he was debating whether to acknowledge the truth of his ambitions or whether to dodge the accusation, as he always did. Then he exhaled. “What is your point, Pénélope?”

      “That we had the right to make the choices we did.” My voice quivered, and I drew in a ragged breath. “We knew the risks, and neither of us forced the other’s hand.”

      “No, your father did that much.”

      “And given the opportunity, you would’ve forced us apart. Your reasons might have been more just, but that does not change the fact that you would’ve used your power to make us dance to your tune. To force us down a path that would be most beneficial to your ends, not ours.” My outburst left me gasping for breath, but I managed to get out, “Why should we have to live lesser lives for no reason other than that we are not perfect?”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. “You paint me as quite the monster.”

      “I paint you as a selfish boy judging something he doesn’t understand.” Pushing up onto one elbow, I stared him down, and for the first time ever, he looked away before I did. “I hope one day you know a love strong enough that your heart will overrule your mind.”

      “That sounds like a curse.”

      “It’s a wish,” I whispered. “Because without that sort of passion, you will never accomplish your vision. And that would be the true tragedy.”

      He did not speak, and I had neither words nor breath to fill the void.

      “I need him.” The admission dragged itself out of his throat, barely audible, and he scrubbed a hand furiously across his eyes. But not before I saw the glimpse of tears. “I’m afraid of what I’ll become without him. That I’ll turn into my father. Or worse–” he met my gaze “–yours.”

      “I know,” I said, my heart aching. “That’s why I’m going to give you what you need to save him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty

        

        
          Marc

        

      

    

    
      What was I doing here?

      I stood halfway down the drive of the Angoulême manor, with almost no memory of how I’d come to be standing here. Only that to remain in my house, surrounded by the pitying gaze of my servants, had been more than I could bear.

      As had been remaining with Pénélope herself.

      So I’d left, walking blindly through the streets, the weight on my heart growing even as the bonding marks on my hand dulled from brilliant silver to a dull steely grey. Which was in its own way fitting, given that iron, in one way or another, was cause of nearly every broken bond.

      And now I was here.

      But to what end? Pénélope was dying. There was nothing I could do to change that. Nothing that I could do to stem the tide of life and light draining from her body, crimson and horrifying. Nothing I could do to ease the grief on her face. Indeed, my presence had made it worse. With shared emotions, the bond was like two mirrors facing each other, one reflecting the other, creating image after image until one turned away, breaking the cycle. Only turning away had granted me no respite, and every step I took through Trollus it became harder to breathe, like wet wool was being shoved down my throat and into my lungs. All I knew was that I needed to find some way to relieve it.

      Which was why I was here.

      Forcing my feet to carry me forward, I shoved open the doors and went inside, following the sense of power until I found the Duke seated in a gazebo at the center of the famed Angoulême atrium.

      He was alone. A Guerre set floated on invisible threads of magic before him, wooden pieces polished by heavy use filling the four boards, those that had been knocked from play having been carefully put away in a matching case.

      “Your Grace.”

      He did not look away from his game, only selected one of the pale pieces, holding it carefully in one hand.

      “She lost the baby.” I hated that phrase: as though Pénélope had carelessly left our child somewhere, like a glove, and that it might be found at a later date. “Our child is dead.”

      “And Pénélope?”

      There was a certain grittiness to the question, as though the Duke struggled to ask it.

      “Dying.”

      The piece in his hand split in two, the halves falling to land with a clatter against the floor. He stared at his empty palm, then said, “I assumed that was the reason Anaïs departed with such haste.” He picked up the broken piece. “That’s the trouble with wood, as opposed to gold or silver. Or steel. It can’t truly be repaired.”

      “Buy another one.”

      He carefully placed the halves in the box. “Some things are not so easily replaced.”

      With the exception of perhaps the King, there was no greater politician in Trollus. Everything Angoulême said meant something. Had a purpose. And as much as I’d never be their match, I’d still been trained since childhood to read between the lines. To parse every phrase for hidden meanings and intent. That I did not do so now had nothing to do with lack of ability on my part, but rather that I did not care to know what lay behind his words.

      “Why are you here, Marc? Come to have your revenge? You are, of course, welcome to try.”

      I took the seat across from him, pulling back my hood though I didn’t know why. “No.”

      One of his eyebrows rose. “No? No plans to give her the gift of my death before her own light goes out?”

      “It would be no gift to her,” I responded, though it would’ve been a lie to say that I hadn’t considered it. “She’d feel no happiness over your death.”

      “Would you?”

      Yes. I didn’t answer.

      He smiled. “I suppose that makes her better than both of us, doesn’t it? Because of a surety, I’d rend you limb from limb if the consequences of doing so were not greater than I care to pay.”

      “Why?” The question was out before I had a chance to think it through. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Her death in the hope that it would kill me too?”

      A stillness took him, rendering him more statue than man, only the steady beat of his heart betraying that he was alive at all.

      “Do you know how I discovered Pénélope’s affliction?” he finally asked. “It was when she was a little girl, barely more than a babe. She was sitting on my knee at my desk while I worked, and I’d given her a pen to toy with to keep her happy.” The corner of one of his eyes twitched. “When I looked down, at first I thought she’d gotten into the ink. But then I realized she’d cut herself on the steel tip, and that it was iron rot working its way up her little hand. Just the tiniest injury, but it bled and worsened and almost stole her life from me.”

      “How many times since have you regretted that it did not?”

      The mask of composure that he always wore, that I’d never seen him without, fell away, revealing a white-hot fury that bordered on madness. But it was gone so quickly that it was almost a thing imagined.

      Rising to his feet, the Duke d’Angoulême directed his game boards to their stand, then picked up his cane. “I protected Pénélope. Kept her safe. Gave her nearly everything her heart desired, and when I did not, it was because to do so would put her in jeopardy.”

      “You threatened and terrified her,” I spat, furious that he was pretending his actions had anything to do with Pénélope’s welfare. “And it takes more than pretty dresses to make up for a life devoid of love.”

      “Love?” He laughed, and my skin crawled with the bitterness in it. “Tell me, Marc, how well has love served her?”

      Before I could move, his magic lashed around me, binding my legs and arms with such ferocity that I thought they would break, casting aside any doubt over who was the superior power. Magic dragged my hand upward until my gaze was bent upon my bonding marks, the tips having turned black.

      “She is dying because of you,” he said, and I couldn’t hold back my groan of pain as his magic ratcheted tighter.

      “You forced her into it,” I said from between my teeth. “How can you possibly claim to care about her if you’d do this to her? You might as well have slit her throat yourself!”

      “She wasn’t supposed to die, you fool!” He screamed the words into my face, then clamped his teeth shut, taking a second to master his control before repeating in a cool tone, “She wasn’t supposed to die. You were supposed to love her and bond her. And when I finally caught you rallying the half-bloods and turned you over to the King, instead of falling on your sword to protect your cousin’s involvement with the sympathizers, you’d betray him to keep Pénélope safe.”

      I stared at him, refusing to react lest I give him the proof he sought. But my horror at his brilliance made me sick, because what would I have done? Who would I have chosen? I didn’t know.

      As though reading my thoughts, he said, “Pénélope or Tristan? Pénélope or Tristan? The innocent or the politician?” He leaned closer to me. “How unfortunate that we’ll never get to find out.”

      “You could have left her alone,” I said, knowing the words were weak. “Tried to help her survive.”

