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    For all the angry children 
 
    who sing through the darkness. 
 
    We are brighter and more beautiful 
 
    than they can ever know. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Time is a steady march of stories through the darkness. They are a tangle of light and song and tears. The trees bow low and the stars weep. The are endless. They are The Night Parade.  
 
    First comes a story that you already know. The One-day Queen will turn seventeen. She will turn seventeen at the end of a long hot summertime, and then she will be kissed twice. Once by the bite of a spindle upon her finger, and once by the softness of a true love. With the first kiss, she will fall into a sleep deeper than the wine-dark ocean as it stretches across the horizon.  
 
    The fae things tell this story again and again in the dances of their endless procession. They set the scene with shadows. A ballroom made of twirling skirts and tables piled high with tangerines and apricots and bread pastries and lamb. Wine flowing red and sweet. A small brown lump of a babe, swaddled in a satin lined blanket. Her name is wound tight inside her chest, a gift newly received.  
 
    Aurora.  
 
    Lords and Ladies have come from neighboring kingdoms. A Valtinian man bows as he takes the hand of an Amorian maiden. She does not betray the hatred in her eyes as he twirls her under his arm. Her brother died during The Conflict.  
 
    A little Ushakkish girl with a hundred thousand beads in her hair accepts a sweet cake from a woman with eyes blue as death, and pretends not to remember the slave ships that came in the night.  
 
    This is peace. 
 
    And the baby, snug in the arms of her mother as the lords present their gifts. A golden rattle. A diamond necklace. A bottle of wine that will grow sweeter and stronger as she does and mark her seventeenth birthday with a stain upon her lips. 
 
    The father stands beside his wife. Their marriage was a marriage between nations. A threat. A dead diplomat. A raised fist. A siege. A treaty and a vow and a kiss and a painful wedding night and a childbirth. She is subjugated. 
 
    His God, the new God, is raised like a song by a man in white as he blesses her child. Her own god is not welcome here, in the place where she was born. Her god has no face to etch bearded and smiling into chapels, no name to call in worship. They are not a god, really. They are more. They are the spirit of a place that is flipped over onto its back. 
 
    Still, she would have worshipped. She would have smeared honey over her daughter’s eyelids and pressed gold and iron into her hands. She would have carried her into the forest until she found a place where the veil between worlds grew thin as a spider’s silk, and she would have prayed to her nameless god of the Nether. 
 
    No more and no longer. She is a defeated kingdom, bleeding under the foreign rule that shares her bed.  
 
    They are angry, her Nameless One of a Nameless Place. They are angry and so are their children–their children who raise their fists in rebellion to this subjugation, this unholy matrimony, this troubling conclusion to troubling times.  
 
    They come uninvited, the fae children with Nether on their tongues. Because the babe is small and dark and crying as a handmaiden takes her up in her arms and shields her with a blanket, but she is the blood of the conquerer as much as she is the blood of the conquered. And the Nether with their hundred animal eyes and blackened wings would not see her eat the fields and forests and children as her father had with his fire and steel.  
 
    They would have killed her. The Nether cursed The One-day Queen to grow up as kind or cruel as she pleased, and then it–they–would have had her prick her finger on a spindle and fall cold and still as the razed fields. Forever. 
 
    They would have, if her mother’s handmaiden had not saved her that morning with honey and iron, hand in hand at the edge of the forest. The Veil had not been thin and the Nether had been far, but she had been consecrated.  
 
    And so the Nether wove one kindness into the fate of the One-day Queen and set it upon her small head like a crown. 
 
    With a second kiss from one who loved her dearly, she would wake up to a world that might have changed by a day or a hundred years.  
 
    The nameless god does not give away their secrets. They do not share the hopes and dreams of an aching land. They only lay their curse and hope that one day their children will grow wild and free under the hands of the Golden King who is fated to come. 
 
    The baby clutches at her handmaiden’s necklace as the fae dance back between the shadows and through the veil, her small fingers caressing the smooth metal. She does not yet know that she is not a person in the way she is supposed to be. But that is for later. 
 
    Now, all will be good. All will be gold. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
    Autumn was coming. Aurora could smell it on the wings of distant rain as she leaned out of her window to watch the road that wound up the mountain to the palace. The leaves would not brown and snow would not fall, but autumn would still come. Quietly. The velvet season, when Amory was given its soft relief from sweltering sun, and all the world stayed green. All but the fruit which would no longer ripen on the vine. 
 
    Silence was loud. It was deafening. Her strings were a hush, a reverberating stillness that hummed through the wood of her cavaquinho as she cradled it to her chest. Her little guitar was the quietest thing in the world. 
 
    If she were any other girl of meat and matter, her cavaquinho might be a miracle in her hands. The chords would not bite at her fingers, and the notes she played would not be stilted by the soreness of her arms.  
 
    She had seen court musicians play with hands light and smiles bright, magic easing the sting of string and the tire of time.  
 
    Magic was a clever thing, eating up the achings of humanity. Even those who never learned to call it would feel it easing the scraping of palms and the skinning of knees, blotting away pain as much as it could.  
 
    The song she played was a cheerful one, full of quick changes and rapidness. Aurora resisted the urge to stop, to suck upon the red blister at the tip of her index finger. It smarted. It would heal in days and weeks, in the night and by nothing but the way of her flesh. Nothing blessed would wick it away.  
 
    Magic was as automatic as the workings of the lungs; a muscle that could wane and wax. It was an unseen and an always. It was what made a person, the beyond to blood and bone. Poor, rich, beautiful, ugly. Everyone had it, though not all had the money to purchase an education in using it.  
 
    Everyone had it, except for Aurora. 
 
    She did not know the instinctive magic that belonged even to peasants and farmers, golden upon sunbaked skin as it healed all the little markings of life. She was eons from the refined uses of magic taught to noble children at The Cecilia School. 
 
    No, not eons. An eon was a distance, a passage, something that could be crossed in the hypotheticals of the mind.  
 
    She and magic did not run the same course in the circles of time. There was no chasm she could fathom, no wall she could breach. There was simply an impossibility.  
 
    Her cavaquinho nipped again at her fingers. Still she played, coaxing a melody from the difficult thing. A piano would not have bitten her so, would not have left traces of her lacking written in red upon her hands. But then a piano would not have been so sweet, would not have made her think of minstrels in gold painted tunics and rhinestone decorated masks, gliding through the palace while she clung to Imelda’s hand and danced childishly to the music.  
 
    A piano would have been nothing but a hollow plea for approval. It would not have given her the warmth of wood, the fondness that came to life inside her cavaquinho.  
 
    The low clicking of gears spun by magic drifted up from below her and her guitar’s last note hung in the air like the promise of autumn rain.  
 
    The coach was black, painted to match the shadowed in-betweens of the forest and the flicker of a raven’s wings. Only a select few people could come and go in a coach like that–a coach painted the color of magic and royalty. Aurora had been waiting beside windows since she noticed it missing a week ago. 
 
    Wheels hit the cobblestones of the foyer and the clicking was eaten by the rattling. Even that clumsy little car, charmed years or decades ago, had more magic than she did. Aurora watched a steward emerge as it halted, bright yellow tunic clinging to his back in the heat. Behind him followed a face that Aurora knew well–Iman, the ward brother of her fiancé and a trained kingsman. His gloved hand rested upon the pommel of the sword at his hip.  
 
    He smiled, teeth stark against his midnight dark skin as he helped a girl down from the coach. Aurora set down her cavaquinho on the windowsill, leaning forwards. 
 
    The girl was not wearing black. Aurora waited for someone else to step out. No one did. She grit her teeth in frustration at having been in anticipation for nothing. Iman should have known better than to use the Royal Magician’s carriage to impress some girl from town and make Xiomara jealous.  
 
    Granted, the girl did not look impressed. There was a rawness about her face, and Aurora suspected that if she were down in the foyer, she would see tear tracks upon her cheeks. She was pale, but not from fear. Her skin was mottled in a way Aurora had never seen before, with patches as white as a Valtinian’s in some places and as toned as an Amorian’s in others. Aurora would have guessed it was an illness, but there was a naturalness about it that drove the thought away. 
 
    The steward unwound the mechanism inside the coach and pulled it away. 
 
    Aurora picked up her cavaquinho, strumming it idly as she turned her gaze to the sky. The petals of an orange flower drifted across the lazy blue. She did not know why she was disappointed. 
 
    She should not have been so hopeful.  
 
    Her attention was dragged back down when Iman bowed low. Her father’s boots sounded sharp against the pavement. She had not noticed him approaching, despite how the solemn pallor of his fine Valtinian clothes made him stand out against the ecstatic colors of the fresco adorned castle and the lushness of the forest as it wrapped around the mountain on all sides. 
 
    The girl curtseyed clumsily. That, paired with the cheap cotton of her cornflower blue dress confirmed Aurora’s suspicions about her status. But the King extended a hand to the girl, and she pressed her lips to his crested ring, and if he commented on her attire or lack of elegance, Aurora did not hear him.  
 
    It was almost impressive, how well he feigned respect for a peasant. She had never seen him engage in this charade with anyone but members of his council and travelled diplomats.  
 
    And then her father drew a cloth pouch from his coat pocket and set it in the girl’s hand. Her hair was falling out of her ponytail in long, rusting red tendrils. Aurora watched her turn the pouch over into her palm and slide on the crested ring. 
 
    Aurora knew that if she were beside them in the foyer, she would see the crest of the Royal Magician upon that ring. A single red rose on a field of darkness. The only crest that came from an appointed position instead of blood. So much plainer than the twisting spindle flowers and stark bones of her mother’s crest. So much more delicate than the simple gold crown and blue field of her father. 
 
    But for the plainness of the girl and the plainness of the ring Aurora knew sat upon her finger, they still did not make a sensical picture. 
 
    The last Royal Magician had died nearly half a year ago, and he had been old. Old and learned, an alumni of The Cecilia School which sat white as teeth at the bottom of the mountain. This girl looked barely old enough to have attended any sort of school for magic, and far too poor to afford it. 
 
    Aurora turned away from the window, dropping her cavaquinho onto a chaise where it bounced lightly upon the cushioning. She would need to let her fingers rest if they expected her to write her own requiem. 
 
    This girl could not save her. Her father knew it. Perhaps the girl knew it. Aurora hoped that her mother did not know it, and she hoped that if she did, she was sad for it.  
 
    She paced circles in the sitting room of her tower apartments. They had given up. Or rather, her mother had, if she had let this happen. Her father’s interests were not so neatly aligned with hers.  
 
    She wanted to slice her fingers to bits against the strings of her little guitar. That would release a bit of the unpleasantness lurking under her skin.  
 
    Maybe there would be a miracle. Maybe her skin would sew itself back together, and she would have her magic after all. It was something she had dreamed a thousand times as a little girl. 
 
    She sat heavily, eyeing her cavaquinho where it sat innocently across from her. Keeping that fantasy unstained by bitterness was as impossible as doing magic in the first place.  
 
    Someone rapped their knuckles against the thick wood of her door. Aurora paused for a moment, hopeful that they might leave.  
 
    “Alright. Come in.”  
 
    Imelda peered around the door, a smile gracing her aging face as she saw the princess. Aurora was glad she had not left.  
 
    “Your highness. Your uncle says you are late for your lessons.” 
 
    Aurora pushed herself upright, managing to keep the grimace from her face. It was not like her to be late. Imelda saw it, anyways. She always did.  
 
    “Your hair is all out of order.” 
 
    “Oh.” Aurora stopped her hand in an aborted movement to touch her head. With magic, she might have been able to make her hair comb and braid itself. Her mother could have. 
 
    Imelda used her hands as she smoothed down her hair, twisting it back and fixing it in place with a lace and gold headband. Aurora wondered if Imelda thought her lazy for never doing magic. As far as her handmaiden knew, Aurora should have been able to do her hair into a hundred twisting braids with just the flick of her wrist. 
 
    Of course, Imelda would never say that. She had been doing hair and pressing clothes and cleaning scrapes since back before any child could have had the faintest grasp of their magic. It had simply never changed, even once Aurora started leaving for her lessons every day.  
 
    Her uncle was a tired man, despite his relative youth. He was slumped forwards on the velveteen sofa of his study, his bad right arm hanging numbly so that his fingers almost brushed the floor. Nerve damage from an explosion during the height of The Conflict. If they had won, he would have been a war hero. 
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    He shifted, as though noticing her for the first time. Perhaps he had. With his left hand he had been scribbling something on the papers spread across the low table. 
 
    “Beauty. You’re a little bit late.” 
 
    That was what he called her sometimes, when he was in a good mood and forgot that he did not love her. It made her feel like satin growing warm in the sunlight. 
 
    “I’m sorry, uncle.”  
 
    “No matter. Have you locked the door?” 
 
    She nodded firmly, taking her seat delicately across from him. She had never once forgotten to lock the door of her uncle’s study during her lessons.  
 
    “Excellent. Would you like to read on Cathroastrian scriptures or the court system, today?” 
 
    They were both a farce. She would never travel the world or preside over her father’s council. But it was better to learn something–anything–than it was to simply sit in silence while they pretended to work on her magic.  
 
    “The court system, please.” She was well past sick of clasping her hands in prayer to the Cathroastrian god who had been brought to them with fire and steel, and she knew that her uncle was sick of having to make her. 
 
    “Of course.” He dug through his stack of papers, finally pulling out the one he wanted. Without another hand to stabilize the pile, it cascaded across the table. He did not seem to notice.  
 
    “See, here is a chart with the jurisdictions…town court houses and then providence court and of course you know The High Council–” 
 
    “I already know this.” 
 
    Her father might have struck her across the face for that. Her uncle chuckled, and it almost reached his eyes.  
 
    “Of course you do. You’re a bright girl. What in particular do you want to know about?” 
 
    Her hesitation spoke for her. 
 
    “Ah. Well, no matter. Not all things can hold your interest. If you would like to focus on another subject, for now…” 
 
    She ran the pads of her fingers over the lace detailing of her dress. They burned. She wished she had magic. Every peasant in the fields had some magic. Every peasant and every serving woman and every person who had ever breathed. 
 
    The people of the streets and cities did not know that Imelda charmed her hair into complex configurations and that her uncle cast her white parade carriage to be light as a feather. They did not know that they were better than her. More human than her. 
 
    The people needed magic in a Queen, and so four people in all the world knew that Aurora had none. Her father, her mother, and her uncle. And Aurora, who looked in the mirror and saw the nothingness in her eyes. She could have been made of clay. 
 
    But that was one subject she could not ask after. Not for his sake but for her own. She had done that dance–the one of trying, hoping, praying, failing. She imagined she would walk that path a hundred times before the end of her life, quick as it would come; she had no wish to do it one hundred and one times.  
 
    No, she would ask after something else. Something less desperately close to her heart.  
 
    “There is a new Royal Magician.” 
 
    “That hardly relates to a field of intellectual pursuit.” 
 
    “Every field is one of intellectual pursuit if you are curious enough. Did my father choose her?” 
 
    “Who else would have?” 
 
    “Does my mother know?” 
 
    “She knew your father had found a new one. She did not know how slim the pickings must have been for us to have this one.” 
 
    “She looks younger than me.” 
 
    “She’s several months older, I believe.” 
 
    “He’s doing this on purpose. He won’t have a Royal Magician who might actually break my curse.” 
 
    “You cannot just be realizing this.” 
 
    She shook her head and a stray lock of hair fell into her face. Her uncle’s aged and gentle hand pushed it away. “I just hadn’t said it out loud.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing. It is easier if he thinks you are stupid.” 
 
    Tap Tap. A raven’s beak drummed against the glass of the study window. Her uncle moved as if to stand, only to wince and lean back into the sofa.  
 
    “Would you let her in?” 
 
    Aurora hurried across the room to fling the window open. It still smelled like rain. The raven ruffled its feathers as it hopped into the room and flapped to the floor. Aurora laughed despite herself, holding out an arm for the bird. It declined, instead meandering its way to her uncle while pecking at the tiled floor. 
 
    “I do wish you had come to see me in person.” 
 
    It cocked its head to the side and Aurora imagined the response Xiomara would have given if she could speak through its throat as she saw through its eyes: And waste so much time by walking? You do flatter yourself, father dear. 
 
    He waved a hand as though dismissing the unspoken barb. “Lord Grimm has his soldiers collecting something in the forest. See what it is. It would be good news for us all if they had finally caught The Beast.” 
 
    Aurora shivered at the mention. Rich and poor, Valtinian or Amorian, slave or free man, all feared The Beast who walked the farms at night, devouring enough crops to feed a thousand men. They said it was made of bone and hunger and death, with a shadow for a soul in the place of magic’s spark.  
 
    The raven cawed, and it was a grotesque sound. Her cousin was gentle with the animals whose eyes and wings she borrowed, but she did not abide by the laws of their forests and skies, and she could not imitate their calls. 
 
    Aurora watched the raven launch itself back into the vault of the sky and sail away, black feathers glinting in the sun. 
 
    Xiomara’s magic always took her breath away. 
 
    Aurora supposed she must look something close to a girl with a heart and a soul. The servants and nobles and councilmen all thought she was woven through and through with magic. But she would never fool herself, and she would never fool her mother and father.  
 
    “I’m sorry for the distraction, Beauty. What is it we were discussing?” 
 
    Aurora did not remember much of her lesson when she left. It was nothing but geography. Where’s the Valtinian border? Name that sad village that they bombed one sweet bright twilight, when mothers cried as they saw what arced down across the sky. Where is the field where your father took his righteous blade and put it through your grandfather’s chest? 
 
    The floor was warm under her feet. She could feel it through her shoes as she ascended the stairs. She wondered which way she would run, if someone discovered her for a being bereft of magic. Would she tear up these same steps, only to find herself teetering at the edge, only a parapet between herself and the long fall to the courtyard below? 
 
    If the people knew that their princess had no soul, they would tear her to pieces. Perhaps she would run; perhaps she would escape. She was not certain that she would try. They would have her stoned to death, outcast, left to starve in the forest. 
 
    The crown was crafted from magic and the love of the people. It was not made for a sawdust girl. All of Amory pulsed with magic like the beating of a great clay and glass heart. Aurora could see the capitol, Sentra, sprawling beneath the mountain, minuscule and pastel in the sea of plant life that covered the land. When she turned and narrowed her eyes into the wind, she could see the vastness of the Armatian Ocean on the horizon. 
 
    She stood behind the parapet, her slippered toes curling against the yellow painted stone. She balanced herself with her arms outstretched, as if ready to be strung up upon a cross. At sixteen, she was beautiful. 
 
    That was what Imelda and Xiomara and Uncle said, at least. They said her brown skin was as smooth as her grandmother’s once was, that her long dark hair and thick brows made her a classic Amorian beauty. Aurora did not need to be a prodigy to understand that this was another way to say she was ugly in the eyes of the fair featured nobles who made up the new Valtinian power.  
 
    Her mother told the same tale of shortcoming; Aurora wasn’t slim enough. That was the story she visited most frequently when she considered her reflection. 
 
    She looked down at the people of the courtyard. Her shadow was minuscule on the mosaic six stories below–yet she still never could have looked skinny. From up high, she could see the full pattern of the glittering tiles that servants scurried across like mice. A great twisting scene of eucalyptus trees and pale purple skies full of stars. The Nether. She wondered if her father had ever seen it from here, and then she did not wonder anymore. If he had, the tiles would have been pried up one by one until nothing but naked concrete was left.  
 
    Aurora liked to watch people because it meant that they weren’t watching her. If people weren’t watching her, they wouldn’t see how ordinary she was. How less than ordinary she was. 
 
    A group of maids sat around the fountain, wringing out linens. Their own clothes, not the robes of silk and chiffon that belonged to those of noble blood. She imagined they would get cuffed across the ears if they dared to wash those in a fountain. Their hands were dark and wrinkled from the sun. 
 
    They were most likely gossiping. The lowborn loved gossip. The upper class did as well, but they had to pretend otherwise. Aurora was more often a subject of gossip than a participant in it. There were not many young people her age who frequented the castle, and even fewer that she was free to associate with.  
 
    There was only one whose company she never tired of. Her cousin was witty and sharp, slender and magical in the way that Aurora was supposed to be. Xiomara had been her playmate since before she could walk.  
 
    But the older girl had magic–magic and money and high blood, a combination which meant she belonged at The Cecilia School, learning how to bring magic past her fingertips while Aurora stayed rotting away in the castle, pretending to be doing the exact same thing.  
 
    Xiomara would have been able to hear what the lowborn in the courtyard were saying. She had mastered the art of pushing her magic into other, baser beings, a talent as rare as it was fantastic. She could have listened to them as a lazy butterfly or a bright young sparrow. She could have drunk up their secrets like she drank sweet wine.  
 
    The walls were yellow here, hot and bright with chunks of sunlight even as vines creeped up the walls. Aurora retreated from the ledge and leaned back against one, letting her mind wander.  
 
    If magic was a thing that could be eaten, she would pry it up from the earth and gorge herself until her insides were like sunshine. 
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
    The Night Parade dances on. You do not know the story that comes next. A woman sits beside a cradle, her head bowed in prayer. Her child will not survive the night. His body is too small and his heart is too weak. He was not all the way made, not fully formed when he came early as an evening star into the world.  
 
    He has not cried, not once through these painful hours.  
 
    If she had the strength to stand, she would pick up her baby and walk away from this place. She would walk until her feet were roots and her legs were tree trunks and the Nether accepted her into its violet embrace.  
 
    But she does not have the strength to stand. She does not even have the strength to rise from her knees and crawl back into the bed she dragged herself from. She wonders if she will die here. She knows that he will. Either way, she only has a few moments to memorize. 
 
    His hair–it is black as a spill of ink. No, she cannot forget the way it curls just slightly around his ears. His eyes have not opened well enough for her to see the exact shape of them, but she can tell that they are brown. A handsome color. His skin, so soft and fragile. Not as dark as her own, but that is because he is an infant. He has not felt the heat of the summer sun, and he never will. He will never be anything but an infant, and then he will be dead. 
 
    She cannot forget the way he clings to her index finger, even as her hands shake. She cannot forget anything but oh, she will. She may have hours and she may have seconds but neither will give her enough time to know every detail of her baby boy.  
 
    Her husband is sleeping–or perhaps drinking–in another room. He turned away, when he saw the blood and heard the awful quiet. He will never hold his child, never kiss his forehead. What an unimaginable privilege is bestowed upon fathers, their ability to turn away.  
 
    Tilda wishes she could do anything but kneel with the tiles of the floor digging into her skin. 
 
    “He’s dying,” says the black eyed thing that crept through the window at some time after the tragic birth and before the young death that hurtles towards the nursery. “I’ll give you a new one, if you like.”  
 
    The fae boy is old as dust when she looks into his eyes, yet his body is spry as a child’s. He stands crooked, a bundle clutched close to his chest. Through the curtains of shadow and grief, she can see small hands tugging at the strange and flimsy silk that drapes over his shoulders and falls around his knees.  
 
    Another baby–one that is not really a baby at all. She does not know what it is. It scares her, stills her to the bone with quiet terror. She squeezes her eyes shut. The other child is making all the small noises that her darling dead one cannot.  
 
    Soon to be dead. He is not dead, yet. She can feel the life slipping away from him, his breath straining, his pulse weakening. 
 
    “We won’t take a dead one. Trade with us now or never at all.” 
 
    He walks towards her and sweet Nether damn her forever, she holds out her arms for the strange baby who is not sucking in his last breath.  
 
    She looks down at him, and he is the same baby who is lying in the elder wood cradle. The same, but with a heart that does not falter and lungs that do not stutter and a body that is strong enough to support the raw vitality of him. Anyone but a mother might have thought they were perfectly the same, the new one a superior mirror of her own. But she is a mother, and so she sees. She sees the inhumanness inside the thing at her breast.  
 
    She finds the strength to stand, taking a halting step towards the cradle. Empty. Empty and the fae boy is gone with her darling dying one, the moon-white curtains fanning out around the open window. The night is cold and her skin prickles with it.  
 
    She puts the not-baby in the cradle and she walks away, past the bedroom she can hear her husband moving about in. She is too tired to make herself love him, tonight. Instead she wanders the halls of her home until she finds some remote sofa to collapse onto. She does not yet know that she will be made of grief and regret by morning time. There is nothing else for her to do. She does not know this story, either.               
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
  
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
    The soldiers rode from the Grimm Keep, the woods reaching out to brush along the flanks of their horses as they passed. A raven drifted lazily in their wake, eyes black and hungry.  
 
    When Xo pretended to be a bird, she was always watching the forest. It was a dangerous game, with The Beast lurking in the shadows, but she could not help but be drawn to it. In another life, where her father was not crippled and her mother was not killed in a raid, she would have come here to pray with them, gold and iron in her fists. 
 
    The veil grew thinnest in the forest, the Nether drawing nearer and nearer. A god and a place all in one, whispering at the edges of the world. To her and the people of Amory, it was sacred.  
 
    The soldiers halted on their winding path, their horses snorting and stomping at the earth. She could tell from her place in the sky that they were kingsmen–the specially trained branch of soldiers that Lord Grimm usually had policing the streets under the King’s command. Xiomara circled lower on wings that felt her own.  
 
    The raven came to rest on the branch of a cork tree, watching the soldiers approach something lithe and angular, motionless in the thick growth of the forest floor.  
 
    Xiomara hopped down from the cork tree to land beside the thing as the soldiers approached, hunting nets spread wide. It moved, regarding them with something between curiosity and disdain. 
 
    And it was not a thing at all, because it was a person. Xiomara realized that it was a person, and so it ceased to be an ‘it’ and begun to be a ‘they.’ A further evolution may have advanced it to a ‘he’ or a ‘she,’ but such an evolution never occurred. 
 
    Xiomara had never seen a strangeling before, but she was sure that this must be what they looked like, if they looked like any one thing at all. Their figure was too slight to be a man’s, their chest too flat to be a woman’s. They had a Zalmish cast to their features, delicate rather than grotesque, as strangelings were said to be, but they were not male and not female, which may have categorized them as such by the old men who wrote out the meanings of words. 
 
    She settled on their knee. There was something disconcerting about the manner in which they occupied space and time. They were too quick, even in their littlest motions. Slender fingers carded through her feathers. She would have been bothered if they had not done it so gently, and if she was not accustomed to the gesture from Aurora, Iman and Corey. 
 
    She flapped away as the soldiers dragged them up from the ground and bound them in hunting rope and netting. They were cruel in their movements, grabbing slight wrists harshly and binding them so tightly that they bled. The strangeling did not struggle, even as their knees scraped open against the earth and they were dragged back towards the horses. 
 
    Xo wondered what crime could warrant such treatment. Was it the crime of dissent? The crime they called false worship? Or perhaps the crime of existing as something so inherently deviant, so naturally queer. 
 
    Strangelings–people were not quite biologically male or female–were generally categorized with conjoined twins and dwarfs as freak show attractions, or else fetishized and confined to brothels. In school she had heard them called intersex, but strangeling remained the more common word. The world learned slowly, and they were still bracketed in as sinners alongside homosexuals and transgender folks.  
 
    “…The Keep,” a soldier grunted as he swung himself onto his horse. That was interesting. Criminals were supposed to be taken to the palace and held until trial. 
 
    Someone pinched Xo’s arm–lightly, but well enough to grab her attention–and she was not pretending to be a bird, anymore. She was sitting at a desk in The Cecilia School while another student finished stumbling through an answer. 
 
    Xiomara adjusted her grip on her pen, turning a disapproving glance towards the boy beside her. He rolled his eyes, subtly jabbing his pen towards Professor Black, who had selected a student sitting dangerously close to Xo to answer the next question. She could have thanked him for the warning, but elected not to. It would have pleased him too much.  
 
    Corey waited until the student had reached the podium and begun their demonstration before leaning closer. “Where were you?”  
 
    “Screwing your mother,” she hissed. 
 
    He wrinkled his nose. There was a bruise upon his jaw, purpling his brown skin. She had seen him get it, perched on a rafter and borrowing the eyes of a magpie. “She’s out of your league. Where were you, really? Stalking my brother? He’d be in Cathroastrian Scriptures about now. His favorite, I’ll bet.” 
 
    Corey was one of the few people aside from her father and the Queen who knew of her gift for putting her magic into living things other than herself. It was a rare skill, and one that was all the more useful in secrecy. She could not recall the number of times her father or aunt had had her eavesdrop on a meeting, a session of The High Council, or even the King. 
 
    “In the forest. My father wanted me to look at something, there.” 
 
    “See any hideous monsters?” 
 
    “Aside from you?” 
 
    “Ha ha,” he intoned. “I meant aside from in the mirror.” 
 
    She laughed just a little too loudly. The professor caught her eye and she looked away. Class continued. Class continued, and so class eventually ended. 
 
    She chatted idly with a few of the other girls as she gathered her things to leave, catching Corey before he could vanish.  
 
    “Hey. I need to go to your house.” 
 
    “Sure. Why, though?” 
 
    He said it casually, but she could hear the creeping fear behind it. She did not like to make things more difficult for him than they usually were, but her curiosity had been piqued. That, and her her father would want the information. 
 
    “Your father’s men found something in the forest. I need to see.” 
 
    He nodded, holding the door open for her as they stepped outside. Xiomara could not wait for the coming autumn. The sun beat down savagely, making walking in their black uniforms into a chore.  
 
    “Just don’t be loud. She’s having a bit of an episode.” 
 
    “Thinks you’re her brother, again?” 
 
    “Thinks I’m dead. Again.” 
 
    Xiomara hummed sympathetically. She would have slung an arm across his shoulders if he didn’t tower over her. Corey’s mother was mad as anything and everyone knew it. Instead, she settled for ramming her shoulder into his side, making him stagger and give a startled laugh. 
 
    “Cielste, you’re an ass.” 
 
    “How dare you call our Lord an ass.”  
 
    He rolled his eyes, shoving at her shoulder playfully. “I meant you, but it can apply to him. Don’t the Valtinians say he ate the first men?” 
 
    Xo enjoyed the easy banter they shared as two young people made to pay homage to another’s god, but still her eyes darted around reflexively. They were noble, but being noble didn’t do you much good if a scandalized kingsmen struck you down in the street. It only meant he got hung, afterwards.  
 
    “Dumbass. That was only so he could puke up the first women. Don’t you pay any attention in Scriptures?” 
 
    Corey shucked off his jacket, slinging it over his shoulder as he tugged at his tie until it hung loose at his collar.  
 
    “You know I don’t, and that’s fucking gross. Why is it so hot?” 
 
    “You sick fuck.” 
 
    “I meant the sun–” 
 
    “Of course you did, dear. Don’t let Aurora know you think the tale of woman’s creation is hot or she’ll stop letting you buy her things.” 
 
    “I do not, and you’re the gross one for thinking that’s what I meant. Also, Aurora is my fiancé for two reasons and neither of those are my Cathroastrian sensibilities.” 
 
    “Let me guess: your charming looks and your vast intellect.” 
 
    “No. It’s clearly my charming good looks and the fact that her mother told her so.” 
 
    “I should have guessed. We turn here, right?” 
 
    “No, the next one.” 
 
    The streets of Sentra were narrow and winding, lined with slender buildings all leaning into each other, distinct only by their bright colors. Orange so bright she could taste it, blue purer than the sky, pink like a pastry’s icing, yellow like the heat of summer. They were all three stories or taller, laundry hanging from balconies and clotheslines overhead.  
 
    A few blocks over, Xo could hear the cacophony of the marketplace, made up of women hollering for fish and men calling out the names of spices. Carts and coaches rattled and clicked over the pavement. To the north, she could see how the streets below them, further from the base of the mountain, grew slimmer and shabbier. She had never walked the truly nasty parts of the city herself, but she had seen them through the eyes of rats and roaches.  
 
    The Grimm Keep was in the wealthier district, only a short walk from The Cecilia School. Even if it was more than a stroll, they most likely would have had to walk. Corey had his own private coach but he hated to drive it, and to take a taxi every day would be excessive, even for them.  
 
    The Keep was set apart from the other buildings, formidable at the centre of the square. It was a dark blue building with gold trims, rising high above the shops and inns that surrounded it. Two barracks lay low to the earth behind it. Kingsmen milled about the square, intermingling with the mundane middle class as they shopped for new dresses and old paintings and everything else the crowded shops offered.  
 
    They made a beeline for a side entrance. A manservant hurried to open the door for them and Corey strode in as if unafraid.  
 
    Xiomara did not often come here in person. She most often visited through the eyes of the swallows that sung from the eaves. When they had been young–an advisor’s daughter and a commander’s son–they had played here every day, sprinting barefoot across the white tiles of the entry hall and trailing their fingers along the ocean foam painted walls. Iman had always outrun them in their games, a rare smile curving hesitant and proud over his lips. But that was before he abandoned them in favor of dancing with his sword. 
 
    Looking at the familiar chips in the tile and nicks in the paint, she felt like a historian studying the happiness of a childhood that had vanished long ago. This place was the back of her hand and she did not know it. She had visited less and less once Lady Grimm fell ill. She was not sure if she was guilty over that.  
 
    “Is my father home?”  
 
    The manservant paused in the act of taking their jackets. “He’s in the barracks, I believe. Training new recruits.”  
 
    They nodded as they walked further into the Keep. The Keep served many purposes, with vast barracks and armories that housed hundreds of men situated beside equally vast living quarters for the nobles who had inherited the house and the status.  
 
    “What are we looking for?” 
 
    Corey spoke with a hush that contradicted the deliberate raise of his chin. His voice was clean over the distant din of many people living in a small place.  
 
    “A strangeling.” 
 
    “A what?”  
 
    “A strangeling. Keep up, dear. Does he have anywhere that he keeps prisoners? Or maybe a place for rarities? Antiques?”  
 
    Corey frowned. “He keeps rare finds in his study…things he finds abroad, mostly. But we can’t go in there. Why would he have a strangeling? He doesn’t deal in grotesques.”  
 
    “Dunno, but that doesn’t change the fact he’s got one. Besides, everyone knows he’s always collecting odd things. If it wasn’t for being the Lord Commander, he’d be Lord of merchants. Where’s his study at?” 
 
    “We can’t go in there.” 
 
    “Well, show me the door.” 
 
    He sighed heavily before leading her through a sitting room and up a narrow flight of stairs. He gestured to the door before turning to leave, catching her wrist and making to drag her with him. She leaned her full body weight forewords, sending them stumbling into the door. Then she righted herself, bending to examine the lock. It was old and rusted.  
 
    “No, Xiomara. We cannot go in there. He’ll kill me if he finds out.”  
 
    He looked nervous as hell, which only made her feel worse about the situation. She could hope that his father would not know if they got in. If they did not get in, her father and aunt would most definitely know.  
 
    And this was Xiomara’s purpose. See. Hear. Learn. 
 
    Xo slid a clip from her pocket–exclusively for picking locks, as the wild curls of her afro could never be tamed by something so simple as a hair clip–blowing on it for luck before inserting it into the door and wiggling it around in hopes of catching some internal mechanism.  
 
    Click. 
 
    The door swung open on well oiled hinges. Her high heels clacked hollowly against the wooden floor. She did not need to look over her shoulder to know that Corey was slipping in after her and closing the door behind them.  
 
    The strangeling was in a massive golden cage behind Lord Grimm’s desk. They looked much like they had through the bird’s eyes, some peculiar and beautiful collection of features that were neither male nor female. From what little she had read, she understood that this was typical for a strangeling. She also knew that it was atypical that they stood so perfectly still, arms raised over their head. It was atypical that they wore light flowing silks that could have been woven from spider silk–finer than anything Xo had ever seen before. It was atypical that their eyes were perfectly black from corner to corner. 
 
    “Oh. Oh. Dear god,” Corey crossed the room to the cage, slotting his fingers through the golden bars. “Xo, it’s not a strangeling. It’s fae.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Corey.” She said, even as she could not help but notice how their fingernails were stained black, tapering off into sharp little points. More like claws than anything else.  
 
    Then the strangeling–fae–thing moved, breaking from their awful stillness and turning fluidly towards them. They smiled, and their mouth was full of little white daggers.  
 
    “Corey. Grimm for the man with the key. Corey Grimm,” they crowed like a raven. “I’ve got your name. I’ve got your name and you haven’t got mine.”  
 
    Corey wrenched his hand back from the cage at the suddenness of the exclamation. 
 
    “Xo, what the sweet fuck.”  
 
    He hissed it through his teeth, but the strangeling seemed to hear it.  
 
    “Xo. Xo. I’ve got two names, and you haven’t got any.”  
 
    The strangeling reached through the bars with a slender arm, grabbing the lock and rattling it viciously to no avail.  
 
    “What’s your name then?”  
 
    “Nothing’s for free. Guess, little Almost-Queen.”  
 
    Xo glared into the thing’s black eyes, wondering how far from human it was. They were.  
 
    “That’s impossible. You can’t expect me to know your name just by guessing it.” 
 
    “Then I have no name.”  
 
    “How about Dorian? I had a dog named Dorian.”  
 
    “My name isn’t Dorian, beastie. You won’t ever know my name. I’ll give you my name when the eating men halt in the fields, when our faces are red and black and bone, when I love you like glass through my eye.”  
 
    “No, I mean like…If you won’t tell us your name, we’ll just call you Dorian. There. You’re Dorian, now.”  
 
    The thing paused in its assault upon the lock. “Dorian. Dorian, Dorian. It’s alright. I’ll trade you this cage for it.”  
 
    “That cage isn’t yours.” 
 
    “Of course it is. I’m in it.”  
 
    They spun in a sweeping gesture as though Corey might have missed that detail. Corey blinked before nodding slowly. 
 
    “Alright. Good deal, Dorian. I haven’t got the keys, though.”  
 
    The strangeling only kicked at the bars in response. They made a soft metallic noise that sounded a little like music, and Dorian grinned before kicking them again. 
 
    It occurred belatedly to Xo that just because they weren’t biologically male or female didn’t mean they weren’t male or female at all. “What are your pronouns? Are all fae strangelings?” 
 
    Black eyes bored into hers. “They, which rhymes with fae. But strangeling is not fae and fae is not strangeling. Strangeling–Intersex. This is human. I am simply as I was before I joined The Parade.” 
 
    Corey walked a circle around the cage and the thing inside made a face at him while it smacked the bars with both hands. He startled backwards and Xo snorted. 
 
    There was a knock on the door and Corey froze, eyes wide and fearful. Xo sprinted to the window, throwing it open. The pavement was far below them, and Xo had never been gifted when it came the magic that made old and esteemed magicians lighter than air.  
 
    Corey yanked her away from it, dragging her through a side door that had skipped her notice. He shut it behind them and Xo barely processed that they were in a narrow passageway fully submerged in darkness before he was pulling her out the other side of it, into a vast bedroom. Corey looked like he might faint as they raced out the door and back towards a more public area of the Keep. Xo’s heart nearly stopped in her chest when she turned to find herself an inch from Lady Grimm.  
 
    “What a lovely girl.”  
 
    Lady Grimm took Xo’s face in her worn hands, tipping up her chin in order to examine her more closely.  
 
    “I was so lovely, once. Don’t get married, my darling. Although you would be such a pretty bride. My son would have been your age, now.” 
 
    Xo shot an apologetic look at Corey over Lady Grimm’s shoulder. He was staring at the wall, as though particularly fascinated with the mural of Levon, nearly identical to Sentra as the sister city was.  
 
    “That’s very kind of you, my Lady.”  
 
    “You really ought to fix your hair though, darling. You’ll never get a husband, looking like an Ushakk. Oh, how old fashioned of me. There was a boy here who was an Ushakk, and he was very kind to me. You forget what I’ve said. You have beautiful hair. I’m just confused, you know. They came and said what was beautiful, and it wasn’t anyone like us. It was all them, with their fair skin and pale eyes. But they were wrong. They were so wrong.” 
 
    Xo removed Lady Grimm’s hands from her coils forcefully enough that she seemed to get the message. Corey was the one giving her an unspoken apology, now. 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, my Lady. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to get home. My father will be worried about me.”  
 
    It was a lie, but it made Lady Grimm kiss both of her cheeks and walk her to the door. Corey followed automatically, bowing to kiss the crested ring upon her dramatically offered hand before she left. They both cracked a smile at that. Such formalities were pointless and humorous when they had tackled each other down staircases as children.  
 
    Evening was coming slowly and surely as Xo hailed a taxi for the journey back to the castle. As it rattled up the mountain, she could see the forest sprawled around Sentra. How thin must the veil be, if it had allowed a fae to slip through from the Nether? And what for? Fae had not come to the realm of mortals since the day that had made the whole kingdom weep, her little cousin’s very first birthday all those years ago. 
 
    Xiomara shivered to think of it. She had been young, mother freshly dead and father grievously injured. She didn’t remember much aside from clinging to Imelda’s skirts, but she remembered being afraid. She remembered being very afraid. 
 
    She went ahead of herself as a raven. She imagined she could see the whole world, when she flew as high as she did now. She could see the ocean far off, Levon across the river, and the castle as she spiraled down towards it. She landed on a windowsill and listened to the distant strumming of her cousin’s cavaquinho. 
 
    The evening seemed to breathe. 
 
    This was a time for listening. For overhearing and eavesdropping and collecting information in scraps and sewing them together for the Queen like a common spy. Xo sighed as she leaned back into the cushions of her coach, feeling the approach of autumn in her bones. 
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 CHAPTER 3 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
    The fire was branded into the insides of her eyelids. She saw it every time she closed her eyes.  
 
    The royal palace rose from the top of the mountain with the spire of a clocktower, the lace of parapets, and the swelled dome of a massive tower. It was painted like a sunset–whole portions of it were soft red while others plunged into dark purple. Yellow and orange rose up to meet the blue of the sky. 
 