      “There is no way for her to survive, and no one understands that better than I do,” he replied. “You carved her fate in stone. I merely adjusted my strategy. What you fail to understand, Marc, is that the achievement of great things requires great sacrifices.”

      What I understood was that this was what made him evil. This was what made him far more dangerous than any of us had realized. Not that he cared for nothing, but that he was willing to sacrifice even that which he loved to achieve his ends. “I’d rather achieve nothing than live knowing I’d had a chance to save someone I loved and hadn’t taken it.”

      “I know,” he responded. “And in the end, you will have failed at both.”

      “Why don’t you just kill me and get it over with?” I hissed, trying to cling to my hate when all I felt was the bubbling of guilt rising in my throat.

      “Tempting,” he said. “But the fact of the matter is, to kill you before she died would be mercy. And I want you to suffer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

        
          Pénélope

        

      

    

    
      I knew he was with me without opening my eyes. Might have known, even without the bond, because Marc’s presence was always a comfort to me. A light in the darkness helping me find my way when otherwise I’d be lost. That hadn’t changed.

      And it never would.

      “You came back.” I hadn’t intended to whisper, but my words were no louder than an exhalation.

      He straightened where he sat next to me on the bed, expression full of the alarm that was reflected in my heart. “Did you think I wouldn’t? Pénélope–”

      I squeezed his hand, forestalling him. “I didn’t.”

      But his movement allowed me to see beyond to where Tristan stood in the shadows of the corner, shoulders slumped and hands shoved in his pockets as though he were cold. I met his gaze, and he nodded once, the air around him shimmering with magic, blocking away sound.

      “He won’t leave,” Marc muttered.

      “Good.” I coughed, my throat painfully dry. “You’ll need him.”

      “I don’t–” He broke off, shaking his head with irritation that he could not deny that truth. It was no small relief for me, because I didn’t think I could stand to know that I’d broken their friendship and their camaraderie beyond repair. Still, the irritation couldn’t hide the poisonous weight of his guilt that twisted through my skull. I said, “You’ve spoken with my father.”

      His chin jerked up and down.

      “And he has done the same to you as he has to me: made you feel culpable. Made you feel regret.”

      “Yes.”

      I hadn’t believed it possible to hate my father more. I’d been wrong. Our child was dead, and as though it were not enough that my death was certain and Marc’s nearly so, my father had felt the need to poison what was good. To make us regret all that we had done. To make us feel guilty for each other’s fate. “Damn him,” I whispered. “He twists the truth into the worst sort of lies.”

      “But it isn’t a lie.” Marc’s voice cracked. “He never intended for you to die. If anything… if anything, he intended for you to force me to live if I got caught.”

      Somehow, I’d known that. My father bet on certain things, and while he might have banked his plans on Marc bonding me to save me, he wouldn’t have counted on the twist of fate that saw me pregnant. “In a way,” I said, “that would’ve been worse. For you to have had to choose between my life and Tristan’s. Between my life and your cause.”

      “But you’d be alive,” he said.

      “Alive is not the same as living,” I whispered. “How long until you’d have grown to hate me? And, feeling your emotions every hour of every day, how long until I’d have grown to hate myself? Don’t for a moment believe that our happiness factored into his plans.”

      “I shouldn’t have bonded you.”

      The words were a knife to my gut, which made them a knife to his, and Marc flinched. “I don’t blame you,” I said, digging my nails into my palms. “Yours has always been the greater sacrifice.”

      “Not bonding you would’ve been the sacrifice!” The room trembled, his emotions seeking an outlet in his magic. “You think that I was selfless to bond you, but it was selfishness. All I wanted was to be with you, to live my life with you, and so don’t for one heartbeat believe that I did it solely to save your life. I did it for myself. Because I love you. Because I need you. And because of that, you’re lying here dying.”

      All the hate for my father and what he’d done abruptly rushed from my heart, and it felt to me like the greatest of burdens had been lifted from my shoulders. “You’re right,” I said. “If not for you, I wouldn’t be here at all. Perhaps I’d be dead by my father’s hand. Or more likely, living in fear in my family’s home, suffering his abuse while all hope of a better future was stripped away from me.”

      “But at least you’d have a future.”

      “A future of misery!” The outburst left me gasping for breath. “I’ve been happier in my time with you than in all my life. Because of you, so much of what I dreamed of and hoped for became my reality, and I refuse to regret that. I believe that a short life lived is better than endless years of merely enduring, and given the same circumstances, the same choice, I’d choose you and life and love all over again.”

      Exhaustion fell over me, my magic struggling to repair my broken body, but faltering and failing like fingers that couldn’t quite grasp an elusive bit of sand. My heart fluttered, and it hurt enough that tears flooded my eyes.

      “Pénélope, please don’t leave me.” His voice was strangled and desperate, and his arms wrapped around me, pulling my body against his. I clung to him with what strength I had, my fingers curving around the back of his head as he kissed me, tasting the salt of his tears. Then he pressed his cheek against mine and said, “All my life I’ve loved you. You’re the only one who made me believe that I was good enough as I am. That I was worth wanting. That I wasn’t just a broken thing better off in the shadows. What will I be without you?”

      “Yourself.” It hurt, it hurt. “A man more good and kind and loyal than any I’ve known.”

      “I need you.”

      Maybe he did. But Trollus needed him more. “You have to keep fighting. You cannot let him win.”

      “He already has.”

      His hands shook where they gripped me, and I thought of Guerre, the game of strategy that everyone around me played so masterfully, and in which I’d always been a pawn. But I’d be a pawn no more. “Only the battle,” I whispered, turning my head to look in Tristan’s direction. “The war is yet to come.”

      My vision was filling with blackness, the world falling away, and I wasn’t ready. Wasn’t ready for it to be over. Wasn’t ready to be parted from him. “I’m afraid.”

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said, kissing me gently on the lips. And though I could still feel him, still hear him, the thread binding us together was fraying. Diminishing. “Pénélope, if there’s a place we go in death, I’ll follow you there.” He sounded so distant. So far away. “I’ll find you.”

      Not yet. Not yet.

      “Pénélope, please.”

      “I love you.” I needed him to know that, even as I was falling. Even as the world was fading. I needed that to be my legacy, the one thing he remembered above all else. “I love you. I love you. I

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Tristan

      

    

    
      Marc screamed.

      In my life, I’d seen men injured. Tortured. Killed.

      This was something different.

      This was something worse.

      Grief, in its purest form. The sort that carved into a soul, ruthlessly destroying everything good: love, hope, passion, devotion. Leaving behind only the blackest of emotions to drag one down and down until the slice of a knife, the twist of a neck, or a bullet in the skull seemed like a blessed relief. A mercy.

      I hadn’t known there could be grief like that.

      For all my preparation, it froze me in place in the corner where I lurked.

      He screamed again, her name this time. Dragged her up into his arms. Pénélope’s head lolled back, silver eyes dull and sightless. Even in death, she was lovely. But lovely like an object. A thing. It was an echo of the beauty she’d once possessed, because what had made her her was gone. And even though I had not loved her – had, perhaps, even hated her in the end – the absence of that radiance hurt.

      Marc sobbed into her hair, the sound ragged. His lips were pressed against her ear, and though I couldn’t hear what he said, the intention in them would have been clear even without his hand reaching for the knife concealed in his boot.

      I moved.