    The day was growing soft and weary as it came to match the castle. Sun lay golden across Briar’s shoulders and the black satin of her dress was gentle and hot upon her skin. She felt restless and panicked. Stifled. Only days ago, she had been breathing smoke.  
 
    She wondered how many others from her town had survived the inferno. Nazarae had been small and costal, the buildings all bleached white by the sun as the sea ate at the shore. Those pretty white walls had blackened and the beach had seemed so far away–too far to bring buckets from quickly enough. She imagined her childhood friends–Jules and Marisol and Gracia who she had played with in the long grass–burned to death, now nothing but ashes and black bones beside the sea. She wondered if her grandmother was still alive to search the rubble.  
 
    Maybe everyone she knew was dead. Maybe there was no one alive to notice that she was gone, no one to wonder if she was coming home, no one at all to remember that there was a place she belonged to. 
 
    Sentra looked just as flammable, lain out below the mountain. She sat in the grass at the edge of the castle grounds, chewing eucalyptus and looking out at the Armatian Ocean. She knew eucalyptus would not ease the soreness of her lungs, but she could not resist the comfort the leaves offered her. Her mother had made her chew them as a babe whenever she was ill. They tasted like acid.  
 
    She could not imagine how Sentra had not also dissolved into flame, so close to the King’s torches and magicians and soldiers. Her lips felt like poison where she had pressed them against his ring. She wished she could burn the memory from her mind and run home to a Nazarae that still stood prettily by the sea.  
 
    She wished she could burn this place, this beautiful castle, and watch the King crack and curl in the heat. He could be paper. She could be kerosine.  
 
    “There you are.” Iman lowered himself to the ground beside her, raising an eyebrow at the leaves in her hands. “Enough of that could kill you.” 
 
    She glared, reaching up and yanking down another bunch of leaves. New ones blossomed in their place and Briar cursed her magic. “In that case, would you like to try some?” 
 
    He gave her a look that she didn’t understand and didn’t like. He looked so different from the day they had met, his armor abandoned in favor of a white tunic that stood in stark contrast to the impossible darkness of his skin, his sword traded out for a book full of dog eared pages. His complex braids hung lank around his shoulders. The changes did not fool her, did not make her forget his cruelty.  
 
    “You could have come willingly, you know. Your position is considered an honor.”  
 
    “And I’m considered a human. You know? Like the type with rights. Besides, you could have kidnapped me, like a decent barbarian. I’d say mass murder was a pinch overkill. Ha. Overkill. Get it? The joke is that you killed people.” 
 
    He grit his teeth. “I didn’t kill anyone.”  
 
    “But you sure let it happen.” 
 
    “A new report just came in. No one died.”  
 
    She didn’t show the relief that blossomed in her chest. She imagined her town, painting over the blackened wood and rebuilding the collapsed buildings. Weeping, but surviving. They had survived many fires, so close to the border.  
 
    “You’re Valtinian. Why aren’t you tripping over yourself to serve the King?”  
 
    She bristled, spitting out her wad of acrid leaves and then spitting again to get rid of the lingering flavor.  
 
    “I’m not Valtinian. I’m from here. Well, not here, but from Amory.”  
 
    He looked at her appraisingly. “You look Valtinian.” 
 
    “I’m not. My mother was Amorian.” She jabbed fiercely at one of her darker patches of skin, visible along the neckline of her dress and creeping up her throat to her cheek. “It’s a skin condition.” 
 
    He rubbed his thumbs along the warm bronze bracelets that wrapped his wrists. As her eyes rested on them, her magic etched images into the metal–houses and docks and fishing boats in the water. His fingers ran over the grooves as they grew. He reached up and plucked a eucalyptus leaf, cramming it between his teeth and biting down hard.  
 
    “You should go back to the castle. The Beast is out there.”  
 
    She nodded. The Beast had only ever been seen near Sentra and Levon, but all had heard of it, and all had seen the fields stripped bare in its wake.  
 
    She watched sunset come from her bed. She would almost have preferred a desolate place in the servants quarters or some remote cell. It would have been clear to all: we took her from a lovely white house and a grandmother who smelled of cheap soap and burnt sugar. She belongs to a different place, to different people.  
 
    Instead, her room was comfortably sized, with a bed that she sunk into. She was not sure if she dreamt the raven that peached on her windowsill, but she was sure that it was watching her. Fainter than the wind, she heard the strings of a guitar being played. 
 
    Briar did not feel like she had won a coveted position. She was not excited to be the Royal Magician and spend her days trying to break some princess’ curse.  
 
    She tried to imagine the princess she was tasked with saving, fair and pale with eyes like the sky. They might match her own–eyes from a father who had come to them with fire in his hands.  
 
    Would those same eyes be full of gratitude, if Briar saved the poor, tragically doomed princess? She rolled her eyes at the thought.  
 
    Everyone knew of the curse, of the princess who was damned to have everything wonderful; a crown and a true love and a destiny. All at the cost of a little risk for the Valtinian line. Briar knew people who would have paid good money for a nice long enchanted slumber. It had to be good for the back. Why the nobles pretended Aurora’s curse was something terrible, Briar had no idea.  
 
    The Nether should have eaten the princess alive.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
    Shadows tell a story as they dance across the stage. They name themselves after animals and run wild in our hands. They tell their own stories with their own contortions. They do not need us, anymore.   
 
    This is the story of a shadow that stalks through the trees. Wings and wild, blood and bone. It does not understand itself. It does not know its own body, it does not know its own mind.  
 
    Fragile feathers give way to bone spiking through thick leather skin. Its claws curve into the earth. 
 
    Whatever you are imagining, you are imagining it wrong.  
 
    It is a monster, but in some ways it looks almost like a man. The shape of its head, though deformed by its teeth. The contents of its eyes, though yellowed. The way it moves. 
 
    People see it and they scream. It does not understand the harsh sound.  
 
    Crops go missing from fields. Whole harvests vanish in the night. Livestock shrieks and bleeds and goes silent. 
 
    People will starve. They are hungry now, and in the winter they will be famished. It does not understand. It is desperate for something it cannot name, cannot even describe. 
 
    They call it a monster. A beast. If it could call itself anything, it would call itself something different. An experience. A state of wildness. It does not matter. The Beast does not know such labels. 
 
    It only knows confusion. Confusion and searching. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
    The golden cage was still in his father’s study when he was beckoned inside by a manservant who would not raise his eyes from the floor.  
 
    The cage shifted ever so slightly when he entered–or perhaps it did not. The thing inside of it was so still that they might have been a statue. Their silk robes shuddered against a breeze that swept in through the open window. They did not shiver. Corey forced his eyes to his father’s face as he crossed the room and sat before the desk. If he focused on the man’s jaw, he did not need to look him in the eye.  
 
    A short black cane rested against his father’s chair, its iron head glinting savagely in the morning light. 
 
    Corey clenched his hands in his lap to keep them from rapping out an anxious beat against the leather arm of his chair. His father was smiling, but it would not last. It never lasted. “Sir. Why did you want to see me?” 
 
    Lord Grimm stood, and Corey fought the urge to shrink back into his chair. “I know what you’ve done.”  
 
    Corey fought to keep his expression neutral. He said nothing. His father’s stare was unwavering, searching for any signs of denial. Corey had learned well not to lie to his father. The silence was strangling.  
 
    “I’ve told you not to be seen with the Aurelius girl. It sends the wrong message about your intentions with the princess; makes it seem like you’re trying to court both at once. Why couldn’t you just think? How stupid can you really be?” 
 
    His father did not know he had been in the study without permission. Corey did not know whether to be relieved. Surely, that would be worse than this. But still, it wasn’t like he could say he didn’t like either of the girls–Not romantically, at least. That could lead to worse truths and worse pains.  
 
    “Besides, she looks almost as Ushakkish as Iman, and she’s only half. Now, I don’t have anything against those sorts, but other people do. I don’t want you around a girl like that, not when you should be courting the princess. Even you should be able to understand something as simple as that. Tell me you understand.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Tell me it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again.”  
 
    It would. He would meet the consequences when they came. Xiomara had been his friend for longer than his father had cared who he spent his time with.                
 
    Lord Grimm nodded, and any gentleness he might have had left him as he plucked up his cane and turned it in his hands. Corey retreated into the numbness of his hands clenched at his sides. 
 
    “I can’t ignore this, Cortez.”  
 
    “I know.” His throat was dry. 
 
    There was the sound of something moving quickly through the air, and the smell of his own blood hit his nose. Corey pretended to be nothing. The skin that broke was not his own.  
 
    Somewhere far away, he was not in the chair anymore. Someone else’s knees hit the polished wooden floor. Pain flashed across his shoulders hot and bright. He forced himself away from it. Away from the feelings and the noise and the sudden violence. That was not him. He was not anything. 
 
    He did not feel human. This could not be human. This could only be hurting. This could only be brokenness.  
 
    Corey Grimm was not a person anymore–he was only fingernails digging into palms. The fae thing beat at the bars of its cage, no longer still and beautiful. For a moment, Corey hoped it would get free and eat his father. But what kind of terrible thought was that?  
 
    A swallow shrieked from the window. It was not the sound of anything that knew how to be a bird. He would make fun of her for it, later.  
 
    Right now, he would let himself be inhuman and hurting. There was nothing else that he could be. He hoped that things went blank soon. Sometimes, when he was very not himself, things would go blank and he would get to come back to himself hours later, with no recollection of the numb time in between. 
 
    The strangeling made an awful sound, magic clawing for footing against the gilded cage, and Corey wondered what the Nether was like. 
 
   
   
  
 

   
 
     
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
    Aurora woke up to the noises of Imelda moving through her bedchambers, opening and closing her drawers. Aurora knew her handmaiden was laying out an outfit for the day from the rustling of fabrics. She lay with her eyes closed, hoping for a few more moments of rest before Imelda moved to wake her. 
 
    “Your highness?” Imelda plucked the silver bell from her nightstand and rung it lightly. Aurora groaned, sitting up and throwing an arm over her eyes as light assaulted her where it poured through an open window. 
 
    She cast a glance towards the dress thrown over her sofa chair. It was silk, fitting for the end of summer and the beginning of autumn. By the look of the embroidery, she would be attending an event. It was too fine for a day of lessons. 
 
    “I’ll bring water for your bath.”  
 
    She nodded while Imelda left the room through a door behind the fine wood and lace screen in the corner. 
 
    One less day of waking up. 
 
    She had done the math when she was seven. She’d had Imelda bring her the paper for it and Xiomara had helped her with the mathematics. Since then, she had always known exactly how much time she had left. 
 
    Today, she had two hundred and fifty-three days. 
 
    She listened for the sounds of Imelda returning with pails of water before she dragged herself from the cushions of her bed. She tried her best to tame her sleep tangled hair with her fingers, to little effect. 
 
    Imelda walked through with two pails, careful not to spill. Aurora could hear her pouring the hot water into the tub of the washroom before she left to fetch more water. 
 
    Of course, When Aurora had first done the math, she had been excited for the day that she now looked towards with dread. Back then, it had been the day before she woke up to her true love. She would fall asleep, and wake up to a brighter future. It was a sweet fairy tale, a sugar spun destiny that waited for her. 
 
    Back then, she had thought she was capable of loving, and of being loved. That was before her parents realized she was not a real girl. Before they realized that there was no divine spark inside of her. 
 
    Because a real girl had a soul. That was what magic was. Aurora was nothing more than a well crafted fraud. There was no true love who would wake her after she turned seventeen and pricked her finger. That was the sick joke of things, the sinister twist. For all that she wanted to live, she would die by her own ugly nature. 
 
    Imelda returned, and Aurora followed her to the washroom. The water sloshed as it was poured into the tub. Imelda took her by the wrist as she guided her further into the room before setting to work on the lacing of her nightdress. 
 
    Aurora did not look into the mirror for long. She had learned, by now, to find nothing but disappointment in her reflection. In her to-wide waist and empty eyes and the way her eyebrows were so dense that they sometimes seemed to merge into one. 
 
    The water was nearly scalding, and Aurora hissed as she sunk into it. Imelda hummed sympathetically, running her fingers through her hair before she brushed it. Imelda always had a soft way about her eyes that Aurora was fond of. 
 
    Maybe that was the difference between the princess and real people.  
 
    Maybe it was the marking of a woman who had been a mother five times and yet had no children. 
 
    “What’s today?” Her mother would scold her as inarticulate, but it was the same question she asked Imelda every day. 
 
    “It’s Lady Winslow’s birthday. She’s having a luncheon party. Your mother wanted you to be there.” 
 
    Aurora must have made a face because Imelda laughed. “Xiomara will be there. You haven’t seen her in so long. Corey will be there, too. And Iman.” 
 
    “I saw her yesterday,” Aurora protested, though she knew Imelda was right. The raven did not count. “Is this about that new tariff father is so excited about? I thought he had Lord Winslow’s vote already.” 
 
    Imelda nodded while she brushed her hair, pausing to pass Aurora a vial of soap that smelled like oranges and dying summertime.  
 
    “Most likely, yes. I don’t think he has his vote yet. But he will after today.” She laid a towel across the floor and handed another to the princess, using a rag to wring the water from her hair. The air was cold upon her skin, now. 
 
    Imelda helped her with the work of pale blue silk and golden lace that had been selected for the day, securing the ties behind her back while Aurora held her damp hair to the side. 
 
    “Is there anything else, today?” 
 
    “Yes. You have a lesson in the evening. You’ll be working on illusions with your uncle.”  
 
    Aurora stared at herself in the mirror as Imelda hunted through her jewelry box for something to match the dress. Her dark hair shone in the light that filtered through the window. 
 
    “You look beautiful, my Lady.” Imelda strung a net of opals around her throat, the gemstones suspended by golden lace.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    A hairpiece of identical make was positioned in the princess’s hair. Her eyes looked so brown they were almost black. Maybe that was what kept people from realizing there was nothing inside of her. 
 
    “You know, you’ve always looked so much like your mother. Does that fit well enough?” 
 
    Aurora nodded, examining how the dress tried to come in at her waist. That was the one thing Imelda was wrong about. Aurora was not slender enough to look anything like her mother. Aurora was overweight and misshapen where the Queen was beautiful. 
 
    “Your father and mother have already had breakfast in their private rooms. Would you like to take your meal privately, or in the dining room?” 
 
    “The dining room, please.” Aurora had long ago learned not to take the quiet grief of all her mornings in solitude.  
 
    The dining room was less of a room and more of a hall, with colorfully painted plaster walls giving way to a great arcing ceiling. She felt the many small tiles that made up the decorated floor through the softness of her gold thread slippers. 
 
    Aurora could see the faint ridges where the walls had been painted over. If she were to peel back time and conquest, she knew she would find the Nether rendered in stunning color underneath.  
 
    The table was empty. A façade was a delicate thing, and her parents did not have theirs ready this early in the day. She did not let herself mind. 
 
    A kitchen boy hurried from a side entrance and set down a piece of Zalmish porcelain with a clink against the irregular tile pattern of the table. Breakfasts in Amory were light, and hers were even lighter, so the plate held nothing but a slice of crushed almond and fig cake.   
 
    “Coffee, please?” She asked in smooth Amorian. She had learned Valtinian flawlessly as a child, after it became the royal language, but the tongue fell short when it came to the distinctions between Amorian coffees. The kitchen boy nodded jerkily, retreating back into the kitchen.  
 
    Mornings were already growing cooler. Goosebumps stood out against her arms as she carefully loaded her fork with the thick, dark breakfast cake. It was sweet and grainy, one bite subtracting a fourth of it. She knew she would be hungry, still, when she had finished eating.  
 
    Warmth washed over her shoulders, as though the sun had risen from behind a mountain to bury her in its gold. But that was impossible. There was no window behind her. She turned towards the warmth, feeling it wash over her face. 
 
    The Royal Magician’s hair was pulled away from her face and into an unadorned ponytail. Even up, her hair hung well past her chest. Loose waves of dark red framed the queer pattern of her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was looking for the kitchens.”  
 
    She was a warmth that burrowed deep into Aurora’s bones. Or her magic was, at least. Her pale eyes were wide and her shoulders were stiff, as though she had been caught thieving.  
 
    “They’re through there.” Aurora pointed with her fork. “But I’d rather you stay and eat with me.” She said it before she realized it was what she wanted. She did not want the warmth to leave, and she did not want to look away from the spill of scarlet hair over mottled brown and milk white shoulders wrapped with black Valtinian lace.  
 
    The Royal Magician blinked, her mouth dropping open as she searched for a response. Aurora spared her by calling for the kitchen boy, who emerged with her coffee moments later.  
 
    “Bring another plate for the magician.” 
 
    He nodded, and Briar hesitantly took a seat at the table. Aurora took stock of how she simply slid into the closest chair, rather than considering the power they implied. She took the Queen’s chair. If Aurora did not already know that she had no experience in court, she would know it now. 
 
    The magician scrunched the fabric of her dress as she waited. The air was thick and sweet around her, heavy as mid-summer. Apricots and earth. Where her black slippered foot touched the tiled floor, it shimmered as though crafted anew. Aurora wondered if she ever stopped doing magic. It seemed that everything she touched transformed, the whole world blooming under her fingers. 
 
    The magician was given two slices of breakfast cake. Likely the standard portion. Aurora was still hungry, but she would not eat more. The Queen had eyes everywhere, and Aurora did not like to disappoint her mother. Nobody did.  
 
    “Thank you. What is it?” Briar asked the boy who had brought it out. 
 
    So, the magician did not know that the kitchen boys did not have tongues. Foreign, or from some far edge of the kingdom. Her skin was pale in places and darker in others, yet she spoke without the refined accent that would have marked her as Valtinian.  
 
    “Where did you learn magic?” 
 
    The magician picked up the wrong fork, taking a cautious bite of the fig and almond cake. A pattern of roses painted itself around the rim of the plate as the magician stared down at it, chewing deliberately and swallowing.  
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    Aurora set her coffee down with a click. The other girl flinched. The taste of it was still sweet and bitter on her lips.  
 
    The rose pattern crossed itself, weaving its way to the centre of the plate. “You’re doing magic right now.”  
 
    The magician winced. “That just happens.” 
 
    The kitchen boy appeared from nowhere, placing a minuscule cup on the table delicately. The magician took a sip, smiling despite herself as it hit her taste buds. “It’s chocolate.” 
 
    “It’s espresso with chocolate in it. If you don’t know magic, why are you the Royal Magician?” 
 
    “I know magic. I just didn’t learn it.” The pale gold roses spread to the porcelain cup in her hands. “And I’ve no idea why I’m the Royal Magician.” 
 
    Silence dragged while they ate. Forks clinked against knives. Aurora had lived inside enough tense silences to know that this was not that. No, this silence was not heavy. It was waiting. 
 
    The magician broke it first. 
 
    “I’m not hungry, anymore.” She seemed surprised by the observation. “I don’t want to waste my other slice of cake. Would you like it?” 
 
    She nudged her plate in Aurora’s direction. Truth be told, Aurora did want it. But it was not befitting of a princess to eat from another’s plate, and it was not wise for a girl with her sort of figure to eat whatever she liked.  
 
    “Just throw it away.” 
 
    “I don’t want to waste it.” 
 
    “It will probably get eaten by the kitchen boys if you just leave it out.” 
 
    Briar frowned. “Why not cut out the middle step? I can just give it to someone.” 
 
    “The kitchen boys don’t mind. They haven’t got tongues; they won’t notice if it gets stale.” 
 
    The magician’s fork might’ve chipped the tile of the floor if her magic hadn’t plucked it from the air a second after she dropped it.  
 
    “Why haven’t they got any tongues?” 
 
    Aurora raised an eyebrow at the panicked fervor in the other’s voice. “Because they’re kitchen boys. They don’t need them.”  
 
    “Everyone needs a tongue.” 
 
    “They don’t. My mother and father don’t like it when the help talks.”  
 
    “But this is just their job. How do they talk to their families or buy things in the city or…anything?” 
 
    Aurora frowned. “That’s just how we do things. Where are you from?” 
 
    “That’s barbaric. I’m from Nazarae, by the border. I’m fairly sure they don’t cut off people’s fucking tongues, there.”  
 
    She knew that town from her geography lessons. A fishing town, too close to Valtine to have fully survived the Conflict. “How would you know what the nobility does?” 
 
    It came out harsher than she had intended it to. 
 
    “Well, how would you?”  
 
    “I’m not so out of touch with the habits of my subjects.” It was a bit of a bluff. Aurora had no idea if they cut off tongues in Nazarae. In fact, she was almost sure they didn’t.  
 
    The magician’s fork clinked against her plate, her brow furrowing like Xo’s did when she undertook complex calculations.  
 
    “Are you the princess?”  
 
    Aurora choked on her coffee with sudden laughter at the bizarreness of the question. She barely managed to keep the coffee from spilling onto her dress, taking a moment to catch her breath before she responded. “Oh god, I’m so sorry, I thought you knew. Of course you didn’t, I never introduced myself!” 
 
    “…Well I’m afraid I haven’t made a good first impression. Not that yours was much better, with how you brought me here.”  
 
    “Who did you think I was?” 
 
    “Uh, some Lady eating lunch…your highness.” 
 
    “Cielste, this is breakfast. And no, no need. Um.” Aurora hurried to wipe her fingers off on a napkin before offering it to the magician. “I’m Aurora.”  
 
    “And here I thought you were some other princess. I’m Briar.” The girl took her hand, turning it and bending to press a kiss to the back of her hand, missing the crest of her ring by a good inch. 
 
    “Oh, that’s unnecessary. It was just for a handshake.” 
 
    “I know. I suppose I should apologize for calling you barbaric.” 
 
    “What? No, I mean…different cultures, I suppose.”  
 
    “They’re still peoples tongues, but sure. You’re really not what I expected.” 
 
    Aurora watched a rose spring from Briar’s wrist, circling her forearm and blooming red in her fingertips. The same shade as her hair. If her magic was really so wild, so rampant, then Aurora wondered if her father had not made a grave mistake.  
 
    “Maybe it is barbaric. What did you expect?” 
 
    Briar coughed, cheeks flushing to match the rose in her hand. She ran her fingers along its petals, and Aurora thought that it must be unbearably soft in Briar’s unblemished hands. 
 
    “I expected to hate you. I still do, but I thought it would be a right off the bat sort of thing. I also expected you to be a bit more like your father…face-wise.” Briar gestured vaguely towards her own face. 
 
    Aurora wondered whether she should be offended and decided against it. Plenty of people hated her. That was politics. And so far as the comment to her appearance, that was understandable. The portraits her father commissioned were generally made paler than she was–Valtinian pale, rather than Amorian brown.  
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to convince you not to.”  
 
    “You sound sure you’ll succeed.” There was something hard as steel in the blue of Briar’s eyes–anger, pure and unbridled, not directed entirely at Aurora but burning savagely nonetheless. Then it slid away, and Briar plucked the rose from her wrist, ghosting pale tipped fingers along it before reaching up to push it into Aurora’s dark hair. Aurora held her breath, heart hammering in her chest, until Briar withdrew her hands.  
 
    “Pretty.”  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Briar nodded, picking up her dish and walking towards the kitchen.  
 
    “Wait. Come to a party with me.”  
 
    Briar half turned back to her, questioning. Aurora hurried to elaborate. 
 
    “It’s some Lady’s birthday. At one o’clock in the Green Room. Come along with me. I can introduce you around. I have a cousin you could meet.”  
 
    Briar smiled, and Aurora thought that she looked a little bit like a shark.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you there, highness.” 
 
    And then she disappeared, leaving Aurora with a flower in her hair and something indiscernible in her chest.  
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
    The sun beat down viciously on Xo’s black clad shoulders as she stood in the square, pretending to look at a merchant’s wares. Silk slid under her fingers as she sifted through racks of dresses. The bright blues and yellows of summer, set just beside the burnt oranges and reds of autumn. The dresses were fashionable without being luxurious, dyed vibrantly with scenes of trees giving way to cities giving way to oceans of lace foam and embroidered shells.  
 
    With another set of eyes, Xo crept across tiled floors. Her legs were many, gracefully proportioned and slender as thin black hairs. She pulled a dress from the rack. It was pale cream, with lace the color of ink weaving intricate patterns down the body of it, coalescing at the bodice and the hem, where red roses bloomed to life in a cheerful print. As a spider, she scurried under a door and dodged a soldier’s boot.  
 
    She had not expected for Corey to meet her in class today–not after seeing him curling under his father’s cane–but the absence of him had still made her sick. She should have clawed Lord Grimm’s eyes out. She would have, if Corey had not convinced her not to years ago. He said it would make him angry, make it worse. 
 
    He was already angry and it was already worse, but she had promised him anyways. His agitation over the possibility of her interfering had been more than she could reason with.  
 
    She pushed through a throng of younger girls in order to catch the merchant’s eye and gestured to the dress and then to a changing stall inside the shop, slinging the dress over her arm as he nodded her inside.  
 
    What she had not expected was for Corey to be nowhere in sight when she exited the school in the afternoon. They had already planned to catch the same taxi up to the palace for Lady Winslow’s birthday.  
 
    The dress fit well, hugging her curves and hanging loose around her ankles. She twirled, throwing an exaggerated wink at her reflection before striding out with her uniform stuffed into her bag. She paid the shop owner and stepped back into the sun. The heat was more bearable without the layers of her school uniform.  
 
    Her spider skittered into a room and ran headfirst into a pile of discarded clothes. She wrinkled her nose. The boy was a mess.  
 
    Through the distorted vision of her many eyes, she could see the shadow of her best friend reclining on his bed. With the spider there to help her ensure he was alone in his room, she walked around the square in search of her friend’s window.                                           The Grimm Keep was needlessly large, taking up more space in the centre of the square than all of the shops that made it up put together.  
 
    She crawled up a wall until she felt the smooth expanse of glass under her legs. Second floor. Not as bad as it could have been. Picking up a loose chunk of pavement, she glanced around for kingsmen before chucking it at his window. It missed, and she tried again. The next one smacked the glass dead on.  
 
    She waited until the window opened to cup her hands around her mouth and shout at him.  
 
    “Hey! Get down here, dear, we’re going to be late!” 
 
    The middle finger that stuck out the window in response assured her that she had the right room and he was alive enough to be an ass.  
 
    “Make yourself pretty! I hear Lord Rivera’s grown a soul patch.”  
 
    “Hot.” He shouted back and she grinned. “I bet it looks like a rat died on his face.” 
 
    She circled around to the side entrance and wolf whistled exaggeratedly as he emerged, just to make sure he knew he looked like shit. He rolled his eyes and waved for a taxi coach that was letting out customers in front of the dress store Xo had just visited.  
 
    “Sorry I didn’t show. You woke me up.” 
 
    She made a show of looking up and down his slightly rumpled suit jacket, jet black apart from the elaborate design of gold roses twisting around his wrists and collar.  
 
    “Yeah, I can tell.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    She opened the door to the coach and ushered him inside theatrically while he passed coins to the driver.  
 
    The ride up to the palace was full of idle chatter that let them ignore the dark bruise on Corey’s cheek and the way he held his shoulder like it was about to fall off. Magic healed, but not quickly enough for Corey Grimm. Before anything was ever fixed, something else was bruised or broken.  
 
    The party was in full swing by the time they arrived, the Green Room crowded with colorfully dressed people all flocking together into their ordinary circles. Tables were laden with food and gifts. She dug her gift from her bag and stuck it on a nearby table. It was a pearl necklace she had bought on her way to Corey’s and hastily wrapped in old parchment from her school bag. 
 
    She rolled her eyes as Corey pulled out a pen and scribbled his name beside hers on the card. 
 
    Xo spotted her cousin from across the room and tugged Corey towards her, guilt pooling in her gut as he flinched away from the movement.  
 
    “Oh God, Corey,” Aurora murmured when she saw him, before forcing her eyes away from an open cut just under his eye. A ring must have caught him, there. “Glad you could both make it. This is Briar.” She gestured to a red haired girl who stood beside her. “Briar, Corey and Xiomara. Xo is my cousin and Corey is…” She struggled to find the words to describe a boy who she loved only platonically yet would marry before she turned eighteen.  
 
    “Charmed to meet you,” he covered. “You could be a magician or a funeral directer, with that dress. My money is on funeral directer.”  
 
    He was right–Briar was wearing a plain black dress of satin and lace–but Xo elbowed him anyways, wincing sympathetically as he hissed in pain. 
 
    “Briar is the new Royal Magician,” Aurora clarified diplomatically.  
 
    Xo reappraised the girl with newfound curiosity. She had heard of the King’s unorthodox choice, but had not yet seen her with human eyes. She looked as young as they said, over a year younger than Xo. Her hair was lovely, not tight Ushakkish coils but loose waves and the occasional curl that was just wild enough to be natural. The red of it was dark as wine, framing her oddly mottled face. Half Valtinian, if her blue eyes were any indicator, but if Xo’s sources on the nature of the girl’s arrival were accurate, Xo would not need to worry about wavering loyalties. She was pretty, though not the type of girl that Xo typically fancied. 
 
    “So not a funeral director, then. Got it. Wait, is the Queen here?”  
 
    “No, my mother was preoccupied with a diplomat from Kavale. She would have loved to be here.” 
 
    “Thank Cielste, I really don’t have the energy to be romantic at you. No offense.” 
 
    Aurora smiled, a tight shadow of a thing that always reminded Xo that something was indiscernibly and terribly wrong with her cousin–though she had never been able to put her finger on it. 
 
    “None taken, though I may be cross if you abandon me entirely.” 
 
    “I would never. Have you heard Lord Rivera grew a soul patch?” 
 
    Xo excused herself momentarily, tracking down an elegant pyramid of wine glasses and plucking up two.  
 
    “Have you forgotten your third glass?” 
 
    Iman’s hair was tied back, though it still hung well past his shoulders. Faint lines of gold seemed to move across his umber skin in the light, painted to accent his eyes. Sometimes she wondered why she had been so infatuated with him as a child, and then she saw him again and remembered.  
 
    “I thought I’d leave a glass or two for you.” 
 
    He smiled tightly before turning away, and she made her way back through the crowd with only a touch of disappoint resting on her shoulders. 
 
    Her friends had found a table at the edge of the room, from which they had a good vantage point to speculate on various other guests. Corey reached out a hand for a glass as she slid into her seat beside him and across from Aurora.  
 
    “They’re both for me.”  
 
    “I should have guessed.” 
 
    There was amusement in his voice, so she pretended not to notice the meaningful glance he shot Aurora. The pair of them had been developing some odd notion that she was overly dependent upon alcohol.  
 
    She turned her attention back to her wine, pausing as she noticed that the mosaic surface of the table had ruptured in minuscule ways, the shimmering pattern unfolding to climb up her glass. Even if it was an illusion, the detail of the patterns put it above a mere party trick. She sent a questioning glance towards the magician.  
 
    “Sorry. I have a bit of trouble controlling it.”  
 
    For a fleeting moment, Xiomara wondered if Briar actually had a chance. She did not know the details of the curse, or why her father and aunt operated as though Aurora were about to drop dead, but she knew that they seldom worried over nothing. If they thought the curse threatened Aurora’s life, then it did. There were times when Xo wanted to scream, demand explanations, tear through the curse with a fox’s teeth. 
 
    She pushed those thoughts away in order to tip her glass towards the girl. “Funny. Most of us suffer the opposite problem.” 
 
    The mosaic pattern retreated from her glass and she brought it to her lips, letting the sweetness of wine swell in her mouth before she swallowed.  
 
    A spoon clinked against the side of a glass like the ringing of a bell and they turned towards where Lady Winslow stood in the centre of the room with her champagne glass raised elegantly, as though she were about to make a toast.  
 
    Lady Winslow was Valtinian to the bone, with golden hair piled high on her head. Her dress was not full of the embroidered intricacies beloved to Amory, but rather a structured assembly of pale pink ruffles. Her mouth was painted the same color, pulled into a wide smile. Lord Winslow sat in one of the twelve council seats given to the King at the conclusion of The Conflict, and he had brought his lovely wife from Valtine to live in the castle he had once vowed to siege.  
 
    “Good afternoon, and thank you all for coming to my birthday party. I would say how old I’ve turned, but my husband might hear about it.” There was a rehearsed sounding laugh, there. “But this isn’t just a birthday, it’s also the perfect time for me to make an announcement. I know some of my closer friends have guessed, already, and my children and husband know, of course–” 
 
    It was over in an instant, so quickly that Xo almost couldn’t connect the sound–louder than death and harsher than a blade–to the spray of glass that showered the room to the splotch of vivid red that bloomed like a rose upon Lady Winslow’s chest. It happened all at once, in an instant more destructive than any one second had the right to be. Magic could not kill so quickly, faster than the mind could follow.  
 
    She was not sure who screamed first–Lady Winslow’s little blonde haired daughter, or the elderly woman going into hysterics on the sofa.  
 
    Lady Winslow crumpled to the floor, her blush toned dress a circle around where she had fallen. Another circle formed under her–one that smelled of rust and a butcher’s shop, sticky and red.  
 
    Xo remembered existing as a rabbit being gutted by a fox. Those sharp little teeth had burrowed into her gut and spilled her open. She felt as afraid as the rabbit had felt then, pulse hammering away at her insides as the world lurched back into motion. 
 
    There was a stampede of movement–a serving girl wrenched at the door and it shuddered helplessly. Locked. Others swarmed towards it, tugging and banging and scraping their nails against it. Xo did not understand why until she turned towards the window and realized what had struck Lady Winslow down.  
 
    They wore dark colors–black balaclavas and scarves pulled up over their mouths. Colors that would have melted into shadow, if they stood anywhere but on the other side of a shattered window spilling sun like blood across the floor. Their armor was a mismatched hodgepodge of leather and chain-link, their swords steel and savage.  
 
    A woman stepped gingerly over the low windowsill and onto the floor of the Green Room. At least, Xo thought she was a woman, going by the length of her dark hair. The hood of her cloak hung low over her face, her scarf pulled high over her nose.  
 
    She was holding something braced over her shoulder, the barrel of the odd black contraption still pointed towards the place that Lady Winslow had been standing. Smoke curled from the machine and a smell like dynamite hit Xo’s nostrils. All she could see of the woman’s face was a jagged scar curving along the edge of her jaw. Every molecule of Xo’s being screamed danger. 
 
    Others were advancing into the room, now. Glass crunched under boots. A piece of metal tore itself from Lady Winslow’s chest and flew back into the hand of the woman leading the attack. The small metal cylinder was slow through the air, drawn by faltering magic rather than whatever terrible force had driven it through a woman’s heart at speeds that death had never before reached.  
 
    People were still banging at the door, trying to get out. Someone was crying, high and whining over the fever-pitch of panic. Xo saw the glint of steel under the sun, saw the swords in the hands of intruders at the time they began to slice through the crowd, first cutting down the few able bodied men who tried to charge them. 
 
    This was a show of power.  
 
    Xo didn’t need to be a master of deduction to know who they were; the Free People’s Militia. A group of rebels against the throne. Xo felt her blood turn to ice in her veins as they caught the panicked mass at the door from behind, swords gleaming.  
 
    She stepped backwards reflexively, bumping into Aurora. Her cousin’s eyes were big and dark, her face etched with fear. They were towards the edge of the room, with terrified flesh between themselves and the attackers, but that did not change the truth of their confinement, or the truth of how a sword through the stomach would feel. 
 
    In the scramble, the smooth calculation behind Iman’s motion stood out like an angel’s song in hell. He was between them in an instant. Hand tight around the pommel of his sword. His muscles were coiled under the gold embroidery of his pressed white shirt, poised as though he were some great cat readying for the taste of blood. 
 
    She was, in an instant, a stranger to fear. The world numbed itself, shrinking down into several plain facts that could not be changed, and many more which were about to be.  
 
    If Iman charged this many combatants at once–she counted at least twenty, but surely there might be more in waiting–he would die.  
 
    She reached out to grab his shoulder as he stepped foreword. In the same instant, she reached out to feel the smooth muscle and light bone of a raven as it soared overhead. In the space of a heartbeat, she curled her wings and dove, feeling herself plummet towards a castle where she was reaching for a girl in black.   
 
    Her cousin seemed to understand the situation as well as she did, already shaking the magician’s shoulder to snap her out of shocked stillness. “Briar, can you use the shards of glass?” 
 
    People were screaming, now. She could barely hear her own voice. The room had become too full of moving bodies to tell if they were all still intact. She beat her wings viciously, leveling out as she coasted through the first window she saw.  
 
    The cracking sound came again, and people were falling to the floor before a sword had so much as kissed them. The woman was still holding her great black metal machine, pointing it towards the crowd. It jerked back in her hands and the awful sound came again and another body was falling to the floor.  
 
    The paler bits of Briar’s face had gone white as bone. Without even saying it, Aurora had asked her to do something that should have been impossible. Magic was a delicate thing, difficult for multitasking. Xo did not know if any one of her professors would have been able to balance and direct so many shards at once.  
 
    Her wing scraped painfully against a mural of a dead Queen as she hurled herself through the building. Second floor. One down. A maid shrieked as she flapped clumsily down the stairs. There was no commotion in the castle. No one was coming to help. Perhaps the walls were too thick, or perhaps everyone near enough to hear the screaming had been killed.  
 
    Briar did not respond, only squeezed her eyes shut–in concentration, Xo hoped. The air trembled with light, and it took Xo a moment to realize that it was refracting through the glass as it rose from the floor. The blood was covered in rainbows.  
 
    Dead. Only one guard, slumped over himself, throat slit. Where were the others? The doors to the Green Room shuddered against a thick rod that had been pushed through the doorhandles, keeping it closed. She could hear the hands beating and clawing at the wood at the same time as she saw people throwing themselves against it from the other side. Two men in gray and black stood watch, knives still thick and heavy with the lives of the guard they had murdered. 
 
    “We need to keep them from panicking any more.” She said it too late, having been distracted for too long, but it appeared that she needn’t have bothered. The crowd was already parting for her cousin and her knight as they strode towards the centre of the room.  
 
    Their blades were sharp, but so was she. The fabric over their faces was soft, giving way easily as Xo tore at their faces, their necks, all the soft flesh that she could reach in her haste. She was not sure if they were dead, when she gripped the metal bar in her beak and braced her feet against the handle–only that they were brought to the floor. Metal scraped against metal, steel against gold.  
 
    Aurora’s voice rang louder–words of reassurance, of condemnation, of stalling. Because she was the princess, and she was wearing a beautiful dress, and she had a net of opals like a crown upon her head. And when she spoke, the attention of the intruders was not upon the people they could kill, it was only upon the person they wanted to kill.  
 
    The great black killing device was leveled at Aurora. The swords were all swung her way. And Xiomara hated her cousin, because she was about to die just to keep death’s attention from the people pressing back against the walls and dragging themselves over the tiles towards the door. 
 
    And Xiomara loved her cousin, because her chin was high and her voice was even, and Xo could remember when she had been a toddler with pudgy cheeks and learning eyes, stumbling after Xo like she had invented the world.  
 
    Xo threw her little bird’s broken body backwards against the weight of the lock. The bar came free and there was a brief pause between the ability to escape and the actuality of it, as though people had forgotten, for an instant, that they were meant to be a panicked mob clawing for an exit. 
 
    And then they realized and they shoved the door open, tripping over prone bodies and into the corridor. She flapped away from the rush, guiding her bird to a window and pushing a bit of her magic into its aching wing before releasing it. She let herself be just Xiomara, again, watching chaos and tragedy and something that tasted a little bit like victory. 
 
    With the people fleeing and with escalation no longer a risk, glass tore up from the floor and through the chinks in leather armor and the softness of throats. Iman grabbed Aurora, bending to shield her with his body, but it was a pointless gesture. Briar controlled her rainbow of sharpness with something that might have been delicacy and was certainly precision; the glass arced harmlessly around the princess and her knight. Xo knew that even the dust of it would not dare to pierce her skin.  
 
    “Stop! Stop, or I will cut out this girl’s throat!” The cry may have been hoarse and desperate, made by the woman with black hair and a blacker shawl to hide her scarred face, but the truth of her knife against the creamy pale throat of a little blonde girl was no less real. Lady Winslow’s daughter, who must have stayed and cowered near the body.  
 
    Briar hesitated, her glass shards suspended in midair. Could she cut through the woman before the girl died? Xo knew from the stillness that came over the scene that no one person in the room was entirely sure, or at least they were not sure enough to gamble any quick movements. 
 
    It was Corey who broke the silence with the dull crack of a wine bottle against the woman’s head. She crumpled to the floor with a shower of green glass. 
 
    Guards rushed into the room, a tidal wave of armor and swords and justice, seizing those villains who still breathed, the woman with the killing machine among them.  
 
    Xiomara let herself sink back into her chair. How many bodies were on the floor? How many were wearing party clothes? Too many. More than she could count, legs sticking out from behind sofas and tables still stacked high with presents.  
 
    She reached numbly for her second glass of wine, surprised to find it still intact. It no longer tasted sweet upon her lips; it only tasted red, like countless other things.  
 
     
 
   
      
 
     
 
     
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    You know stories like this one. They happen everyday.  
 
    People were hungry, and so they were vicious. People were sick, and so they were desperate. People had nothing, and other people had everything, and so those with the little clawed with bloody hands at the velvet-lined boots of the rich. They raised their fists and they rioted and they started fires and they cried out ‘why? Why do you use our taxes on your gardens, growing roses while our little girls and boys grow thin and cold?’ 
 
    This story is not that one. This story is not of the thousands of angry men and women who raised their fists to golden plated hills and invisible gods over the span of seas and centuries. It is the story of one angry girl in an angry town by the ocean.  
 