      My magic lashed around him, binding his limbs, prying his fingers from Pénélope, the sound of bones snapping and popping out of joint making my stomach twist. Marc didn’t even feel the pain, shrieking only in anguish as Pénélope’s body fell to the floor.

      “Stop,” I said. “Marc, you need to stop this.”

      His face twisted toward me, eyes bloody from capillaries bursting and reforming, his fractured features full of manic hate. “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      He howled, magic rising against mine with a strength I hadn’t known he possessed. Too much, enough that he’d burn out his life, and so I clamped down on it, contained it. Fury spewed from his mouth, a tide of hate. Things I’d thought of myself but never once believed he thought of me. And though I knew it was motivated by her loss, that did not make them less true. “Stop.”

      “Why must it always be your way?” he screamed. “Let me go!”

      “No.”

      Anaïs shouldered past me, falling to her knees and pulling her sister into her arms. “Penny, Penny, no!” She was shaking, face coated with tears. Lifting her face, her gaze latched on mine. “Tristan…”

      A broken plea for me to help her. To make this right.

      But I couldn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, then backed away, dragging Marc with me. Jamming magic into his mouth to silence him, because I was too much of a coward to hear anything more. The twins stood at the doorway, shoulders sagging. “Help her.”

      The corridor was a blur of papered walls and carpet. Of servants staring wide-eyed as I dragged their master down the hall and into what had been his father’s rooms. My hands were shaking and icy, but I tied him to the bed. “I’m not letting you die.”

      He answered me with a gaze full of hate.

      The tool Pénélope had given me lurked in the back of my thoughts, but I was afraid to use it. Afraid of how such power would change our friendship. Whether it would even exist if I did.

      And so my vigil began.

      

      Days passed. Then weeks. Exhaustion like nothing I’d ever known gripped me, the few moments when the twins watched over Marc, or helped force food down his throat, not enough to compensate for the drain of watching his fury fade, his grief return, and then even that disappear along with his will to live.

      My father came once.

      I felt his presence behind me, and if he had told me that I was wasting my time, that my energy was better dedicated to the tree or other ventures, I think I might have tried to kill him where he stood.

      “He has to find within himself the will to live,” he said. “To make him otherwise endure will only have consequences.”

      “I know.”

      “Not everything in this world is within your power to control.”

      I turned to meet his gaze. “Nor yours.”

      His eyes dug into me for a long time, then he nodded and silently left the room.

      My vigil continued.

      

      “He’s not getting any better.”

      Anaïs sat across the bed from me, dressed in black, the lace across her throat eerily similar to the bonding marks on Marc’s fingers. She was different already, I could tell. A ruthlessness simmering around her that hadn’t been there before.

      “I know.”

      “Everyone thinks you should let him go. That to keep him alive like this is cruel.”

      “No.”

      She nodded slowly, then said, “I want to hate him. To blame him for taking her away from me. For killing her.”

      “He didn’t kill her.” My voice rasped against my dry throat, but I was too tired to reach for a glass of water.

      “Yes, he did.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her to leave – that I didn’t have the patience to argue with her, but then she said, “But he was also the only one who let her live.”

      Taking Marc’s hand, she lifted it to regard his blackened bonding marks. “The rest of us thought that what mattered was keeping her wrapped up in a safe little box, protected from anything and anyone who might hurt her. Marc was the only one who saw that setting her free was what she needed. He made her happy.” Her voice cracked, and she scrubbed a hand across her eyes. “For her sake, we need to fight for him, Tristan.”

      “For all our sakes,” I said.

      Anaïs nodded once, then stood, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “Don’t let him die.”

      She left the room, leaving me alone with Marc.

      And I made my decision.

      

      “Marcanthysurum.”

      It had taken all the nerve I had to put voice to his true name, but I was rewarded when, for the first time in weeks, his head lifted, eyes fixing on mine.

      “She told you my name.”

      Betrayal. For a heartbeat, I wondered if Pénélope giving up his name to me would be the straw that broke him beyond repair, but his chest still rose and fell with steady breaths.

      “Marcanthysurum,” I said. “I want you to believe that you gave me your name of your own volition, as a show of loyalty and goodwill, not that Pénélope betrayed your confidence.”

      “That’s not the truth.”

      “I know,” I said. “But I want you to believe it anyway.”

      The hurt painted across his face faded away.

      “Our revolution needs you,” I said, then stopped. Because that wasn’t the real reason why I was doing this. “I need you. You’re my cousin and my best friend. The only person in all the world that I trust, and you… you make me want to be better than I am. And I’m afraid of what it will mean for me to carry on without you. I need you to live.”

      He stared at me, then shook his head.

      Clenching my teeth, I took a deep breath. There could be no other way.

      “Marcanthysurum, I want you to give me your word that you’ll live. That you will not undertake any action for the purpose of ending your life.”

      His shoulders tensed, the muscles in his face standing out in stark relief as he tried to refuse my command. Seconds passed, then minutes, and terror clawed my insides that somehow – impossibly – his will was greater than the power of his true name. Before my eyes, he waged an internal war, the paper on the walls blackening and catching flame from the intensity of the struggle. But in the end, the name won out.

      He gave his promise.

      I released my hold on him.

      And the madness set in.
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      My voice cut off abruptly with a loud sneeze, and I waved away the cloud of dust hanging in front of my face. “Sorry about that,” I said to the old pig watching me from where she lay in the straw. “Shall I try the song again?”

      “Please spare us the torture!”

      I jumped, then saw my sister’s eyes peering between the wooden slats of the stall. “Josette!”

      She oinked like a pig. “Save us from her caterwauling! She sounds worse than an angry tomcat.”

      “I do not!”

      “Do!” She shrieked with laughter and bolted out of the barn.

      “I don’t,” I said to the pig, but she only emitted a world-weary sigh and began chewing absently on a cob of corn. Her brood squirmed around her stomach, each of them fighting for a choice spot. There was one in particular who bullied the rest, knocking his siblings around, and sending the runt toppling until I was sure he didn’t know up from down.

      Setting aside my pitchfork, I picked up the big piglet, ignoring his squeals of protest. Turning him round so we were face to face, I fixed him with a dark look. “No one likes a bully.”

      He shrieked in indignation, jerking his little form from side to side in an attempt to escape back to his gluttony. I focused intently on his pink face. “Sshhh.”

      The pig went silent, dark eyes locked on mine with an almost eerie focus. It gave me the shivers, so I hugged him to my chest and watched as his tiny sibling found a spot and started suckling. My father would say it was wasted effort, but being on the runty side myself, I was sympathetic to the little pig’s plight. I hummed softly to the animals, not quite ready to invite my sister’s mockery with another song.

      My ears caught the faint jingle of a harness and the stomp of hooves against dirt, the sounds making my stomach clench with excitement. She was here! With the piglet still in my arms, I ran to the barn door, eyes watering from the brightness as I peered down the lane.

      “Cécile, put that pig back in its pen and get to work. Those stalls aren’t going to muck themselves.”

      I stiffened, only just catching sight of my father before he led the plow horse around the corner to the fields. The uncharacteristic frown on his face rendered him almost unrecognizable, and he’d been short with everyone since the moment he came down for breakfast. Even though I didn’t entirely understand why, I wasn’t fool enough not to realize what had put a bee in his bonnet. Or, rather, who.