    The girl loved her mother and cake and a boy with eyes the color of cherry wood. She hated the King over the border and the foreign soldiers who rode too close to her small town and made her neighbors shake with fear. 
 
    There was talk of peace, and she was thankful for that. A man who knew a baron’s son said that their princess would marry the other King’s nephew, and then people would stop burning each other’s fields. She thought that was just dandy, because fields were much better off when they weren’t being burned.  
 
    But this isn’t a story about everything being just dandy. This is a story that tells itself, and does not care if you wish to hear it.  
 
    A general is riding through town. The girl is taking the short way to the market. She is going to buy fish for her mother. She is fifteen, and he is a monster.  
 
    She scratches his face and closes her eyes and lets herself be nothing but anger as he tears the fabric of her dress. 
 
    He is a monster, and he is a general with shiny medals on his chest, and their two kingdoms are so very close to peace, and he has a wife anyways, and why was her dress so short, and didn’t she know it was dangerous to walk alone? How careless of her, really. How careless of her. How careless of her, not how monstrous of him.  
 
    No one and everyone believes her when she says what happened on her way to the fish market with ribbons in her hair.  
 
    He gets a week’s suspension from active duty. She gets a daughter with eyes the color of the sky. She is so angry that she could eat the world raw. Still, she loves the cheerful girl who grows like the green green grass running down the hills and to the water. 
 
    Her daughter does not get to have her family’s name. She is nothing but an Anderson, like so many other children in her town. It is a bastard name for the children of bastards. They are pale, with no fathers that can be condemned too loudly. The mothers are always young, and their eyes are always sad. She wonders whether the fathers were all paid through their suspensions.  
 
    Her daughter’s given name is that of forest thorns. She hopes her girl pricks at the feet of soldiers as they tread over her. In this world where some are born so small, so at the mercy of those born as giants, it is all that a person can do. 
 
    The kingdom is at peace, but it is a peace that belongs to the wealthy and the white. How can she be at peace, when she cannot even bow before her not-god and try to find a shape for her grief?  
 
    And so she is twenty-three when she says goodbye to the girl who plays at ripping up flowers and looks too much like her own suffering. She leaves her daughter with her mother and walks away from her little ocean town. She lets herself live out her anger, because anything else is agony.  
 
    She is a revolutionary when she helps to pass out black silk ribbons with rebellion stitched in white letters. She is a hero when she burns down the house of a general who could almost be the one who assaulted her that day. She is a protector, when she swaddles a bomb like a baby and whistles as she pushes the stroller into a church full of Valtinian highborn.  
 
    She does not care when shrapnel tears through her face afterwards, when the scarring builds jagged and white along her jaw. 
 
    She is one of many, and they say she is important.  
 
    They give her something to point at her nameless monsters. She can pull a trigger and feel powerful enough to breathe. It is heavy in her hands. They say it’s called a gun. 
 
    She is patriotic when she pulls the trigger of her new killing machine and watches Lady Winslow crumple to the floor.  
 
    She puts a knife to a little girl’s throat and somehow still loses. She wakes up with her wrists shackled to a crumbling stone wall. She is thirsty and hungry and wants to be free. Other prisoners shuffle past with dirt caked under their fingernails. Life is not easy. 
 
    She wonders what her daughter looks like. Wherever she is, she knows she must be angry. That is the way of women in war. 
 
     
 
    
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7  
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
    The panic was catching up to her, wrapping around her lungs in a steel gauntlet. While the people were crying and her glass was dancing through skin, she had not had the luxury of weeping and screaming and asking her old not-god if she was becoming a murderess or a monster or a savior.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Was that her heart or the approach of an army? Fabric rustled and glass crumbled under foot and the sun was yellow through the windows and the world was too bright and too loud and too sharp to bear.  
 
    There was a quiet sobbing. The world was drenched in blood. Red. Hot and red and burning everything down.  
 
    Briar shoved her hands over her ears, her eyes squeezed shut. 
 
    She could feel someone’s hand at her shoulder, guiding her along. Light moved in shades of orange and red through her eyelids, columns of darkness passing slowly as she was led through patches of shade. 
 
    Her legs carried her numbly up a flight of stairs. She choked on air, struggling to calm her breathing. Cielste, she must be making a spectacle.  
 
    “Here, sit down.”  
 
    She complied, sinking into the soft cushions of a sofa she could not see.  
 
    “Could you get the door, dear?” 
 
    Hinges creaked and a lock clicked.  
 
    Briar wondered how much of her life she would spend submerged in this bone-deep panic. “Oh, sweetheart. Just focus on breathing,” her grandmother had always said. “In one…two…three, out one…two…three. Could you open your eyes for me?” 
 
    Briar opened her eyes, and her grandmother was not there to brush the tears from her cheeks with calloused fingers.  
 
    Her hands trembled as she lowered them to her lap and twisted the soft fabric of her dress. She wished the world could be nothing but black like the satin material covering her lap. Everything might be more bearable that way. Maybe she would be able to breathe. 
 
    “Would you like some coffee?” Said Aurora. 
 
    Briar nodded and the princess poured her a cup of coffee. She did not drink it. The caffeine would not be good for her nerves. It was warm in her hands, tethering her to reality as she processed the fact that she was in the princess’ private sitting room. 
 
    “Xo?” 
 
    “Please.”  
 
    The older girl was laying on another one of the sofas, her cream and black lace dress spilling over the satin cushions in a waterfall and pooling on the floor. The cloth roses were too red. Briar felt sick, something cold and twisted writhing inside her. 
 
    Xiomara stared blankly at the ceiling, not bothering to look over at the cup that Aurora had set down beside her. There was something vacant about her, something missing around her eyes and in the corners of where her smile might once have lived.  
 
    Corey’s eyes were bloodshot from tears, his arms curled over his knees. He was sitting on the floor, his back leaned against the foot of the sofa that Xo was reclining on. 
 
    Corey Grimm was a boy of above average height, with a daring face and a lively disposition, but there was something undeniably fragile in the way he rested his chin on his knees.   
 
    He shot Aurora a grateful look and a shaky smile as she pressed a cup of coffee into his hands. Her eyes were stained red the same as his were, her long dark hair a tangle where it had once been a sophisticated up-do.  
 
    “Allow me to do that, your highness.” Briar had not seen the serving woman enter. She was simultaneously youthful and old, a woman with a plain but kind face and a motherly disposition that seemed to emerge as soon as she saw the state Aurora was in. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I need to do something.”  
 
    Aurora was quiet and grim, a hard set to her jaw and a steely resolve behind her brown eyes.  
 
    “Your mother sent me to check on you. I heard you were…are you alright?” 
 
    Corey shuddered as some invisible wind racked him, and the serving woman’s eyes darted around the room as though just realizing that she and the princess were not alone.  
 
    “Yes, I’m fine.”  
 
    Briar looked away as the serving woman crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Aurora. She pretended not to see the break of composure when Aurora began to cry. Soft words were exchanged between them. The woman kissed Aurora’s forehead and left with one last concerned look over her shoulder. 
 
    Aurora scrubbed her palms over her eyes and sat down next to Briar on the sofa, her strings cut.  
 
    “Are any of you hurt?” 
 
    Briar shook her head, unable to speak. Corey lifted a hand to show that the worst he had suffered was a slice from the bottle he had shattered. Xo didn’t respond, sitting up and taking Corey’s hand to inspect the damage. She did not look injured.  
 
    “What…” 
 
    Briar startled, because she had not seen Iman leaning against a wall to the left. His arms were crossed, his chin lowered and his ornate braids hanging loosely. He clutched at a golden chain with Cielste’s four-pointed comet at the end. With his muscles defined through his shirt and his sword resting beside him, he looked like a knight from a fairy tale instead of the fire bringer she knew him to be.  
 
    “What in Cielste’s name was that?”  
 
    She remembered the way bodies jerked and fell when that strange killing machine had pointed their way.  
 
    The room was quiet, because none of them knew. Wind sighed against the window and the glass creaked. Briar shivered violently. She was impossibly cold. It was still summer. Barely.  
 
    “Whatever it was, it’s faster than any natural magic could be. If the Free People’s Militia is using it, then I wouldn’t rule out some kind of sick pagan magic.” 
 
    Iman’s voice was heavy with more hatred than she could withstand. Her eyes flicked again to the comet hanging over his heart. Four points blazing against the neat buttons of his shirt. She shoved a fist into her pocket and felt the hard edges of the little man made of eucalyptus wood and sap that her gran had made her.  
 
    The Nether was not like Cielste. They were not a pretty god with clean emblems and words to prayers. They were a place and a spirit and a feeling, and only honeyed eyelids and iron in hand could bring a mortal closer to the midnight embrace.  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Corey hissed through his teeth. “That’s just Valtinian propaganda. No one’s doing any pagan magic because it’s not real. Or at least, it’s not any different from any non-pagan doing magic.” 
 
    “You never know. Lord Grimm says most of them are queers.”  
 
    Corey’s jaw snapped shut. “Some followers of the old god condemn homosexuals just the same as Cielste does. The Free People’s Militia does. If that’s what this is about, you don’t have to worry.”  
 
    “They’re all enemies of the crown.” 
 
    “Enemies of Valtine, you mean. I wouldn’t even call them that. The deviants and the ones who still worship the Nether–It’s not like they’re fighting back.” Xo corrected, glaring up towards the ceiling as though it had offended her.  
 
    Iman pushed away from the wall and stomped across the room to stand over her, his shadow over her face and distaste written over his features. 
 
    “Not fighting back? You saw what they just did to innocent people!” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “The actions of a terrorist group do not define the beliefs of a population.”  
 
    “They do when they act in the name of that population.” 
 
    “We–They don’t get to choose who acts in their name,” Corey grumbled. “And they might do terrible things, but so does the King.” 
 
    Briar scrunched the fabric of her dress in her hands. There was still blood along the hem. She felt knocked off balance. She had never expected anyone living in the palace to be at all sympathetic to the struggles of those who suffered under King Perrault’s reign.  
 
    “They used to hand out ribbons on the street. Do you remember?” Xo sounded almost gentle, now. Briar’s childhood had been a world apart from theirs, but still she remembered. How could she not? In the streets of Nazarae they had set up carts overflowing with bands of black silk that danced in the wind, embroidered with a thousand different slogans.  
 
    AMORY FOR AMORIANS. 
 
    DEATH TODAY, FREEDOM TOMORROW. 
 
    LONG FALL THE KING.  
 
    Her mother had tied them around her wrists, had braided them into her hair. She had looked at the ribbons with more emotion than she had ever held for Briar. Even after all those years of absence, nostalgia swelled like the sea.  
 
    They had been told stories of freedom, of death to the soldiers who came in conquest and never left. And that was true. That was still true. But Lady Winslow had never killed someone’s child, had never burned anyone’s home. All the wrong people had been murdered. Among the dead had been a serving girl of twelve, her hair braided up in Ushakk fashion. Next to her, Lord Augustine’s infant son, who had never grown old enough to be cruel. That could not be the rebellion the old god wanted–it could only be a thing of unspeakable evil.  
 
    Aurora drummed her fingers against her fine Zalmish cup. 
 
    “I remember. You loved those ribbons. You hid them in your shoes.” 
 
    Briar could picture it. Xiomara as a young girl who was not quite Ushakk and not quite Amorian, eating up the words of recruiters who would just as soon put her on a slave ship as accept her into their lines. The Free People’s Militia believed in a free Amory and nothing else. The queers and deviants, the lower class Ushakks displaced by the Valtinian slave trade; they could rot for all those radicals cared. 
 
    “I just don’t get it. What on earth could they get from something like that?”  
 
    “Fear.” Iman ground it out as though the word would cut his mouth. “They want us to be afraid. Still think it’s the Valtinians who are monsters?” He spat at her. 
 
    Briar’s eyes burned. “There is more than one kind of monster. The Valtinian power is awful, too. You tax farmers out of their lives and give sham trials to dissenters. You have homosexuality listed as a crime worthy of jail time. You burned my house down.” 
 
    She had said too much, spoken too truly, but she couldn’t care. She was burning from the inside-out. Her shoulders ached with the phantom pain of the roof collapsing down onto her. 
 
    It took her a moment to realize that everyone had gone silent.  
 
    “What?” She could have screamed it. 
 
    Aurora spoke first, her voice carefully level. “We burned your house down.” It was a question, but it also wasn’t. She didn’t answer, because there was no point to it, and she couldn’t have done it without sounding raw and vulnerable.  
 
    “It was a necessity.” Iman’s dark eyes didn’t leave her face. “She wouldn’t comply with the King’s requests.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have had to,” Briar grit out. 
 
    “Iman.” Xo snapped her fingers for his attention. Her motions were rigid and sharp. She looked almost as angry as Briar felt. “You burned her house down?” 
 
    “I wasn’t on that mission. I only collected her and escorted her here,” he hesitated, and Briar silently dared him to claim ignorance. He shifted uneasily before he continued. “But the King did order the kingsmen to torch the town if it would ensure her compliance.”  
 
    “The town?” Corey looked at Iman with something akin to horror.  
 
    A muscle worked in Iman’s jaw.  
 
    “It wasn’t me. There were other soldiers–” 
 
    “Get out.” 
 
    Iman fell silent.  
 
    “Get out,” Aurora repeated, sitting up and combing through her hair with one hand. She pointed towards the door. “You knew. You knew it was happening and you didn’t do anything. Cielste’s sake, Iman.” 
 
    “Aurora. Your highness–” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    His boots fell heavy on the floor as he marched out, his fist still clenched around the hilt of his sword. The door slammed shut behind him.  
 
    Aurora leaned back into the sofa. She looked as lost as Briar felt.  
 
    “So,” Xo sighed. “The Valtinian power is made up of oppressive arsonists and the rebels are killing innocents. There are no good men but the dead ones.” 
 
    And Briar was panicked and dazed, but that did not stop her from coming to the earth shattering realization that Aurora would be the Queen one day. That what was said and discovered in this room could affect hundreds of thousands of people.  
 
    Aurora was glaring at the floor, brows creased and hair falling around her in a dark curtain. Briar wanted to run her fingers through it, take the princess’ hand, give her the anger that had lived inside her heart since she was born.  
 
    “You could do something about it.”  
 
    Three heads turned her way.  
 
    “You’re the princess. Don’t you think people should be able to worship how they like without being punished? Do you really think it should be illegal for people to kiss who they like?”  
 
    She could not keep the sharp edges from her words, the poison from her mouth. She remembered every time a soldier had grabbed her grandmother too harshly by the arm, every time she had listened to her own condemnation in the church she had no choice but to attend.  
 
    “The government taxes people out of their livelihoods and then watches them starve, sometimes even locks them up if they complain too loudly. You can’t be alright with that, can you?” 
 
    “Of course not. Of course we don’t agree with everything my father says. He might have raised me to be Cathroastrian, but I was born on this land and to these people.” Aurora’s fingers drummed against the arm of the sofa. “I can’t forget what’s in my blood. I won’t.” She seemed so nakedly honest that Briar wanted nothing more than to hold her. She pushed that thought away. Aurora was the princess, and Briar was a prisoner in all but name.  
 
    “And we’re…” Corey trailed off with a grimace.  
 
    “We don’t exactly fit in with Cathroastrian ideals,” Xo finished for him. “In terms of deviancy.” She looked guarded, propping herself up on her elbows and watching Briar for a reaction. 
 
    It took a second to click.  
 
    “Oh. Oh, you’re…” 
 
    It felt like an ugly thing to say. Corey nodded. He was still sitting on the floor. She moved to cross her legs and he flinched like she might kick him. 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    She hadn’t meant to say it. A hand came up to cover her mouth. Her heart raced guiltily and she turned towards Aurora to apologize.  
 
    “It’s okay,” said Aurora before she could speak. “I’m not, I don’t think, but I know it’s not wrong. But the thing is, the Valtinian power might be awful but so is the Free People’s Militia. Supporting them…it wouldn’t help. It would make things worse. They just escalate and escalate. You saw what they did. They killed innocents. Both sides are in the wrong.” 
 
    “But you don’t agree with it,” Briar pressed. “You know that the crown has been barbaric, and you know that the people should have their old god back. You could do something. Fight back. Make a difference.” 
 
    “I don’t and they should. I also don’t agree with exploding churches and killing people at birthday parties.”  
 
    “You don’t have to join one side to oppose the other. You could be your own side. You could change everything!” Briar knew that she was too worked up, that she needed to let it go, at least for now. If she pushed too hard, Aurora would become wary of both the idea and her. She forced herself to relax. “Sorry. I didn’t…no pressure to make any drastic political decisions now. I just wanted to make sure you knew how bad things were. How you could fix them.” 
 
    Aurora let out a breath. “Okay. I’ll…I’ll think about that.” 
 
    She would have to let it rest there. More pushing would be dangerous, maybe even damaging to the bond that had formed between her and the princess during their shared brush with death. And Briar…Briar enjoyed the princess’ company. All of their company. Perhaps much more than she had initially intended. 
 
   
  
 

 Her coffee was warm and bitter, and there was still a little bit left of summertime. She felt almost cheerful. 
 
    Night was coming. She was cold, and the sofa was comfortable. The four of them sat in a silence that they all needed as the sun went down. The serving woman came back in with a tray of pastries and fruit, and Briar ate like she had never eaten before.  
 
    “I wish Lord Norris hadn’t died,” Corey commented as they watched the curtains billow with the wind. “He was kinda cute.” 
 
    Xo trembled, and it took Briar a moment to realize that she was laughing. It wasn’t quite hysterical but it wasn’t calm, either. “Cielste, Corey. That’s a fucking awful thing to say. I forgot you used to like him.” 
 
    Aurora dropped her face into her hands, but Briar could tell that she was trying to hide a smile. “Lord Norris is fifty, Corey.” 
 
    “Not the old one! His son.” 
 
    “He is a bit hot,” Xo conceded. 
 
    “Was. His son is dead too, you heathens,” Aurora protested, though she was stifling laugher. 
 
    Corey sighed. “We’re honoring his memory.” 
 
    “I hope you lot don’t honor everyone’s memory like this,” Briar chimed in. “If so, I’ll have to remember to never die.” She was laughing too, and all the pointless tension and terror of the evening drained from her shoulders. 
 
    They all needed to laugh, and they would take anything.  
 
    Her chest hurt. It was dark outside, and she could smell rain and eucalyptus. Her dress was stiff and she could smell rust on her hands, but she thought that maybe she could survive here.  
 
    Their laughter was not eternal. It died, and Briar watched as Aurora picked up a little guitar and brought something entirely new to life in its place. She played through the night. Cheerful songs about unfortunate lovers and secret tunnels and adventures that they had heard a thousand times before. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” said Aurora out of nowhere, wishing well eyes reflecting candles in their centers. Careful, death be when the flame goes out. “I didn’t know my father had that done.” 
 
    “That doesn’t fix it.” 
 
    “I know. But I will fix it. I will see your house rebuilt, I will see you returned home. If there is nothing else in the world that I can do, I will do this.” 
 
    “I’m not going to thank you for it.” 
 
    “If you gave me your thanks, I would beg you to take it back.” There was something excited and grim about the way her face tipped down in shadows, and Briar tried to kill the thing taking root inside her heart.  
 
    They drifted to sleep without changing their clothes or brushing their hair. It was improper and uncomfortable and Briar had not felt more at home since arriving at the castle. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Dorian, Dorian, rhymes with Lorean. It was a fine name, and it sounded pretty on their tongue when they sang it to the birds. That did not make it anything more important than a curving bone hairpin or a glove made from spider silk. Something to put on and take off, not a true name bound by magic.  
 
    If they had a true name, they had been gone too long to remember it. All they had was a name the way all fae things had names. A record of end and beginning.  
 
    Darling smelled bloodshed on the wind. The window of the study was open, the forest laid out beyond the edges of all the not-forest. Built things. Human things. Things that Darling barely remembered, washed away the day they first crossed over the veil. 
 
    In the measuring glasses of foul and fair, Darling had not traded for the humanity it would take to remember such things.    
 
    Up on the mountain, a human thing of many colors rose into the sky. The sky was blue, but it had been black just a few waitings ago. It had been odd. The sky never used to be black. 
 
    No, that was wrong. The sky had been black in the beginning. The beginning of everything, the beginning of Darling being reckless and fast and free. 
 
    They had not remembered that, before. Perhaps collecting two human names was already giving them enough aliveness to know more than they had, before. 
 
    Darling missed the stars. They had seen them in the black sky last night, but there had not been as many as there were in the Nether. They had been smothered out by some invisible beast. Perhaps that was not only lovely words–perhaps some eating thing had escaped into the sky and eaten all the stars for breakfast. The thought made them a little bit frantic. They could find this eating thing and have their turn–eat it to make the world go round. 
 
    The grim Grimm man talked to himself, or maybe he talked to Darling. Darling wasn’t listening. They had been taken into stillness when the sky went light. They could not move their arms from where they were raised over their head, could not blink and could not breath. Not that they needed to. 
 