      Returning the piglet to his mother, I retrieved my pitchfork and started work on another stall. I was barely halfway through when my fingers began to twitch, finding their way to my pocket to check for the crinkle of paper after each load I dumped into the wheelbarrow. When I couldn’t stand it any more, I leaned out to make sure my father wasn’t lurking around the corner, then pulled out the piece of parchment. The creases where it was folded were starting to become worn and fuzzy, and it was a bit stained from my grimy fingers.

      Tucking my skirts around my legs, I sat on the floor of the barn and tilted the paper into a dust-filled beam of light, my eyes taking in the few lines. I traced over my mother’s familiar script with one finger, pausing on each of the words I recognized, including my name. I’d made my father read it over and over again until I’d memorized it, and then I’d pocketed the precious article before he could toss it in the fire. It was the only proof I had that my mother was coming to visit us. The fact that it was written on paper made her arrival a certainty rather than a childish hope.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I imagined her reading the words aloud, the sound of her melodic voice in my ear. Dimly, very dimly, I could remember her singing softly to me so that I would fall asleep, the soft touch of her dainty fingers against my hair, and the flowery scent of her perfume drifting across my bed. That had been when we lived in the city, when I was only a little child, and before my father had taken my brother, sister, and me back to Goshawk’s Hollow.

      I hardly saw her after that, only an occasional visit here and there, which, rather than sating me, only made me hungry for more. Two years ago, my father had taken me to Trianon to see her perform. I couldn’t remember the name of the opera, or even what it had been about, but I could picture my mother standing on the stage, her crimson ringlets spilling over her elaborately costumed shoulders, clear as day. The opera house had been full to the brim, or at least it had seemed so to me, and yet the audience had been utterly silent and still, captivated by the sound of her voice. I’d never seen anything like it before or since. When the performance had ended, every single person stood, clapping, cheering, and tossing roses onto the stage, and I had never wanted anything as badly as to be her. Every night since I had dreamed of singing on that stage and curtseying at the end to the roaring accolades of the crowd.

      The letter tore away from my fingertips, and my eyes snapped open in time to see my sister run out of the barn door, the paper clutched in her fist.

      “Josette!” I shrieked, and tore after her.

      We sprinted through the yard, boots splattering mud up against our skirts. I was older, but Joss was taller, and not even the anger flooding my veins was enough fuel to catch her. “Give it back!”

      She only laughed, the sound filling me with a twisted combination of fury and fear. I needed that letter. I had to get it back. Illogical or not, I felt that if I lost the paper where her promise was so carefully inked, the promise would cease to exist at all.

      The dogs ran after us, their barks adding to the cacophony. My father shouted from the distance, but whatever he said was drowned out by all the noise. Josette’s fist was crumpling my letter into a tighter ball with each step she took. At best, she’d hide it from me; at worst… My eyes burned with a frustration I could scarcely explain, my anxiety building like steam in a kettle until it exploded out of my throat. “Joss, stop!” The wind rose, catching the two words and rushing them through the yard. Everything went still.

      The animals fell silent. The dogs stopped chasing. My sister’s legs ceased moving midstride, and she toppled onto the ground.

      I stopped running, my chest heaving in and out as I stared at her still form. “Joss?” What had happened?

      Very slowly, she turned her face to look at me, tears streaking her cheeks. “She isn’t coming, Cécile.” She scrambled to her feet and ran into the house.

      Her words made my stomach clench, but I went after her, barely managing to cut her off before she made it to the stairs. Forced into the kitchen, she scurried over to the far side of the table.

      “What do you girls think you’re doing?” Gran demanded, slamming down the bread dough she was kneading. “You’re tracking mud all over my clean floor, and both of you have chores to do.”

      “Joss took my letter!” I shouted.

      Gran hefted a wooden spoon. “Josette de Troyes, give your sister back her letter.”

      Joss shook her head rapidly, her cheeks flushed red. Why was she doing this? She was going to ruin everything.

      “Give it to me!” I demanded, holding out one hand. It was no wonder our mother never came to see us, why she never invited us into the city. Why would she want to? Why would she waste her time on two muddy, squabbling farm girls in the middle of nowhere when she could be dining nightly with Trianon’s finest? And why wouldn’t my idiot sister understand that if we ever wanted to see her, we had to be better?

      “I won’t.” The vehemence of Joss’s voice startled me out of my silent rant. “Not until you promise to stop watching for her. To quit waiting for her. To quit wanting her in our lives!” Silence hung in the room as we stared each other down, it dawning on me for the first time that maybe my sister didn’t feel the same way about our mother as I did.

      “Why?” I whispered. “Why would I want to forget my own mother? Why would you?”

      Joss’s bottom lip trembled, and with one free hand, she wiped away the tear carving a track in the mud on her face. “Because she forgot about us.”

      My stomach lurched, and my ears filled with a dull roar. Everything seemed far too bright, forcing me to suck in a deep breath to settle my nerves. “She didn’t forget,” I said, forcing the words out through numb lips. “The letter says she’s coming for my birthday. It’s written on the paper in your hands.” Not that she could read it any better than I could.

      Joss’s shoulders shuddered. “Not any more it doesn’t.”

      I gasped as she flung my letter into the fireplace. Shoving the table out of the way, I dived toward the flames, but it was too late. All I could do was watch the paper turn to ash, the sound of a wooden spoon cracking against Joss’s backside barely registering in my ears as Gran berated her for what she had done before sending her out to finish my chores.

      A hot fat tear rolled down the side of my nose, and I scrubbed it away hard enough to make my cheek sting, the stench of pig on my fingers seeming worse than normal. My nails were cut down to the quick, but they still held dirt around the edges, and my palms were thick with callouses. The boots I’d inherited from my brother were crusted with mud, and I could smell farm and sweat rising from my dress. I didn’t feel like I was worth the effort of a trip across a field, much less the hours-long journey from the city.

      Gran’s slippers brushed softly against the floor as she came around the table and sat next to me. Her thin arm wrapped around my shoulder, pulling me close. I resisted for a heartbeat, clinging to the remnants of my anger, but then I gave up and collapsed against her. “She isn’t coming, is she?” The words came out muffled from where my face pressed against her dress.

      I felt rather than heard Gran sigh. “Oh, my sweet girl, there’s no telling what Genevieve will or won’t do. I gave up trying to understand that woman a long time ago.”

      I stiffened. “She isn’t that woman, Gran. She’s my mother.”

      She inhaled deeply, and I waited for her to launch into her usual tirade, but she stayed silent. Which was somehow worse. I’d always thought the warm feeling I got whenever Gran spoke out against my mother came from my righteous satisfaction at being able to defend her, but maybe that wasn’t it at all? Maybe what really fuelled the feeling was Gran’s assurance that it wasn’t our fault and that we deserved better. I bit my lip, wishing Gran would say Genevieve was a terrible mother, that she was selfish, that she wasn’t worthy of children like us.

      But she said nothing at all; she wasn’t even looking at me. Her eyes were fixed on the fire, her normally smiling mouth turned ever so slightly down at the corners.

      My heart began to beat harder in my chest, unease pricking at my skin. “It’s Joss’s fault.” I knew it wasn’t, but I hoped my accusation would provoke her into saying something. “She doesn’t even care.”