    This was the price of walking the world of mortals.  
 
    There was a big star, here. It was peculiar. The Nether was a place with many, many, many little stars all swimming and swarming together in the lavender sky. Darling preferred them. They worked just as well as one big star, and they didn’t burn Darling’s eyes when they stared at them. This big star did not like to be looked at. 
 
    It was a little like Darling in that regard. 
 
    “…Don’t understand.” The man was saying. He was a thing for hurting, with hands that hit and a cane that bit. Darling was not fond of him. They had known other men with fists and sticks, and they wanted to hang him from the trees as food for birds. In exchange, they might get handfuls and handfuls of discarded feathers. An even trade. Darling might make a long black cloak by weaving them all together. A necessary trade. Darling sometimes found jet black feathers blending downy soft into their hair, but their feathers were not as many as a raven’s. Yes, Darling decided that they quite wanted a cloak made from feathers. 
 
     The man was still muttering. “It shouldn’t be here. Not now.”  
 
    Darling thought the man was talking about them, now. They didn’t like that. It, it, it, it. Darling was a breathing thing, and they had been called that before, the last time they had been in this place. But they did not like to remember that. They liked to let their memories slip away and away and away. It was only now, with true names and the beginnings of secrets living in their head, that they began to creep in. 
 
    The cage shook. The man was gripping the bars. Fast things liked to make still things into fast things but it would not work. Darling could not have moved if they tried. And they did try. They wanted to run, to dance, to make even trade for their place under the sky. 
 
    “I know what you are. Did someone send you?” The man said it like a question that should be understood, but Darling did not. Not that they could have answered, if they did. They were being still. Their eyes did not blink and their fingers did not shake and their heart made no sound in their chest. Nothing had sent them here. Home was a dance that never ended. Home was big and full of stars and trees, and home–the Nether–had known that Darling needed to come here to the land of The Beast, to the place where he stalked the wood. 
 
    Darling did not understand the movements of the stars, the swayings of the trees, the shifting of the earth. Such things they trusted to their downside up god who knew the wicked ways of the world. 
 
    “Did she send you? Why are you here? How did you get here?” He hissed it, and flecks of spittle landed on Darling’s face. Yes, the grim man was like all the others Darling had met.  
 
    The Nether had a plan, a plan for The King and the The Beast and every lovely character from the story that had been danced again and again and again. 
 
    And they needed Darling to pull the strings and dance the dances. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    They had made this deal when they had danced over the veil that first time. They were a hand of their home, a hand of the Nether. They would sing and dance and cry with the spirit of their upside down place. They would fight the war of One-day Queens and Kings and monsters. 
 
    The wind changed, and Darling smelled wilderness through the open window. Wilderness and wildness. Flowers and eucalyptus, orange trees and The Beast that moved through the shadows between them. 
 
    The Grimm man made a frustrated noise as they failed to answer. He reached through the bars, grabbed their jaw and dragged them down to the floor of the golden cage, yanked them forewords so that they struck the bars. Darling wanted to claw his eyes out. But no, the stillness was too deep.  
 
    It would only get worse. They knew that it would only get worse. 
 
    In a way, it was a good thing. If this mortal place gave them too much humanness to dance with–well then they would not have it for long.   
 
     
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
    They did not bury their dead quickly. There was a mass funeral, full of orange flowers the color of the sunset. There were marigolds and spindle blossoms, and a man who played the flute so beautifully that the ravens fell silent in the eaves.  
 
    Aurora’s throat was tight, her eyes burning. She looked at the white covered bodies set down in the grass and wondered how many of them she had ever said hello to, how many of them had ever smiled at her. She remembered how they had looked as they died, hands scraping apart as they tried to open the door out of the Green Room. 
 
    She wondered if she looked sad enough. Aurora had no magic to make up her soul, and so the emotions she felt were shadows of what they should be. She could not be truly sad any more than she could truly love. But if this horrible emptiness inside of her was not sadness, then she did not know what to call it.  
 
    Amorian funerals were bittersweet things. People were meant to dance and laugh and weep with the ecstatic joy of life. They had flowers and gold and the stomping feet of a thousand memories as they trampled through the minds of many, raised like a chorus to the god with no name. These funerals did not happen often, and happened in secret when they did, lest uninvited guests come charging in with swords of condemnation.  
 
    Valtinian funerals were somber things. People were meant to wear black–which was not the color of magic but the color of death, in Valtine. They sat in rows in the church of their sweet conquering God and sung his name in voices that had once known joy but would never know it again. There was no speaking of the dead one. 
 
    This funeral was not quite either. It was a political funeral, belonging not to the memories of the dead but to the agendas of the living.  
 
    On the surface, it looked like a mix of the two cultures. People wore orange and blue and many other colors and set flowers into the earth. As Aurora and her friends were ushered into the chapel, people sat in pews, hands raised in prayer to their Cielste.  
 
    Many Amorian funerals were like this, these days. Valtinian in the paperwork, in the religious reservations and the prayers and the words. Amorian–old Amorian–in the details.  
 
    Beneath the surface, it was not like any sort of funeral. Beneath the surface, it was not even a funeral at all. It was a a play, and the grief had been choreographed. The King stood before a people struck by tragedy, and delivered the council’s statement on the matter. No, it was not a statement. It was a sermon and a sentencing.  
 
    It was a matter of security, of course. A strong kingdom needed to defend itself.  
 
    These people were everywhere, of course. Amorian rebels who would come after the poor rich with magic and the thing that killed even faster with a sound as loud as death. A gun, he called it.  
 
    They had to be vigilant, of course. Vigilant because these rebel terrorists could be anywhere and anyone. They could be the women in the market who said they missed the old King, or the men who didn’t raise their hands in prayer or even the children who ran with garlands ‘round their throats and ribbons ‘round their wrists. And what did it matter, if they thought the silk was pretty, and could not even read what it said? 
 
    It was a necessity. Some people needed to be kept track of, needed to be kept in the same place. Needed to be taken away in the night and put somewhere they couldn’t hurt anyone.  
 
    Some people needed to be disappeared. And by god, Aurora knew this song and dance. After the funeral, she watched the repetitive steps of the same waltz she had been living since she was born to an Amorian mother and a Valtinian father.  
 
    It wasn’t the lords and ladies with contradicting policies or the rich men who just had different opinions. It certainly wasn’t any of the rebels that had come with their loud killing thing–at least, not that Aurora saw.  
 
    No, it was the man who sold fish. He said something–the words changed as the story was told and told again, but the meaning did not. He didn’t fancy the new internment policy. He thought it was unfair. He thought taxes were too high, or he thought he should be able to write his sister who was taken a fortnight ago, or he thought that there were better things to do with his Sundays than pray to a god who did not answer.  
 
    It was sort of like he had sailed away in the night, except for the part where it was not at all like that. He was there, and then he was gone. 
 
    He was not the only one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    Here is the story of the deadliest things: 
 
    It begins with a need. The need to be stronger and better. The need for land or oil or the love of a god that doesn’t answer questions. The need for just a little more demolition.  
 
    It begins with a human. A human person who has been happy and sad and small and outrageous in the way that every human has always been.  
 
    It begins with a sketch, or a note, or a conversation, or an idea. 
 
    A man needs to fight better, needs to hunt better. He sharpens a rock and ties it to a stick. For a moment, he is the deadliest player on the board.  
 
    In this way, the invention of the gun is not so remarkable.  
 
    It is created by a man who needs to win like he needs to breathe. He just needs to kill a little bit faster, a little bit hotter, a little bit louder.  
 
    People have known other tricks. Spears and swords and bombs, these things are all better with magic. The magic that has been taught to the rich by the rich. The ones with white gloves over their bloodstained hands, who do not need to lower themselves to combat. The ones who use magic to mark status, rather than as a tool of survival.  
 
    How does a poor man drive a sword through the throat of a rich man, when the rich man can still it in the air? And so the rich man steals and steals and eats and eats, and he knows that he will be safe from the angry many.  
 
    Magic goes as fast as the mind. 
 
    Magic cannot stop a bullet.  
 
    In this way, the invention of the gun is revolutionary.  
 
    Because maybe violence can bring peace, but everyone knows the way of man. He is holding a gun, now. And it is his way to always say ‘just a little more demolition’.   
 
    In a crumbling stone building in the forest, men and women put together all the pieces on assembly lines. On a King’s desk sits a gun with a royal seal. It kills faster than the last gun. The next gun will be even faster.  
 
    Look alive, says the sky. They’re making death. 
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Cecilia School went like this: everything inside of it was beautiful and orderly, and everyone who went there was rich. The uniforms were the color of magic, with little patterns of silvery thread so dark that they almost vanished into the black silk of the cloth. The boys wore blazers and slacks both cut from this same material, with white dress shirts and black ties and boots. The girls wore blazers and skirts and the same dress shirts as the boys with ribbons at their collars in place of ties. Xo always wore whichever heels she liked instead of the boots, but she was willing to match her professors’ stony expressions.  
 
    Corey had loved the school from the minute he set foot in it. The Grimm Keep was beautiful, yes, but there had been a constricting feel to it even before his mother went mad and his father turned violent. 
 
    The Cecilia School was vast, with all kinds of strange and lovely details. His history class took place in a hall decorated with sirens and mermaids, all singing in painted shades of blue. There were tangerine trees in the courtyard and around the school, and sometimes students magicked the fruits to glitter gold in the sun.  
 
    Briar looked at all these things with open adoration as she toured the building. The uniform looked odd on her–perhaps it was the white collar. He had never seen her in anything but black. He supposed that before the kingsmen came with torches, she must have worn whole rainbows of color. She must have been like a mermaid all in blue upon the beaches of Nazarae, the town lost to fire. 
 
    She would be beginning classes at the school, by order of the King, who wanted her to be as capable as she could be in order to break Aurora’s curse. He was even covering the cost of her attendance. Corey very much doubted that it had anything to do with philanthropy, and thought that it was probably a more direct result of her display during the Winslow butchery. The others thought the same, in the briefness that they had discussed such things.  
 
    The King had made her Royal Magician because of the rumors that she was powerful, and not taken into consideration that they might be true. Now he was grasping at straws, keeping her away from the princess any way he could. 
 
    “Is there a whole new room for every class?” 
 
    Briar peered around the edge of a door, running her hand across the wood before she pulled away. 
 
    “Pretty much.”  
 
    Xo looked bored. Growing up in the castle, the artistry of The Cecilia School probably seemed tired to her, though he knew that she loved the place just as much as he did. Still, she was happy to lead Briar around. She did not have many friends apart from Corey and Iman at school, and she had not spoken to Iman since learning of the part he had played in Nazarae. 
 
    “Some professors teach more than one class, and use the same room for both. You know, so they don’t need to move their stuff around. We have Professor Welken for Latin and History, and Professor Black teaches both World Culture and Natural Sciences. We’ve got that next, actually.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. How come there’s all these not-magic classes.” 
 
    “Because here at The Cecelia School for privileged assholes, we have a certain focus on learning unnecessary skills that poor people can’t learn, and then using those skills to determine a person’s worth. It’s all very intellectual.”  
 
    Corey might love the school, but he tried not to be stupid about what it represented. He turned on his heel, gesturing for Briar to follow him. They had a few minutes before their first lecture of the day would start.  
 
    His jacket burned against his shoulders with every movement as they walked, the fabric irritating brand new cuts and gouges from his father’s cane. He had spoken thoughtlessly and disrespectfully last night, but that was alright. He had gone away in his head, had been nothing to his body when the suffering came. Things had gone blank. He did not remember leaving his father’s office, did not remember anything but coming back to himself in the morning with blood caked along the skin of his back. He was not even sure if he had slept.  
 
    Briar’s voice jolted him from his thoughts. “What are the kingsmen soldiers doing here?”  
 
    The men stood motionless but for the natural shiftings of muscle, regal and brutal looking in their white cloaks. Underneath, Corey could see the steel of their swords. 
 
    “They’re to make sure we don’t get shot,” Xo explained idly.  
 
    Corey felt his brow furrowing. “Shot?”  
 
    “Yeah. Like what happened to Lady Winslow.”  
 
    “She didn’t get shot,” Corey protested. “There wasn’t an arrow or a bolt. Someone just used that thing to magic a bit of metal at her. You were there.” 
 
    Xo gave him a look that said he should know this, already. He tried not to be upset. She didn’t mean to be patronizing. “Corey, no one can magic anything to fly that fast–Not even our Briar. It hit her in the same second we heard it. My father says it’s something new. Maybe it was made with magic, but something makes it go faster than that. Some people near the border had similar reports, a while ago, but we thought they were full of it. Obviously not. They call them guns. They’re a bit like explosives, I think. The use the same black powder, it just shoots a bit of metal–a bullet–right at someone.” 
 
    Corey eyed the guards’ swords, remembering the way Lady Winslow’s body had jerked backwards.  
 
    “So they’ve changed the stationing protocols?” 
 
    Xo nodded. “Yeah. Used to be there only had to be four at any gathering at the palace or the school…” She stopped dead in her tracks, an odd look settling over her face. “There was only one.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There was only one soldier keeping guard at Lady Winslow’s birthday party.”  
 
    Corey could practically see the gears turning in her head. He dragged his fingers through his dark hair, twisting the ends of it between his fingers as he thought.  
 
    “I guess it was a mistake?”  
 
    “No, I think–” 
 
    Briar clapped a hand over Xo’s mouth. Xo glared. Briar jerked her head aggressively towards the white cloaked soldiers.  
 
    Xo nodded, prying her hand away and seizing both of their arms. Corey tried not to flinch. As a unit, they veered from the arching doors of the lecture hall, peeling away from the tide of black as it swept inwards.  
 
    Their maths hall was empty, aside from a blackboard smudged with equations that Corey did not understand, but was probably supposed to be able to. He watched the chalk smear white across his fingers as he dragged his hand lazily across it, before turning to raise an eyebrow at Xo.  
 
    “You don’t think it was a mistake?”  
 
    “I think it might have been. It also might not have been.”  
 
    Corey felt stupid and out of the loop. Xiomara was speaking carefully, the way she did when she was explaining something clever that he did not understand.  
 
    “Why would it not have been?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” Briar’s brow was scrunched and her fists were clenched tightly against the edges of a desk. Her face looked like it had been taken over by something savage and painful.  
 
    “I dunno. Cost cutting?”  
 
    Xo rolled her eyes, and Corey knew that she did not mean for it to sting.  
 
    “He wanted this to happen. It’s an excuse for the higher internment rates.” Briar bit it out, as though it cut the inside of her mouth.  
 
    Xo reached over and settled a hand on Briar’s shoulder. It was strangely gentle, coming from Xo and directed at someone other than her cousin.  
 
    “We don’t know that. Not for sure. Not yet. We need to look at the guard schedule for that day. Then we’ll know.”  
 
    Briar nodded stiffly, anger hardening every angle of her.  
 
    “How will we do that?”  
 
    Xo looked at Corey, and he did not necessarily understand what was going on aside from the fact that he was being asked to steal paperwork from his father. If he was caught, it would hurt. But oh, well, what the hell–he was young and angry enough that most things were funny, and he had plenty of room for more bruises. Not to mention, he was the stupidest person he knew. 
 
    “Sure. Sounds important. Let’s go.”  
 
    “What? We’re supposed to be in class.” 
 
    He offered Xo his arm the way he used to at fancy dinner parties, when he had to dance with all the young ladies in the room. “Since when were you a voice of reason?”  
 
    She sighed and swatted his arm away, but when they started walking it was not towards the lecture hall. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
    The Grimm boy came back while the little stars were away, and Darling was glad that his blood was flowing through his veins instead of spilled all over the ground. Human things bled and bled and bled. Darling did not like to remember those ways.  
 
    The boy came with a girl full of magic and a magpie that was actually another, entirely different girl. The girl with red hair was so full of magic that it leaked right out, winding golden around her fingers and eating up the space that was normally saved for not-magic.  
 
    Darling was glad they owned the boy’s name as they watched him rifle through the papers in the desk, crouched low.  
 
    “Corey. Corey, Corey. Hello, Corey. Have you come to see your cage? Or have you come to visit me? It’s boring here, and there’s no room to dance.” 
 
    The girl full of magic was staring at him. Her skin might have once labeled her as a grotesque like Darling, but they liked it. They hoped she liked it, too. Her eyes were blue, like the sky when the big star was living in it. Darling liked Corey’s better. They were the color of dirt that things grew and grew and grew in, which was much more practical than blue. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Huh?” Corey twisted to see where she was looking. Darling smacked a hand against the bars and the boy startled. “Oh, that’s Dorian. The soldiers found them in the forest. They’re fae. Hey, Dorian.” 
 
    “Are you a strangeling?” 
 
    She sounded fascinated in a gentle way. A quiet kind of awe instead of the sick brand of interest they were used to. Like they were something to be known instead of conquered.  
 
    She spoke directly to Darling. It was disquieting. Corey answered for them when they took too long to respond. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the fae could be strangelings. I didn’t think they could come out of the Nether anymore, either.” 
 
    She walked in a slow circle around the cage, letting her hand tap against the golden bars one after another. Darling matched her on the other side, hanging off of the bars to swing their momentum back and forth.  
 
    “Neither did I, but…” He trailed off as he frowned down at the contents of the drawer before pulling out a stack of paper and brandishing it happily. “Here’s the shift schedules from that week.” 
 
    The magpie girl chirped from where she sat on the windowsill while the not magpie girl stood up on her toes to read it as Corey did.  
 
    “No, that’s two weeks back. Go three.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Corey pulled out something which looked exactly the same to Dorian and spread it out across the dark wood of the desk.  
 
    They both looked at it, and then they both made peculiar expressions, and the little magpie flew over to read it, too, and Darling watched her little claws dig into the paper. If she was not a magpie, she might have made a funny face as well.  
 
    “That can’t be right. One guard–August Sanchez. Temporarily reassigned from the Sickle Corps. The Green Room, one to four.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a mistake, then.” The red haired girl sounded like the way dried bones clacked against each other without feeling as they hung from flexible trees.  
 
    “No. I mean, yes, but not that. I mean, what’s this?” Corey tapped his finger against the paper. “There isn’t anything called the Sickle Corps.” 
 
    Oh, there was there was there was. The Grimm man with biting hands spoke of them and to them and about them, and and you could only do two of those things with people who didn’t exist.  
 
    “They’re the eating ones,” Dorian told Corey educationally. “With boots. Give me your name.” 
 
    “Thanks. You know my name. You’ve been saying it since I came in.”  
 
    Darling pointed at the girl. 
 
    “My name is Briar.”  
 
    “Briar, Briar, rhymes with fire. I get your name but you can’t have mine. Corey gave me a make believe name, though–it’s Dorian. You can call me that. I told you about the eating ones. Now you owe me only a secret, Corey Grimm.” Darling informed him, because humans weren’t very good at keeping straight what was owed.  
 
    There were footsteps in the hall, and Corey went as still as an almost dead thing, but not quite as still as a fae thing could go.  
 
    The magpie made a noise that magpies did not make, moving as though to protect the humans from the thing that was coming. The hurting man, Darling thought. They knew the way this creature stepped and paused and breathed. In their home of trees and a billion stars, they could have hunted him blind and deaf, with only the sharpness of their teeth and the hunger of their rage. 
 
    He made Darling remember things that they should not–not in their freedom and wildness. Other men with other ways to hurt.  
 
    Corey flew towards the small door in the corner, shoving his shoulder against it. It did not move, no matter how he tugged at the handle.  
 
    “Good Lord,” Corey breathed. He was like a rabbit, hunted down in the forest, heart racing just before it stopped.   
 
    “Here. Give me the files.” Briar tugged the papers from Corey’s hands, folding them over twice and shoving them into her book bag. She was not afraid enough. She did not know this man. 
 
    Darling had not existed outside of the Nether for long–not this time, at least–but they knew that they wanted blood. Some animals ought to be cut free and some ought to be put down, and Lord Grimm had not been giving fair recompense for the pain that he collected.  
 
    “He has a key,” Darling told Corey. “He has a key that unlocks this cage of yours, and I will trade you for it.” Just saying it made Darling itch with the need to be free from this place. They needed room to dance. Perhaps they could have bent the bars and cracked the floor, but then Corey wouldn’t have anything to give in return. And fair was fair. It needed to be. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I will trade you a death for a key, little beastie.” 
 
    It was a good deal. A perfect deal.  
 
    The man opened the door and started at the sight of his study so full of people who did not belong there.  
 
    “What in God’s name are you doing in my office, Cortez? And who’s the girl?”  
 
    He did not need to say that he would be hurting, soon. His hand did that, where they rested atop the sharp iron head of his cane.  
 
    Corey was stiff as a child who lay waiting for the Nether to take them, for the inhumanness to take them over from the inside.  
 
    “Answer me.”  
 
    Darling wanted to tell the man her name before he started hitting, but it was not Darling’s name to give.  
 
    “She’s–” 
 
    “I’m Briar. We haven’t met.”  
 
    Dorian could see the little golden key that hung from a ring upon the man’s belt.  
 
    “Who is your father, then? Is he on the council?” 
 
    This was an old question, one that people had worked out how to ask in over a hundred ways. Even Darling, so far removed from the matters of mortals, understood it. It did not mean ‘who is your father?’ It meant ‘who will care if I hurt you?’ 
 
    “I haven’t got a father, my Lord.”  
 
    ‘No one at all, my Lord.’ 
 
    The man nodded slowly, his knuckles going white as they clenched over the iron head of his cane. His shoulders were stiff with anger. He stepped fully into his office, moving towards Corey and Briar in a slow half circle. He reminded Darling of a wolf.  
 
    “I don’t remember calling you into my study, Cortez.” 
 
    Corey’s head dropped. It was strange to see, with how tall he was. He towered like a tree, but he was small before this man.  
 
    Lord Grimm nodded, his eyes cool. Darling saw the movement in the set of his jaw before they saw his cane connecting with Corey’s face, metal digging into his cheek. Corey kept his hands behind his back. He always did that for as long as he could.  
 
    Briar did not see the foreshadowing of the blow, and so she let out a short cry of surprise at the violence and quickness of it.  
 
    “A key for a death, Corey Grimm,” Darling reminded.  
 
    The man’s eyes flicked to Darling, cane already pulled back, and the magpie swooped low, its small talons trained for his eyes. He cried out in alarm, cane slipping from his fingers as he swatted at the bird. His next cry was in pain as blood gushed from his left eye.  
 
    In the same instant, Briar dove for the pretty little key and snatched it from his belt. The air hummed with her magic, pouring from her fingers. Tile cracked under her boots as they struck the floor. Her magic did not know how to be tame, and neither did she.  
 
    The man caught the bird and threw it to the floor, crushing its head under his shoe. A painful death for an innocent creature.  
 
    Darling forced their arm through the bars, reaching. Their skin would bruise, later– black and purple and green. The gold was warm upon their fingers when the girl pressed the key into their hand.  
 
    The lock clicked softly as they unlocked their cage, and the stillness left them completely alone in deadly movement. They were cruel and quick, and their prey was slow and opening his mouth as though to scream. Darling’s magic gave stillness to his lungs, and that was enough to fill the instant it took to reach him. 
 
    Sometimes, Darling forgot that they were a killing thing. Darling often forgot everything about themselves. They had been in the Nether for a very long time.  
 
    Sometimes, they forgot everything but fairness. 
 
    The man fell to the floor, his blood pooling languidly. 
 
    Corey reeled backwards in shock, blood trickling slowly from the gash upon his face. Darling could not know how many times he had bled before. 
 
    It was a fair trade. 
 
   
      
 
     
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
    Xiomara was running the second she felt the bird’s head smash to pieces against the floor, slowing only so that she would not be suspicious as she entered, throwing the manservant a wide smile and a glimpse at the crest upon her ring. 
 
    It had been foolish to stay behind. She should have ignored Corey’s protests. She took the stairs two at a time to Lord Grimm’s study.  
 
    She threw her weight against the door, not expecting it to swing open so easily. She stumbled as she stepped inside.  
 
    Corey looked up from the dead body and locked eyes with her.  
 
    They were frozen as though posing for a painting–Briar with a hand clamped over her mouth and blood spattered over her white stockings. Corey with a hand outstretched towards his father, ring glinting in the sunlight that filtered through the open window. Lord Grimm, opened up from stomach to throat, spread eagle on the floor.  
 
    The strangeling, hands stained dark with gore as they leaned over the man, closing his eyelids with their fingertips.  
 
    “Oh.” She could not think of a better way to put it. 
 
    “Would you–” Briar swallowed roughly. “Would you close the door?”  
 
    Xiomara snapped out of her stupor, shoving the door shut behind her. Her heart was racing, her chest tight with panic.  
 
    “I…what do we do?” Corey looked towards her, something savage and desperate coming to life in his eyes. “Did we kill him?”  
 
    Xo thought she could see intestines still twitching in that abyss of Lord Grimm’s insides. She forced her eyes up and away from him before nausea could hit her. 
 
    “Well, he doesn’t look good.” 
 
    She felt dizzy, black spots encroaching upon the corners of her vision. She was in overwhelming need of a drink.  
 
    “A death for a key,” crowed the strangeling. “A name for a cage. Now the beastie only owes me a secret.” 
 
    The strangeling was awful and beautiful, smoothing their fingers over the dead man’s face as though in blessing. Their dark hair was a mess of curls falling around their face and half concealing their obsidian eyes as they looked up at Corey expectantly. 
 
    “I think we were accomplices at best,” said Briar, turning sharply from the grisly sight before them. Her breath was pinched, as though the bloody air was strangling her.  
 
    Xo breathed in the smell of rust, forcing her mind from the Winslow Butchery. The room came back into focus.  
 
    Aurora was not here with her quick planning. Xo thought of the way her father looked at her when she asked a stupid question. Be clever, little bird. 
 
    “Everyone be quiet,” Xo instructed. She would let herself fall apart later. “Briar, take off your stockings.”  
 
    Briar nodded, her gaze vacant and vaguely ill.  
 
    “Take off your stockings,” Xo repeated. “They’ve got blood on them. Corey, step away from the blood before it gets on your shoes.” 
 
    They complied, Briar unlacing her boots and shucking of the stockings while Corey shuffled towards the corner of the room and away from the crawl of gore across the tiled floor. 
 
    Xo took the stockings from Briar. They were delicate, the lace stiff with blood.  
 
    “Dorian, come here, dear.” 
 
    She was afraid that they would tear her to pieces as they rose and approached, curious. They did not. They only stared at her with black eyes while she used the white cloth to clean the blood from their hands.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Corey hissed. 
 
    “Cleaning them up so they don’t get caught.” 
 
    “What? We ought to just pin this all on them. They did kill the man.”  
 
    “They did it for you, dickhead. He might’ve killed you. Besides, me and Briar both helped.”  
 
    Her father would have told her to throw the strangeling to the wolves. It was the easiest option. Her mother would have told her that the fae were sacred.  
 
    Xiomara wanted a drink so badly that she could feel her fingers twitching with the need to curl around the stem of a wine glass. 
 
    “Then who can we pin this on?” 
 
    “I was thinking the manservant.” 
 
    “What’s Leonard ever done?”  
 
    “Made himself a convenient scapegoat.”  
 
    “We can’t do that,” Briar interjected. “They’d kill him.”  
 
    “Who do you suggest, then?” 
 
    Briar glanced around helplessly. “We could make it look like an accident.”  
 
    Xo looked down at the man’s opened guts and then back at Briar.  
 
    “What, like he tripped?”  
 
    Briar glared. “No. We could break some glass. Make it look like a botched robbery or something.”  
 
    “They won’t believe a robbery can be botched this badly.”  
 
    “We can’t just frame Leonard, though,” Corey protested. “He’s a decent guy. There’s gotta be another way.”  
 
    “I’m all ears, dear.”  
 
    “What if…” He dragged a hand through his dark hair. “What if we hide the body where no one will ever find it?”  
 
    Briar chewed her lip. “What if they find it?” 
 
    “That’s why we hide it where no one will ever find it.” 
 
    “Someone will find it,” said Xo. 
 
    “We could cut off his face. Then they won’t know who he is.” 
 
    “That’s your father.”  
 
    “So we’ll do it gently.” He sounded on the verge of a nervous breakdown, his hands waving wildly as he spoke. “Let’s just get it out of here. I can go around front and hail a taxi, tell it to wait out in the street. We can put him in a box or something.”  
 
    “Why don’t you just drive your own coach?” 
 
    “I really can’t drive that well. And look–” He held up his shaking hands. “I’d send us straight off the road.” 
 
    Xo sighed. “Alright. Go get a box and a blanket and come back here.”  
 
    He grinned as he left the room, and Xo hoped that the hysteria and adrenaline lasted the whole day. She doubted he would be useful once he started dissociating.  
 
    Briar left to hail a coach, and Xo was left alone in the room with the body and the fae thing. The creature hummed under their breath, still sliding the golden key back and forth between their fingers. It seemed like an eternity passed before Corey came knocking on the door.  
 
    He brandished a leather suitcase triumphantly as Briar slipped through the door behind him. “This ought to be big enough. And hey, it matches his wristwatch.”  
 
    “Did you bring the sheets? Or blankets?” 
 
    He opened the suitcase and wordlessly tossed her a bundle of fabric.  
 
    She nodded, taking it from him and dropping it to the ground. She kicked it around with her shoe, watching it soak up the red from the floor.  
 
    They were silent as they cleaned the floor and wrapped the man in the filthy bed covers, feeling like grave diggers as they lifted the man and contorted him to fit into the suitcase. Briar threw the ruined stockings in with the gore before Corey held down the top while Xo fastened the case shut.  
 
    Xo pivoted, taking stock of the room. The floor was still discolored, tiles cracked where Briar’s magic had gone wild under her feet.  
 
    “Any chance you can fix that?”  
 
    Briar shook her head. “Sorry. It’s easier to break something than it is to put it back together. Plus, my magic really just does its own thing. I don’t get a lot of input when it comes to stuff like this.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “Hey.” Corey nudged the dead magpie with his boot. “Maybe they’ll think it was the bird.”  
 
    Xo sighed, stooping to lift one end of the suitcase. “Let’s just go. Briar, make sure the strangeling doesn’t confess on the way down the stairs. And get the door.”  
 
    Corey took the other end of the suitcase, wincing at the weight of it. Her own back was already straining. It was large enough that it was meant to be carried by three or four servants. God bless the rich and their need to bring huge amounts of unnecessary things on their equally unnecessary vacations. 
 
    They were as quiet as they could be with the suitcase banging into walls and their shoes scuffing heavily against the floor. Dorian would have kept up a constant stream of commentary, Xo was sure, if not for the hand Briar kept firmly over their mouth.  
 
    The coach driver took their coin without casting a spare glance towards their luggage as they piled into the benches. It was meant to fit three at most, so Dorian ended up sitting cross legged on the box at their feet. They were still wearing the draping white robes they had been captured in. Xo marveled at how the cloth had avoided even a single drop of blood. 
 
    She gave the man vague directions, watching as the houses around them fell into disrepair and the streets started looking more like sewers. Their fine clothing would stand out more than a dead body, here.  
 
    The silence that had settled around them was suffocating. Corey stared out the dirty window. His face was still covered in blood. His own and his father’s. Behind the film of it, his dark eyes were vacant. Sometimes, she thought that he was hers in the same way that Aurora was hers. She had watched them be young and reckless and growing. Aurora was more a sister than a cousin, and Corey was more a brother than a friend. She reached across Briar’s lap to take his hand in her own. It was shaking.  
 
    With how closely they were all jammed together, Briar’s lovely red hair fell over both of their shoulders. It had come undone at some point between schoolwork and killing a man.  
 
    “Stop here.”  
 
    It wasn’t any place special, which made it perfect. They disentangled themselves and filed out of the coach, standing in the street with the suitcase at their feet as they watched it drive away.  
 
    It was evening. Strange, because she had not seen the sky turning. The day had slipped between her fingers.  
 
    Corey took off walking first, daring without his father’s stern eyes upon his back. The muck of the street was foreign under Xo’s shoes. 
 
    Alone again, Dorian was free to chatter mindlessly as they lost themselves in turning streets. If they did not know where they were, then perhaps no one else would be able to find them, or what they left behind.  
 
    The homes were tall and pressed up against each other, colorful facades faded and windows dark. Xo smelled rain on the wind.  
 
    “And the Golden King will rise, rise, rise. And some things will burn and some things will not. And I will eat honey and wine and I will dance.”  
 
    Xo’s throat felt drier at the thought. She needed a drink. She needed to feel the buzz of her skin and the feather lightness of her head when she was tipsy.  
 
    “Behind there.” Corey pointed towards a house that was more faded than the others. More derelict. Behind it, she could see the forest creeping up lush and green. So this was the edge of the city.  
 
    The door was bolted, but it splintered under Briar’s fingertips. The floor was creaking and fragile under their feet. The only noise was the scraping of the suitcase against the wood as they half carried, half dragged it through the house. Xo’s arms burned.  
 
    There was no backdoor, and there would be no way around the house, with how closely it was pressed to its neighbors. They found a back window with glass that had gone green with age. Xo wrapped her blazer around her hand and shattered it without magic. She had seen what Briar did with glass.  
 
    The earth was old under their feet. Dorian stretched their hands up to the canopy of leaves that spread out above them, spinning in a slow circle. The stars had just begun to come out. 
 
    “Fucking Cielste.” She jerked her head towards Corey, but he was staring at Dorian with something just off of horror. 
 
    “You haven’t got any shoes. We’ve just walked for over an hour.” 
 
    He was right. Dorian’s feet were bare. Even with magic healing the cuts as they came, it could not be pleasant to walk so far without, especially in the parts of town where the streets were more filth than cobblestone.  
 
    Dorian just shrugged, tilting their head back to look at the sky. It was getting dark. Night would be full, soon. Corey hopped on one foot to remove a shoe.  
 
    Briar set down the suitcase and dropped to her knees. She dug her fingers into the soil to scrape back the earth, and Xo hurried to join her. They knelt in a circle, Dorian and Corey now with one set of shoes shared between them.  
 
    Their hands were spades, and the earth was cool upon the knees of their sharp black uniforms. Small stones were harsh against Xo’s fingernails, and weeds came up in their fists. Dorian saved the wildflowers as they tore them up, laying them neatly in the silk that pooled upon their lap.  
 
    They buried Lord Grimm under the stars, with no gold in his fists and no kisses upon his eyelashes. Their hands were dirty and they did not cry. When they looked back towards the city, they could see the castle golden in the last of the sunlight, high upon its mountaintop.  
 
    It was not an ugly place to rest.  
 
    Their shoulders were light and aching as they walked back through the tired house. They stepped out onto the street and Xo drew in a sharp breath as she realized that they were not alone. 
 
    A girl in a blue dress leaned against the side of the building beside the door. There were violets in her hair, twined around the many braids that fell almost to her hips. Her features seemed almost regal as she peered into the night, hard jaw cut from mahogany, strong, wide nose leading down to perfectly full lips. An Ushakk like Xiomara’s mother, skin gleaming dark in the sweet summer light of the lantern she held. She looked familiar and foreign in a way that Xiomara could not place. It made her want to draw closer. 
 
    She started when she saw them, though not as badly as they had. A purple and periwinkle mask caressed the edges of her face. Her eyes gleamed brown-black through the shifting light.  
 
    For a moment, Xo thought that she might be some vengeful spirit who could smell the blood upon their hands. But no, she was far too lovely for that, a bright smile overtaking her features once she got over her surprise. 
 
    “Cielste, I didn’t see you there. You’ve forgotten your masks. Though I suppose it’s dark enough. You could be anyone.” Her voice was thick and heavy as velvet, and Xo wondered if she had been wrong to call this person a girl. But for her voice and her features, there was still something undeniably feminine about her. 
 
    “What?” Corey was hunched against the cool wind that whipped at his coat. 
 
    “Come on, don’t be ashamed. Why else would you be in this part of town? They’ll give you masks at the door, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just bring my own because I have so many other illusions to keep, it’s easier to have one decorated by hand.” 
 
    The girl pushed herself up from her position leaning against the wall, and Xo saw that she was a few inches taller than Corey, though muscular and elegant in a way that he had never been. Xo’s eyes stuck to the definition of the girl’s biceps.  
 
    “Come on. I’m sure it’s started already, and you’ve gotta get there on the early side or you’ll be waiting a hundred years for a drink. It gets awful crowded.”  
 
    In the long shadows of houses, Xo was sure that her friends could not see how she caught on the strange girl’s words. Her very bones felt parched.  
 
    “Alright,” she was saying before she fully processed the word. She knew that her friends were hesitating, sending her inquisitive glances, but she also knew that they would follow her as she fell into step beside the girl she didn’t know, head tilted to keep her face in the darkness.  
 
    The girl offered her arm and Xo smiled as she took it. Her skin was warm as candlelight.  
 
    So Xo walked in the general direction of the closest alcohol, arm in arm with a giant of a girl who moved with all the poise someone who spent life on their feet.  
 
    Her arms ached from carrying the body and her hands hurt from digging the grave. Her school uniform was practically unrecognizable, half disassembled and covered in dirt. Compared to the woman at her side, she looked a travesty.  
 
    She was tired. A man was dead. She needed a drink. 
 
    She couldn’t care less. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
    The night grew louder as they followed the girl–candles lined the pavement and the windowsills, clustered together in alcoves wherever there was room. A violin crooned low and bright over the sounds of laughter and dancing.  
 
    Masked shadows shifted up ahead of them, drifting towards the one building on the street that poured light from all its doors and windows. The air smelled sweet and foul, the gutter smell of poverty poorly masked by the cloying flowery stench of incense and perfume. 
 
    A mask was pressed into her hands–a plain, black thing–and she felt her magic running rampant, transforming the mundane into marvelous. The fabric swirled and turned to black lace, sprouted a raven’s feathers, burst into roses at the corners–red and centered by glittering diamonds. It was an illusion, one that would fade with time, but it was a lovely one, soft on her cheeks as Xo tied the ribbons of it into a bow behind her head.  
 
    She grabbed for her friends’ hands as they passed under the awning, not wanting to be pulled away by the tide of the crowd. The prickly grip on her elbow told her that Dorian would stay with them, rather than slipping off into the night as she had been afraid of. It had to be some kind of blasphemy to bring a fae creature to whatever sort of place this was–though she doubted anyone would notice, with the way their pretty white mask distracted from the pure black of Dorian’s eyes.  
 
    The party was crowded and sweaty, and it made Briar’s skin crawl. The press of bodies felt as though it was stealing all the air from her lungs. Still, it was beautiful.  
 
    She understood why they had been mistaken for guests. Anyone could have belonged, here. Some patrons wore gaudy street clothes showing more skin than fabric, while some wore burlap and cotton plain enough to be rags. Still others wore silver and thread of gold–or illusions of it, though the training required for that meant that one already possessed both in large quantities–or knew someone who did. Their rumpled school clothes and Dorian’s wavering silks looked just as out of place as everything else. 
 
    Xo had a glass of wine in her hand already, tipping it back so that red stained red. Her mask was the same shade that she had painted her lips, woven through with magic as Briar secured it over her face. Pearls nestled in the curving lace and fabric roses. 
 
    An elbow hit Briar between the shoulder blades–the accidental product of excited dancing, and she shrank back against a wall and away from the crowd. Her magic had come rushing up to her skin, buzzing with the need to break and create and grow. She swallowed it down, shoving a hand into the pocket of her jacket to run her fingers over the little twine and stick man that her grandmother had fashioned from twigs.  
 
    Corey was at her side, complaining about his lack of a shoe while Xiomara had been pulled away by the girl with violets in her hair. Dorian was chewing on a fork, the metal tines twisting against the sharpness of their teeth.  
 
    Across the room, two people leaned together into a kiss.  
 
    It was a simple, background thing. A girl with a bumblebee inked into the side of her throat. A girl with shining black hair pulled into rows and rows of braids. The two of them with their dark mouths pressed together for a moment in the light of a hundred lanterns and a thousand candles.  
 
    Briar felt as though she was burning down. She tore her eyes from the couple before she could stare, shame rising in her stomach. Didn’t they know it was dangerous? Her eyes landed on the man serving drinks, the fabric of his skirt moving with the music as he danced. The tall girl from before, face adorned with a smile as she danced with Xo. Shoulders broader than any girl’s that Briar had seen before.  
 
    Sweet Nether.  
 
    She remembered being small, holding her grandmother’s hand as they walked through some summertime festival. She remembered staring at a dancer in white, and wondering if her skin was as soft as the velvet sash of her dress. Later, there had been her friend Marisol, and how her breath caught in her throat when she giggled, lying beside Briar on a bed of moss after losing a game of tag. That place was ashes, now. Now, there was only Aurora’s foxhole eyes and quiet smile, and how her cavaquinho caressed the whole world.  
 
    Briar had always known she was this way (she had not always known. She could remember thinking broken, confused, pretending) but she had never seen it so open and shameless and material. Even Corey made his jokes with a hush, and even Xiomara had stared at her hands when Iman condemned queers. 
 
    The violin cried out in ecstasy, and the noise and crowd and dancing came crashing back around Briar’s ears. Someone was gripping her shoulders, staring down at her with concern etched across his brow. Corey.  
 
    “–okay?” His voice was raised over the music. She must have nodded, because he let his hands drop to his sides. Had he noticed? Did he know what this place was? There was something off kilter in his eyes. Dorian was perfectly still, frozen mid movement. Only their lips moved, forming a steady litany that kept time with the music: 
 
    “And the One-day Queen slept and the Golden King wept and the rabbits eat the hares and the chewing gum catches fire. Briar, Briar, your house is on fire. No, really. It is. Your house is on fire–the children will burn.”  
 