      Gran met my gaze and sniffed disparagingly. “Is that what you think?” She shook her head slowly. “Your sister was barely more than a baby when you left Trianon. That city was never a home to her, and Genevieve has never been a mother to her. To your sister, that woman isn’t just a stranger, she’s a stranger who’s slowly pulling apart her family. She took back your brother, and now Joss is afraid she’ll take back you. And you’ve made it very clear to us that that is exactly what you want.”

      I flinched, feeling the slow burn of shame rise on my cheeks, because I knew it was true. I did want to live with my mother in the city. How could I not? How much better a life would it be to live in her big home with new dresses, and servants, and no chores? And there was my most secret wish – the one I had never told anyone – that one day I too might be able to stand on stage and sing to adoring crowds. But now that dream seemed tarnished by selfishness, as though wanting to do something more than slop pigs and milk cows made me a bad sister, a bad granddaughter.

      “I’d come back,” I whispered, as though the option of leaving had already been offered. “It isn’t as though you’d never see me again.”

      “Like your brother has?” Gran raised one eyebrow. “Gone six months and we’ve not seen him once.”

      I grimaced. Had it been so long since Frédéric had left?

      “I know you think living in Trianon with your mother is the only way you’ll be happy. That it will be wonderful, like a dream where you can have everything your heart desires, but I think the reality will be much harder than you believe.” Gran’s eyes searched mine. “I also know that me telling you so is pointless. You’ve always had to find things out yourself, no matter how much the finding caused you grief.”

      I looked away, uncertain whether her words should make me feel proud or foolish.

      “But that’s enough of us sitting here on the floor.” Gran rose to her feet, hauling me to mine with surprising strength. “Today is your birthday, and whether Genevieve comes or not, we’ll still have cake. But I need time to make it.” She shooed me in the direction of the stairs. “Go wash up. Joss will do the rest of your chores so that you can have the afternoon to yourself.”

      

      My free afternoon was only made better by the new dress waiting on my half of the bed that I shared with Joss. It was dark blue wool with yellow daisies embroidered along the collar and down the sleeves. But the best part of it was that the hem reached all the way to my ankles. Pulling it on, I twirled around, imagining how much older and taller I must appear, wishing, in perhaps a not-so-rare moment of vanity, that we owned a looking glass. Racing down the stairs, I skidded on stocking feet into the kitchen.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight.” Gran dusted her hands off on her apron. “Go show your father.”

      Joss was sitting on the front stoop putting a final coat of polish on my boots. She looked over her shoulder when the door shut, her eyes still red from crying. She handed me the boots and I sat down next to her to put them on.

      “I’m sorry ’bout your letter. Gran said I deserved to be fed to the trolls for doing it,” she said, wiping her fingers on her skirts. “I just…”

      “I know,” I said quickly so that she didn’t have to explain. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her tight, pressing my cheek against her blonde hair. “Where’s Papa?”

      “’Round the barn with the Girards.” Josette gave me a sly smile. “You should know, Papa gave me your pony.”

      “What?” I demanded, pulling away. “Why would he do that?”

      Joss’s grin widened and she grabbed my hand. “Come on.”

      Together, we ran across the yard toward the barn. I kept my skirts hauled up with one hand, leaping over the puddles so my boots would stay clean. Going around the side of the old wooden building, we found our father leaning against the fence next to Jérôme Girard. His son Christophe stood a few paces away holding the lead of a beautiful bay mare.

      “Thank you for the dress, Papa,” I shouted, twirling in a circle. When I stopped, I noticed he had a strange expression on his face – not one I’d ever seen before.

      Jérôme took the piece of straw he was chewing out of his mouth. “Spittin’ image of Genevieve. Won’t be long until you have more help around the farm than you know what to do with.”

      I smiled, pleased at the comparison, but my father only grunted. Then he cleared his throat. “You ain’t grown much taller this past year, but it’s still past time you had a proper horse. This mare here’s for you.”

      Shrieking, I grabbed Joss’s hands and we spun in a circle. I threw myself at my father, wrapping my arms around him. “Thank you!”

      He patted me on the shoulder. “You’re a good girl, Cécile, even if you are a fair bit louder than a proper girl should be. Now git off me, you’re going to get your new trappings dirty.”

      My face hurt, but I couldn’t stop smiling. I hugged Jérôme, then went over to where Chris stood with the horse. He was friends with my brother, but I’d barely seen him since Fred left for Trianon.

      “She’s beautiful,” I said, stroking the horse’s shoulder. “What’s her name?”

      “Oh. Well, we call her Cécile’s filly.” He scraped one of his boots across the ground and switched the lead from hand to hand. “I suppose that means you have the naming of her.”

      I held out a hand and the horse snuffled at my palm, looking for treats. “I’ll call her Fleur.”

      “A good name for her, I reckon.” Chris broke off his determined inspection of the ground to meet my gaze for a brief moment. “She’s only just broke, but you can sit on her, if you want.”

      “I do want to. Will you give me a leg up?”

      Taking hold of my knee, he lifted me onto her shiny back. She frisked around for a bit before settling under Chris’s calm hand. He led us out into the yard, and I admired her smooth rolling stride. From up on her back, I could see all around, out past our sprawling farmhouse and barn and into the fields to the forests that carpeted the range, with the exception of the massive sheared-off face of Forsaken Mountain, its fallen half a broken slide of rocks between the range and the ocean shore. Beyond it lay Trianon, the largest city on the Isle, and the center of all my dreams.

      “You like her?”

      Chris’s question tore me out of my thoughts, and I forced a smile onto my face to match those of everyone looking on. “She’s wonderful.”

      Why could I not be content? I had a good home, a loving family, and everything a country girl could possibly want. But logical or not, my mind still burned with the desire to stand on stage and sing. Almost against my will, my head turned, eyes searching the road disappearing into the trees with the hope I might see a carriage coming toward us. But it was empty.

      “Well, we’d best be getting back,” Jérôme said. “Horses won’t feed themselves.”

      I reluctantly slid off Fleur’s back, wishing she were wearing a bridle so that I might gallop off wherever my heart took me.

      “I’ll bring her back when she’s ready,” Chris promised, patting the horse on the neck. “I’ll get her trained up good for you. Then I’ll take you riding.”

      I smiled and nodded, saying all the things I should, but my mind was wrapped up in irritation with itself. Why couldn’t I be satisfied with what I had? Why did I want more when I knew that leaving would hurt those I loved?

      The Girards said their goodbyes, and I silently watched them trot up the road on their horses, Fleur trailing along behind.

      “What do you have planned for the rest of your afternoon?” my father asked. “Your sister said she’s doing the rest of your chores as a birthday gift.”

      I smirked at Joss’s white lie, but didn’t out her. She was chasing my pony around the field in a fruitless attempt to catch him, so I suspected a lot of my chores would be waiting for me the following day. But my amusement didn’t last. I considered the options available to me, including stealing my pony back and riding to town to visit my best friend Sabine, trekking up to the pond to see if I could catch a trout, or sneaking over to the outskirts of the rockslide to see if I could find a glint of gold. On any other day, all three would be appealing, but I was reluctant to undertake anything that would take me away from the farm. What if she came while I was gone? What if she left because I wasn’t waiting?

      My father raised one eyebrow. “Well?”

      “Things,” I replied, hoping my tone suggested I had something better in mind than waiting in the ditch until dusk. Holding up my new long skirts, I started down the road.

      “Cécile!”

      I turned to look over my shoulder at him.

      “She don’t wake much before noon. Will be a few more hours yet before you can expect her.”

      

      I wandered through the forest, always making certain the road was within sight. There was only one way she could pass, and I wasn’t willing to risk missing a moment of her visit. Anticipation kept me moving, and I danced through the trees, singing random notes and attempting to imitate the birds flying overhead. My voice echoed through the woods, and closing my eyes, I imagined how it would sound in a theatre, what it would be like knowing the right songs to sing. What it would feel like having an audience listening.

      Finding a patch of springy moss, I lay down, watching the clouds pass over the treetops through lids that grew heavier as the sun passed over the sky.

      I don’t know how long I slept before the sound of cantering hooves and jingling harness startled me awake. Scrambling to my feet, I tore toward the road, heedless of the branches clutching at my hair and dress. Through the trees, flashes of grey and brown were visible, the carriage moving much faster than was advisable on the rough dirt track. I stumbled out onto the road just after the horses passed, and the coachman gave me an angry glare though none of the animals had spooked.

      “Wait,” I called out.

      But the carriage kept moving. I stood stock-still in the center of the road, certain they would stop. Certain that my mother had seen me or sensed my presence, and that the door would open, one slender hand emerging to beckon me inside. But the horses plowed onward, slowly disappearing into the distance.

      “You been waiting in the bushes all day, im-be-Cécile? Good thing I got here before dark, or the trolls might have snatched you up for dinner. Not that you’d make much of a meal.”

      I turned round to glare up at my older brother, who sat slouched in his saddle. “Hardly. I spent the morning doing your chores.”

      “Aren’t my chores anymore.”

      Fred dropped a stirrup for me and I swung up behind him, cursing my long skirts when they caught. “Bloody stones and sky.”

      “Gran will wash your mouth out twice with soap if she hears you talking that way,” Fred said, starting down the road at a slow walk.

      “You going to tell?” I asked, although I wasn’t really paying attention. The carriage was already out of sight. I dug my heels into the horse’s side, trying to urge it faster, but Fred checked the reins. The animal sidestepped, ears pinned back, so I left off the effort.

      “Nah,” Fred replied. “She’d probably say you’d learnt it from me and wash mine out for good measure.”

      “Probably.” I leaned around him, considering whether I’d be better off hopping down and running on my own two feet. “Could we go a little faster?”

      “Ain’t I good enough company?” Fred turned around and grinned at me. He’d gotten taller in the intervening months, although no wider. Holding onto him was like holding onto a broomstick.

      “Clearly we’re the ones who aren’t good enough company,” I retorted. “You haven’t been back once.”

      The smile slid from his face and he turned back around. “It’s hard to get leave.” His voice was dark, the tone indicating to me that there was more to the story than just an overbearing commander.

      “Maybe they think you’re coddled enough without time off, living with your mother and all,” I teased.

      “I don’t live with her!”

      I flinched, startled by the venom in his voice. “But I thought…”

      “Well, you thought wrong. I live in the barracks now, and frankly, I’d rather sleep on the streets of Pigalle than spend another night under the same roof as her.”

      My chest tightened and a million questions demanding answers sprang to my mind. But before I could say a word, Fred laid the reins to his horse’s shoulders and we were galloping full tilt down the road. I almost toppled off the back, but it wasn’t the first time he’d pulled such a stunt on me so I’d unconsciously been holding on. And anyway, I was far more concerned with the anger he’d directed at our mother than with the prospect of falling off a horse. What had she done?

      As we tore down the lane toward the farm, I leaned around him to get a better look at the carriage. It was stopped. The coachman had secured the reins and was climbing off so he could open the door. My father stood a few paces away from the carriage, shoulders managing to be slumped and tense all at the same time.

      Fred pulled his horse to a sliding stop, spraying mud everywhere and earning a frown from our father. I jumped off before he could push me off, and barely managed to smooth down my skirts over my woolen stockings before she stepped out of the carriage.

      She didn’t look old enough to be my mother. Her skin was pale and smooth against the dark purple velvet of her gown, blue eyes startlingly bright even from paces away. Before the sun had a chance to even kiss her skin, she snapped open a black satin and lace parasol, holding it above her head as she brushed her hair back over her shoulder. With one hand, she lifted up her skirts, revealing high-heeled brocade shoes that were slowly sinking into the mud.

      My father took a few steps toward her, then paused, seeming uncertain of whether she wanted assistance or not. “It’s good to see you, Genny.”

      “I’ve told you not to call me that.” Like my own voice, hers carried well on the air, and I grimaced at her rejection of my father’s familiarity. Seeing them in close proximity, it seemed barely possible they could be acquaintances, much less a pair married fifteen years. My father, the dirty, weatherworn farmer, and my mother, the sparkling opera star. A more incongruous pair I’d never seen. Time changed people, but either one or both of them must have been completely different when they first met. What had they been like, I wondered, and what had made them change?

      “Papa, where’s Joss?”

      Fred’s voice startled me, but my mother’s frowning inspection of her shoes didn’t waver.

      “In the barn brushing the pony, I reckon.”

      “I’ll go get her,” Fred said. “You do want to see Josette, don’t you, Genevieve?” I looked up, surprised to hear him call her so.

      “I’m sure I’ll see her at some point,” she replied, either used to him calling her by name, or not caring that he did. And clearly not caring whether my little sister made an appearance or not. Given everything that had happened today, a dull burn of anger seared through my guts at her casual dismissal of Josette. I snapped my face around, ready to put her in her place, but the full force of my mother’s gaze stopped the words in my throat.

      “My sweet little bird.” She tilted her face slightly to the side, lips blossoming into a smile. “I’ve missed you dreadfully.”

      It was absolutely the most perfect thing she could have said to me. My anger disappeared as though it had never existed, and I started toward her, arms outstretched. But she didn’t mirror the motion, and I ground to a halt. Awkwardly, I lowered my arms and took a step back, aware that both my brother and father were looking anywhere but at us. “I’m going to find Joss,” Fred muttered, dragging his horse toward the barn.

      Of course hugging her would be inappropriate. It was far too familiar. And while I might have started the afternoon off clean, Fred’s horse had left sweat stains on my dress and out of the corner of my eye I could see a twig stuck in my curls. “I missed you too, Mama.”

      Her smile brightened, and with one hand, she reached out to cup my cheek. “My sweet little Cécile.” Her fingers were soft and smelled of flowers. “Come, come. Let us go inside before the sun puts any more freckles on your face. We’ve much to discuss.”

      She took my arm, and I slowly helped her across the yard toward the house, wondering the entire time why she had worn such impractical footwear. No amount of scrubbing would get the mud out of the brocade. I steered her around the puddles, taking small steps so that I wouldn’t splash water onto her skirts, but she didn’t seem to care that she was wrecking her fine things.

      “How was the journey, Mama?” I asked, helping her onto the steps.

      “Dreadful, as always,” she replied, waiting for me to open the door for her. She didn’t bother to knock the worst of the grime off her feet before going inside, and I winced as she tracked mud across the wooden floor.

      Neither she nor Gran acknowledged each other, but that wasn’t anything new. I pulled out a seat for my mother, and only quick action on my part got it back underneath her in time as she sat without looking. Hurrying to the fire, I poured steaming water from the kettle into the teapot, placing the chipped tea service with fresh cream and honey on the table in front of her. I could feel both their eyes on me as I sliced a few thick pieces of the fresh loaf Gran had baked, smeared them with butter I’d churned myself, and put them on the table with the tea. Then I cautiously sat down on the chair between them, careful to cross my ankles properly rather than pulling them up underneath me as was my habit.

      My mother poured the tea for both of us, adding a generous amount of honey to both cups. I didn’t like mine sweet, but I was afraid to argue.

      She took a small sip of the steaming liquid, eyes fixed on me. What important things did she want to talk about? Had something happened? How did it involve me? A thousand questions leapt through my head, but underneath my curiosity, hope was growing.

      “Sing.”

      The demand managed to be expected and surprising at the same time. Tea slopped out of my cup onto my hand, and I had to bite my lip to keep from yelping at the pain. I’d imagined this situation more times than I could count, but now that it was upon me, I had no idea what to do. In my imagination, I’d always known the perfect song to sing, but in reality, I’d never learned anything beyond what we sang at festivals. I cast an imploring look in Gran’s direction, but she only rested her chin on crossed fingers. She wouldn’t help me in this.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I leapt into the song everyone always asked me to sing at dances. It was enthusiastic and joyful, but I barely made it through the first few lines before my mother flung up a hand, choking me off. “Stop. Please stop.” Her brow was creased with a scowl, her eyes cold as the winter sky. “Any talentless wretch could manage that.”

      “I don’t know any others,” I whispered, feeling a tremble in my voice. Do not cry, I screamed at myself. Don’t you dare cry.

      “Why am I not surprised.” She sipped a mouthful of tea. “Cécile, you will repeat after me.”

      She sang a few lines, her voice lovelier than I’d remembered. “Now you.”

      I imitated her, hesitantly at first, but then with more confidence. She’d sing, and I’d repeat, trilling like a songbird mimicking a flute. My father walked in during the middle of it, the smile on his face sad and proud at the same time. I beamed at him while I stretched my voice to match the higher and higher notes my mother sang, meeting each and every one of them. It was the most exquisitely wonderful moment of my life.

      She stopped singing as abruptly as she’d begun. Taking a mouthful of tea, my mother smiled. “Well done, Cécile. Well done.” Then she turned to my father. “I’ll take her when she’s seventeen.”

      “No!” My father looked as surprised as anyone that he’d spoken. “No,” he repeated, more quietly this time. “You ain’t taking her, Genevieve. I need her here. And besides, this here is her home.”

      “She’s wasted here!” There was heat in my mother’s voice.

      My father opened his mouth, looking ready to argue, but she jerked a hand up, cutting him off. “She’s strong, clever, and once she’s grown out of this awkward stage, she’ll be fair enough. And her voice is divine.” Her eyes gleamed. “She’s wasted out here in the country where no one would know talent if it kicked them in the face. I’ll arrange for tutors to come out to Goshawk’s Hollow to teach her – I’ll not have her arriving with the manners of a milk cow.”

      “She knows plenty,” my father retorted. “More than most her age. She can keep house and farm, work the land, and hunt for game. She’ll make a good wife.”

      “As if that’s all she’s good for,” my mother spat, rising to her feet. “Why should she limit herself to becoming a farmer’s wife when she can be so much more?”

      My father went pale. “There was a time you thought becoming a farmer’s wife was a mighty fine thing.”

      “And look how well that turned out!”

      “Enough, both of you!” Gran’s voice filled the kitchen, drowning them both out. “This is Cécile’s decision.”

      The tips of my fingers tingled as I looked from her, to my father, and then to my mother. I was equal parts astonished and terrified to hold my future in my own hands. My mother was offering me everything that I had ever dreamt about on a silver platter, but at what cost? My departure would not only leave my father short-handed on the farm and burden my grandmother with more chores, it would hurt them. Joss, too. I’d be doing exactly what she feared I would – leaving her. They’d think I was choosing my mother over them, when that wasn’t it at all.

      No, a dark little voice whispered inside my head, you’ll be choosing your own selfish desires over the good of your family.

      “It won’t be only music you learn,” my mother said softly. “You’ll learn to read. You’ll have a proper education.”

      I could hear the persuasion in her voice, but it was entirely unnecessary. I already wanted those things – that wasn’t the problem. “The pigs need me,” I said, my voice sounding tight in my own ears because it wasn’t really the pigs I was talking about.

      Nobody said anything for a long time.

      “Don’t make this decision about the pigs,” Gran finally said, and I knew she wasn’t talking about the animals either. She was all but telling me to follow my heart, to do whatever it was that I wanted to do. If only I could be certain what my heart really desired. I wanted to go to Trianon. I wanted to be with my family. But I couldn’t have both.

      Choose.

      I swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Papa,” I whispered. “But I have to know what it’s like.”

      His face tightened, but it seemed like he’d known what my choice would be even before I did. “I’ll make arrangements for the folks you send to stay at the inn,” he said to my mother. Then without another word, he turned around and left. Gran rose and went after him.

      As soon as they were gone, my mother flung her arms around me, squeezing so tight my ribs creaked. Then she kissed me on both cheeks. “You made the right decision, darling. I knew you would.” She unclasped a golden pendant from her neck and fastened it around mine. Leaning down, she whispered in my ear, “Beauty can be created, knowledge learned, but talent can neither be purchased nor taught. And you’ve talent, my dearest girl. When you stand on stage and sing, the whole world will love you.”

      Her words repeated over and over again in my head as I watched her pull back and away from me. “I cannot linger here, my love; I’m needed in Trianon tonight.” A soft laugh erupted from her throat. “I wish I could take you with me now, but it’s better if we wait. You need to be ready so that everything will be perfect.”

      I watched her retreat to her carriage, my mind whirling with elation, fear, and excitement. I had four years to practice. Four years to learn. Four years to prepare.

      And when I turned seventeen, I’d be ready to take on all the world had to offer.
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      Aiden du Chastelier – (ay-DUH(n) doo shah-tel-YAY) Son of the Regent of Trianon.

      Albert – (al-BAIR) One of Cécile’s guards.

      Alexis de Montigny, III – (ah-lehk-SEE dih mohn-ti-NYEE) King of Trollus during The Fall.

      Anaïs d’Angoulême – (ah-nah-EES dah(n)-goo-LEHM) Daughter of the Duke d’Angoulême. Close friend of Tristan, and key member of the sympathizer revolution.

      Anushka – (uh-noosh-kaa) Witch who cursed the trolls to the confines of Trollus after The Fall.

      Catherine – (kah-TREEN) Witch living in the Pigalle district of Trianon. Known by the moniker La Voisin (the neighbor).

      Cécile de Troyes – (seh-SEEL dih trwah) Farm girl from Goshawk’s Hollow destined for the opera stage in Trianon.

      Clarence – (clahr-AH(N)S) Full-blooded troll responsible for Trollus’s illumination.

      Christophe (Chris) Girard – (kree-STAWF zhee-RAHR) Son of a farmer in Goshawk’s Hollow, and friend of Cécile.

      Cogs – (cawgs) Half-blood miner.

      Comtesse Báthory – (coh(n)-tehss bah-toh-REE) Famous murderess and member of the Duke d’Angoulême’s inner circle.

      Comte de Courville – (coh(n)t dih coor-VEEL) Chief advisor to King Thibault. Marc’s father.

      Comtesse de Courville – (coh(n)-tehss dih coor-VEEL) Famous composer and pianist. Marc’s mother.

      Damia, Dowager Duchesse d’Angoulême – (dah-MEE-ah doo-SHESS dah(n)-goo-LEHM) Anaïs and Pénélope’s grandmother.

      Édouard, Duke d’Angoulême – (ay-DWAHR, dook dah(n)-goo-LEHM) Powerful full-blooded troll and extremist known for his distaste of humans and half-bloods. Anaïs and Pénélope’s father.

      Élise – (ay-LEES) Cécile’s half-blood maid.

      Esmeralda – (ez-mer-al-da) Ship captain who does business with Trollus. Élise and Zoé’s human aunt.

      François Bouchard – (frah(n)-SWAH boo-SHAHR) Banker living in Trianon.

      Frédéric (Fred) de Troyes – (fray-day-REEK dih trwah) Cécile’s brother. Second-lieutenant in the Regent of Trianon’s army.

      Fleur – (fluhr) Cécile’s horse.

      Genevieve de Troyes – (zhawn-vee-EHV dih trwah) Cécile’s mother and star of the Trianon Opera.

      ‘Gran’ de Troyes – (grah(n) dih trwah) Cécile’s paternal grandmother.

      Guillaume – (ghee-yoam) One of Cécile’s guards.

      Jérôme Girard – (zhay-ROAM zhee-RAHR) Farmer in Goshawk’s Hollow who does business with Trollus. Christophe’s father.

      Josette de Troyes – (zhoh-SET dih trwah) Cécile’s younger sister.

      Julian – (zhool-yah(n)) Opera singer and ward of Genevieve de Troyes.

      Justine – (zhoos-TEEN) Soprano at the Trianon Opera House.

      Lamia de Montigny – (lah-MEE-ah dih moh(n)-ti-NYEE) Wife of King Alexis de Montigny, III, and Queen of Trollus during The Fall.

      Lessa – (less-A) Half-blood servant in the Angoulême household. Illegitimate daughter of King Thibault de Montigny.

      Lord Lachance – (lah-SHA(N)SS) Advisor to Regent of Trianon.

      Louis de Troyes – (loo-EE dih trwah) Pig farmer in Goshawk’s Hollow. Cécile’s father.

      Luc – (luke) Young man who kidnaps Cécile.

      Madame Delacourte – (de-lah-cohrt) Cécile’s vocal teacher.

      Marc Biron – (mark bee-ROH(N)) Heir to the Comte de Courville. Tristan’s first cousin and closest friend. Leader in the sympathizer revolution.

      Marquis – (mar-KEE) Genevieve de Troyes’s patron.

      Martin – (mar-TAH(N)) Librarian in Trollus’s library.

      Marie du Chastelier – (mah-REE doo shah-tel-YAY) Wife of the Regent of Trianon.

      Matilde de Montigny – (mah-TIL-deh de MON-teh-knee) Queen of Trollus and Tristan’s mother.

      Pénélope d’Angoulême – (pay-nay-LOHP dah(n)-goo-LEHM) Well-regarded artist, and daughter of the Duke d’Angoulême.

      Pierre – (pee-yair) Full-blooded troll scientist who tracks earthshakes and their impact on the magic supporting the rock above Trollus. Tristan’s mentor.

      Regent – (ree-jent) The Regent of Trianon.

      Roland de Montigny – (roll-AH(NG) de MON-teh-knee) Tristan’s younger brother.

      Sabine – (suh-BEEN) Innkeeper’s daughter in Goshawk’s Hollow. Cécile’s best friend

      Souris – (soo-REE) Dog belonging to the witch Catherine.

      Sylvie Gaudin, Duchesse de Feltre – (seel-Vee goh-DAH(N), doo-shess dih fehltr) Seer and conjoined twin of Queen Matilde.

      Thibault de Montigny – (tee-BOH dih mohn-ti-NYEE) King of Trollus and Tristan’s father.

      Tips – (tips) Half-blood miner and leader in the sympathizer revolution.

      Tristan de Montigny – (treess-TUH(N) dih mohn-ti-NYEE) Crown prince of Trollus. Secret leader of the sympathizer revolution.

      Victoria de Gand, Baroness de Louvois – (veek-TOR-ee-ah dih gah(n), bah-ron dih loo-VWAH) One of ‘the twins’. Close friend of Tristan, and a member of the sympathizer revolution.

      Vincent de Gand, Baron de Louvois – (van-sant dih gah(n) bah-ron dih loo-VWAH) One of ‘the twins’. Close friend of Tristan, and a member of the sympathizer revolution.

      Xavier de Montigny, II – (gzah-VYAY dih mohn-ti-NYEE) Known as The Savior. Ascended to the throne at sixteen after Anushka killed his father, Alexis III

      Zoé – (zoh-AY) Cécile’s half-blood maid.
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      The Broken Ones is a story that has been sitting in my head for many years now, because much of it is the history that motivates both the plot and characters of the Malediction Trilogy. For a long time, I thought it was a story that would exist only in my mind, perhaps shared in bits and pieces on the Internet, as the world I’d created came to a conclusion at the end of Warrior Witch. The Malediction Trilogy consumed six years of my life, and when it was finished, I was ready to move on to different projects.

      Or so I thought!

      But once the post-release exhaustion of Warrior Witch had faded, and fans filled my ears with their sadness that the series was over, I found that I was no more willing to let go of the world than they were. There was still a story that needed to be told – a story that would allow readers a greater depth of understanding of why certain characters made the choices they did. And when scenes began to form as vividly as though they were unfolding before my very eyes, I knew it was a story that I was damned and determined to have published.

      To that end, I am more grateful than words can say to my agent, Tamar Rydzinski, who is a pillar of support and bookish wisdom, and who moved swiftly to make my dreams for this little novel a reality. So much thanks to Marc, Phil, Mike, Nick, and Penny – the awesome team at my publisher, Angry Robot – for enthusiastically agreeing to publish the novel, and for putting The Broken Ones on the fast track so that readers could have it as soon as possible. A big thanks, too, to Amanda Rutter, my original acquiring editor, for taking on the editorial while Phil was on sabbatical – the story was so much better for your involvement.

      Of course, none of this would have been possible without the support of my family – Mom, Dad, Nick, Pat, and Steff – who not only helped take care of my kids so I had time to write, but also listened to my whining about how hard it was to work on such a tight deadline. Never mind that I’d inflicted that deadline on myself! The biggest thanks go to Spencer, who never complains about the demands of my career, and who ensures our family eats more than just endless pizza and toast!

      I’m not sure whether to thank my daughters for being a constant source of inspiration and motivation, or to apologize for being the busiest mother ever! But I do hope that as you grow, you’ll see my novels as proof that dreams can become a reality if you work hard enough to achieve them.

      To my dear friend, Elise Kova, a thousand thanks for always being there to lend an ear when I needed to vent or share some exciting news. I have no idea how I functioned without you! I will never stop being grateful to you for empowering me to take charge of my career and to create my own success! You are a bigger inspiration than you know!

      To my readers, especially the bloggers and reviewers who’ve stuck with me from the beginning, thank you for your endless enthusiasm for the world I created. Most especially, thank you to Melissa Robles for your passion for my characters and the endless hours you dedicated to helping me make this novel all we wanted it to be!

      The Broken Ones is the last chapter of Trollus, but I hope you’ll all join me with the new plots and characters that I intend to bring to you in the years to come!
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