    She could feel her burn scars itching under the smooth fabric of her uniform jacket. She let the world filter away everything but the feeling of her marred skin and the curving stick limbs of the twine man in her pocket.  
 
    She knew she was being led through the mass of bodies and she felt her skin crawl with every shoulder that brushed against her, with every mangled conversation that she caught snatches of. She was choking on smoke that did not exist. 
 
    “Squeeze your eyes shut,” her grandmother said when they entered the fray of the market, or even the congregation of the church that they did not truly belong to. “Squeeze them shut and pick one thing to focus on.” 
 
    “There’s too much to pick from.” 
 
    Her voice had been thick with tears and thin with youth. She remembered how warm and rough her gran’s hands had been as they cradled her face. She sat by the hearth and practiced her reading late that night, while her gran fashioned a little man from sticks and twine and things from the forest. Her first and only doll. A connection to the Nether. An anchor in the sea of panic that crashed against her. 
 
    “Now hold the little man and focus on him. There. Careful not to hold him too tight. You don’t want to get splinters.”  
 
    Her grandmother had wrapped her up in a hug, and her clothing had smelled like burnt sugar and cheap soap. When Briar saw her again (when, not if), she would never leave that embrace. She would live in the warmth of it, safe from all the fires in the world.  
 
    “–iar?” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and this time, she had enough air. She could hear the party, but it was something distant and revelrous. She did not remember walking outside, but the air was clean in her lungs. 
 
    “Wake up, Briar.” Dorian was shorter than her, so it was odd that their gentle hands were playing with her hair from above. She registered the rough stone at her back before she realized that she was slumped against a wall.  
 
    “Wake up, girl from the thorns. It’s not time for you to sleep, yet. Wake up, and don’t let the flowers bite you. And if they do, just follow the music.”  
 
    The soft earnestness of their voice brought her reeling back towards reality. She braced herself against the wall and pushed herself upright, feeling the world sway like a beach tree under the wind. Humiliation colored her cheeks. She was far too old to still be shattered by sounds and movements that were too much.  
 
    She kept her voice from trembling when she spoke. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    Weakness. She stared at her hands, just noticing what her magic had done in its nervousness. Bright pink spindle flowers burst from her skin, flesh leading into flora seamlessly. An illusion? She could not tell. Her magic had acted without her.  
 
    The spindle flowers scratched at the palms of her hands.  
 
    “Nah, don’t worry about it. Here, I got you some water.”  
 
    She took the glass from Corey, the water sliding cooly down her throat like a balm to burnt skin. Her chest was not wound so tightly.  
 
    “Thanks. That place–” 
 
    “It’s okay. We can just go home. Xo will probably be better off leaving early, anyways.”  
 
    “No, I mean, did you see…?” 
 
    He nodded, his head bowed towards the street. He scuffed his one boot nervously against the pavement, and Briar was struck by the ridiculousness of his giving the other one away. Had she been a more proper girl and fancied gallant gentleman, she could have loved him for it. As it was, she felt an intense sort of affection for him.  
 
    She remembered the shattering of glass as he brought the bottle down over the rebel’s head just before they cut the little Winslow girl’s throat. And all the while, her whole being humming with the magic she had pushed into so many jagged crystalline daggers.  
 
    She wondered if her mother would have cut that girl’s throat, and then she was glad that she did not know the answer. Some things were better left unknown.  
 
    They did not speak of it more. Instead she merely waited with the strangeling who crowed strange things at the stars while Corey reentered the battlefield of swaying limbs. The people, they were beech trees.  
 
    Briar couldn’t tell how much of Xo’s smile was alcohol and how much was the jubilation of moving in tandem with so many people, but she did not overly care. They walked until the paint was less chipped and the windows were not boarded and dogs barked behind grates, and they hailed a cab with a lantern that shone like one eye.  
 
    “We can’t tell anyone,” said Xo, and everybody knew exactly what she was talking about. “We should make a pact.”  
 
    “What about Aurora?” Briar frowned. “You’re her cousin. She would help us.”  
 
    She felt absurd saying it. How many days ago would she have seen Aurora eaten up by flame in vengeance of so many pretty white houses? But no, Aurora had not written that death sentence. Briar could save all her hatred for the people who deserved it.  
 
    “She would. But we don’t need any help. She shouldn’t be involved in this.” The mention of her cousin seemed to have partially snapped Xo from the intoxicated state she had achieved, though she still swayed so that her shoulders knocked into the window at every pothole.  
 
    “We need an alibi. Someone will have noticed we weren’t in school. The doorman saw us. What if–” Corey cut himself off, his eyes flicking to the driver. The man hummed lowly under his breath, framed by swaying lanterns. One flame glowing, one dead in its cage. The night still felt like summer, though anyone with a lick of sense could feel autumn creeping around soft and velvet.  
 
    The orange glow of the lanterns fell serene upon the trunks of trees as the forest grew thick, buildings giving way to chattering nighttime things hidden in canopies of poisonous eucalyptus leaves. It went unspoken that Corey would not return to the blue painted building where his father had died. Not tonight, at least. 
 
    No, Corey would not return to his Keep and Dorian would not return to their cage.  
 
    But Briar would be returning to hers, though it seemed less and less like a prison every day.  
 
    The castle looked unrecognizable as they stepped out of the comforting enclosure of the coach. Shadowed pastel oranges and yellows reaching for the sky. A sunset in reverse. It was the same as it had always been, even masked in darkness. It was not the castle that had become unrecognizable.  
 
    “Alright. Let’s go tell my darling cousin we’ve killed someone.”  
 
    Something wet slid across Briar’s cheek, and for a moment she thought she had started to cry. Again on her forehead, her hair, her shoulder. 
 
    It had started to rain.  
 
   
      
 
     
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    Here is the story of the worms: 
 
    They eat. 
 
    It does not matter that the man was rotten. It would not have mattered if he was good. It only matters that he is flesh and they are flesh and they eat, they eat to live. They slip between the latches of the suitcase while their companions chew through its sides, they take what is his and make it theirs; they take what is him and make it them. 
 
    He is not the first flesh they have consumed.  
 
    Deeper in the forest, around a bend and across a log, over a creek and under the ground, another body was long ago stripped down to bone. 
 
    Here is the story of the worms: 
 
    They eat. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
    Aurora was sleeping when they came. In another life, one that had not been filled with Corey and Xo’s antics, she might have been terrified to wake with a hand over her mouth. In this life, she pushed her cousin away and pulled her covers over her head.  
 
    “Aurora, get up, it’s important.” 
 
    She sighed, doing her best to sound put upon as she drank in the warmth of her bed for one last moment before allowing Xo to pull her up.  
 
    That was when she realized they were not alone. Corey Grimm leaned against her bureau, his lanky form soaked to the bone with rain water. As she noticed that, she heard the drum of rain against glass and tile and stone. Autumn. It might rain for the rest of time, for all she knew.  
 
    Briar’s damp hair was dark as blood under moonlight, falling limp around her shoulders in a way that made her seem ethereal. Her mottled skin shone with the light of a single candle held out towards Aurora. It reflected in blue eyes, a bead of gold rocking in the waves of an endless ocean.  
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Aurora. We were with you all day. We skipped class and we spent all day with you. We read books and did boring, legal things. Dorian was there, too.”  
 
    Aurora swung her legs from her bed, the shock of cold against her feet inconsequential when held against the solemness of her visitors. Her mind began racing through worst case possibilities. Someone had seen Briar bowing in worship to her old forgotten god of the upside down. Xo had been too loud in her blasphemy against the shining Cielste. Corey had been caught kissing some serving boy.  
 
    She stood, crossing her bedchamber in long strides, picking a golden headband from her jewelry box and using it to push her hair away from her face. Upon turning back to her cousin, she realized that there was an extra shade in her chambers.   
 
    “Xo, what did you do? Who’s this?”  
 
    “That’s Dorian. They’re a long story.” The figure hummed in agreement, their fingers tangling in the fabric of her curtains as they pulled them back. The sound of rain upon glass rang clearly, no longer muffled by fabric. The extra starlight was negligible, but she could clearly see the bedraggled appearance of her friends.  
 
    “Xo.” 
 
    Her cousin winced. “Aurora, dear. You remember when you said you wanted Lady Maria to drop dead when she said the cavaquinho was unladylike? And I said I would cover for you if you murdered her?” 
 
    Something terrible sprung together in Aurora’s head. The dried blood on Corey’s face. The haunted look in her cousin’s eyes.  
 
    “You killed Lady Maria?” 
 
    “Not Lady Maria,” Corey corrected. It was the least reassuring thing he could have said.  
 
    Aurora turned to look at Briar, silently begging her to deny everything they were implying. The girl nodded wordless confirmation.  
 
    “Dear God.” Aurora felt vaguely faint, in the way a lady was supposed to be when a gentleman kissed her hand–or when her friends conspired to commit a heinous deed in the dead of night. “Who?”  
 
    “Lord Grimm.”  
 
    She blinked while her tired mind connected the name to the person to the fact that apparently, her friends had just murdered him. She found that she was not as horrified as she had expected to be. Perhaps it was the memory of bruises thick as fingers around Corey’s wrists before he had even lost all of his baby teeth, or perhaps it was the fact that she wasn’t a proper person with a soul to let her feel everything she ought to. It didn’t overly matter. It wouldn’t even have mattered if she did care. The man was already dead. 
 
    “Are you guys okay?”  
 
    They squinted at her as though they had been expecting a more extreme reaction. She had expected one as well. Dorian sat down on the floor beside the window and for a moment in the shifting light, she thought he had pits for eyes.   
 
    “We’re fine.”  
 
    She nodded, reaching for an unlit lantern before pausing. Imelda was not here to light it with magic. To reach the matches in the nightstand would be to an open display of her weakness.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” Briar mumbled, reaching around Aurora to pinch at the wick. Their arms brushed against each other and Aurora nearly started at the warmth of the other girl’s skin. The lantern bloomed into life like an orange flower, light unfurling around them as the flame grew. Aurora shut the lantern, latching it carefully.  
 
    Grated shadows danced across the walls. 
 
    “Did you get rid of…”  
 
    “Yeah. We just need an alibi.”  
 
    Aurora tried not to be unnerved by the casualness of it. “You’ve been here all day. How do I know Dorian?” She looked towards the odd boy who she did not know and unrealized the fact that he–they were a boy. She could not quite tell what they were.  
 
    “You just met them today. We stopped by the Grimm Keep on the way from skipping class and stole them from Lord Grimm. We thought they were interesting. Corey was trying to impress you, showing you a real fae. We drank a bottle of wine and then we were tired so we stayed here overnight. A few might call it scandalous to have a boy in your rooms, but it will be overshadowed by the rumors that the Lord Commander of the Guard ran off with a serving woman. He couldn’t take his mad wife’s ravings any longer, and she was blonde.”  
 
    “Okay,” Aurora said, because it was. It was clean and simple and not nearly as bloody as she had imagined murder to be. “Wait, fae?” 
 
    She whirled, eyeing Dorian critically. They turned towards her and she realized that the darkness of their eyes had not been a trick of the light. They were ink stain black, corner to corner. The thing smiled, and she saw rows of sharp white teeth. She took a half step backwards, jewelry box jostling as her back hit the edge of her dresser.  
 
    “I told you they were a long story. You should get some rest.” 
 
    Xo paused, as though expecting Aurora to retire. 
 
    “You’ve woken me up in the dead of night to help cover up a murder. I don’t think I’ll be getting back to sleep.”  
 
    Xo sighed, taking the lantern from her hands and leading her from her bedchambers and into her private sitting room. Corey collapsed into a plush armchair, his legs hanging over the side of it. Briar sat on the other side of Aurora as she and Xo seated themselves on the sofa. If it wasn’t for the darkness of the room, the fatigue in their eyes, and the fae thing that pulled themselves up to sit on the windowsill, she might have thought they were all sitting down for coffee.  
 
    Aurora fidgeted with a cushion. Her fingers were sore and blistered from a day of playing for no-one but the ravens at her windowsills. Of course, on those such says, she always hoped that they might be hiding her cousin behind their beady black eyes.  
 
    Apparently, that had not been the case today.  
 
    “So. You said there was a story.”  
 
    “There’s a bit of one. You know most of it.”  
 
    And Xo told her; told her about a strangeling in a golden cage and a single guard and a man stuffed inside a briefcase stuffed inside a taxi and then buried where only the foxes in their burrowing and the maggots in their eating would ever find him.  
 
    Corey interjected at times, throwing in details–the suitcase was heavy, the coach driver was old, moths came to the candles and danced their little deaths out gently at a party full of masks.  
 
    Briar was quiet, but Dorian sung nonsense to the rain; golden kings and burning trees and deadly things.  
 
    It was almost fantastic. It was certainly the most exciting thing to happen in her proximity.  
 
    “I’ll have Imelda say you were here, as well,” was all she said when the story was over.  
 
    Xo looked at her sharply. “You can’t tell her.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ll just tell her to say you were here.”  
 
    Her cousin nodded, but her worries had not eased. “We can’t tell anyone. Not any of us. Not even God. We need to swear it.”  
 
    “What, you expecting a blood pact?” Corey laughed, but it died on his lips when Xo tilted her head in consideration.  
 
    The rain wrapped them in the silence of its drumming as Aurora opened her bureau, moving steadily through her drawers of treasures until she pulled out a black velvet box as long as her forearm and set it on the table between them.  
 
    She opened it gingerly, careful not to slice her fingers upon the lovely knife that sat nestled in the cushions. A birthday gift from her mother, one with no clear purpose apart from looking pretty. That it did exceptionally well, with the miniature clay stag’s skull jutting out from the handle, horns wrapped in wild flowers. The Aurelius family crest.  
 
    The knife had been her grandfather’s.  
 
    The pain was slow and silver as she dragged it across her palm. Xo took it next, her grip sure and her work quick. Briar rose to take Dorian by the wrist and lead them over to the blade. For once they were silent in their ramblings.  
 
    And so they gathered around the low coffee table, passing the pretty little knife around in a circle. They had to kneel upon the floor to be properly close to the table and all be eye level. It reminded Aurora of a story they told in church. Cielste had come down to the earth in the form of a man with golden hair, and he had washed his hands in wine–what for, Aurora was not sure. He had passed the glass around to his followers and they had followed suit. An out of place story that must have been interpreted wrong somewhere through the course of a thousand years, yet it was retold here with blood upon their hands in the place of wine.  
 
    They pressed their palms together and it was sticky and unpleasant. The air smelled of rust.  
 
    “Have any of us done a blood pact before?” Briar questioned.  
 
    “I think it’s intuitive enough,” Corey reasoned. “We can just say ‘I absolutely, positively promise to not tell anyone that we killed my dad.’”  
 
    “We should stop saying that out loud.” 
 
    “Right. We need a code.” 
 
    “I once ate a dead bird and it came alive in my mouth to sing, sing, sing.” 
 
    “Uh, sure. So whenever we need to talk about you know what, we can just say ‘hey, remember that time Dorian ate a dead bird?’ And people will just think Dorian is special.”  
 
    “It was a dove.”  
 
    Briar patted Dorian’s bloodied hand with her own. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “Stop getting us sidetracked. We need to get on with the actual pact,” Xo complained. 
 
    “Okay I won’t tell anyone about that time we kil–Dorian ate a dead bird.”  
 
    “I won’t either,” Briar promised.  
 
    They echoed the sentiment around the table. It took a few minutes to make Dorian copy them, and longer to make sure they understood them. Dorian was not stupid, but their mind fluttered quickly from thought to thought, notion to notion. 
 
    Corey stood briskly, making a show of brushing off his hands. “Right. That’s done. We should wash our hands before we die of infection.” 
 
    “Imelda’s not up to bring water.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Look, you’ve got wine. We’ll just use that. Doesn’t alcohol disinfect?”  
 
    Aurora swallowed a laugh and followed her friends to rinse their hands in the sweet smelling drink over the drain in her bathroom. Her hand smelled of apricots when Aurora tied a hair ribbon over her palm. She moved to offer one to her cousin before realizing that Xo’s cut was already mending itself. She shoved her hand into the pocket of her nightdress.  
 
    “What now?”  
 
    Her voice sounded too lost to belong to a princess.  
 
    Corey flopped down on the sofa. “I’m taking a nap.”  
 
    The curtains fluttered as chilled air swept in, the rain growing louder as it was no longer muffled by glass. Dorian stood before the now opened window, their face tilted up. Towards the darkness as rain hit the floor at their feet.  
 
    “What about the guard?” Briar was quiet, but her words sank like a stone through the pool of their quiet. They had forgotten–or Aurora had, at least–about that little schedule failure. Scheduled failure. 
 
    “Are you certain he was the only one posted there?”  
 
    Briar nodded, digging through her book bag and pulling out a crumpled sheet of paper. She smoothed it on the table and Aurora leaned close, using her body to guard it from the wind that had been invited inside.  
 
    August Sanchez. Temporarily reassigned from the Sickle Corps. The Green Room, one to four. 
 
    There was none of the ambiguity that she had hoped for. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know why.” There was no gentleness in Briar’s voice, nor was there any cruelty. There was not even shock. This was a matter of fact, and this was the fact of the bloody kingdom Briar had been grown from. She was not wrong. There was no way to not know.  
 
    ‘Who wins?’ Her uncle would have asked, were this a lesson on battle strategy and politics.  
 
    ‘Who wins?’ Not the dissenters. Not the ones who bowed their heads to the old god of what lay beyond the forest. Not the men and women being herded into wagons in the dark and vanishing to wherever it was they sent people who said the wrong things.  
 
    Certainly not the Free People’s Militia members rotting away in cells, and not their leaders with nothing but a few extra deaths on their hands. 
 
    She knew by her friends’ faces that they all knew the truth as well as she did. The unpleasantness of it did not need to be spoken to be louder than the first autumn rain.  
 
    ‘Who wins?’ 
 
    The King.  
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
    A girl is running home. Her story will tell itself in silences.  
 
    She is missing a shoe. The violets are falling out of her hair. She kicks them away into the gutter before she reaches the street she lives on.  
 
    In a dark alleyway, she shucks off the old cotton dress that she had stolen from a maid. Her magic had made it look beautiful, all shimmering floating layers of periwinkle and lavender. It is dull and gray again as she folds it away into her bag. 
 
    She wants to cry about her shoe. They were beautiful things made of glass, refracting light in a hundred different stained colors. She wraps the one she has left in the fabric of her dress, to keep it from shattering on the journey home.  
 
    She tucks her trousers into her boots and laces them. She thinks of a girl in red, the way her body had been fast and reckless and completely graceless as she danced.  
 
    She is alone on the street. It is raining, which is lucky. She does not need to scrub so hard at her eyes to clear the makeup away before she gets home. Her boots are too loud on the floor of her house. 
 
    She says goodnight to her mother, who is still sitting in the dining room trying to brush her hair. She is called a name that is not her own. How could it be? She has no name. Not yet. 
 
    She is a brand new self-invention, and she is beautiful when she is not hiding. 
 
    She has been living under someone else’s skin. 
 
    Her mask is her face and her face is her mask.  
 
    The truth is an illusion that disappears from her skin, and she goes back to pretending to be a boy who has never existed. A boy who hates the idea of girls like her, a boy who hates the idea of all the wonderful people running rampant and masked through the dances of the night.  
 
    She remembers dashing away into the night and feeling the cold slap of the pavement against her one bare foot, and wonders what became of her glass slipper. 
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was still raining in the morning. Warmer, now; a memory of the summertime which had vanished in the night. He kept his head low as he walked across the square and up the front steps of the house he had been born in. His magic had mended his broken skin, but his face still stung with the memory of iron digging into it.  
 
    “My Lord,” Leonard greeted at the door. He did not question Corey on where he came from or why Dorian was trailing after him, skipping every third stone of the pavement and singing under their breath. Corey was glad to not have framed him for murder.  
 
    Murder. The word rattled around inside his head. He wondered how long it would take for someone to realize that Lord Grimm was nowhere to be found. 
 
    He trudged up the steps to his room and tried to push down his growing curiosity when Dorian followed him. The strangeling had yet to explain what they were doing in the mortal realm, what they were doing at the Grimm Keep.  
 
    His bed was soft as he collapsed into it, so opposite to the aching of his back. He tried to play his usual trick–this is not your body, you do not exist–but he struggled to distance himself from the pounding in his temple. It was ridiculous. He had not gotten drunk enough to be hungover–he had barely drunk at all. 
 
    “These are pretty.”  
 
    Dorian leaned close to a painting of a boy–so close they might have kissed. The boy was a young Adonis with golden hair and a smile that was made in loving memory of sunsets long past. Corey did not know his name. He was painted as he had existed in the moment that Corey had seen him: hailing a coach on the other side of the street, the sky in his eyes.  
 
    “Thanks.” The word felt foreign on his tongue. No one but his mother had taken interest in his artwork for a very long time. Gone were the days when Iman would read crosslegged on the floor while he painted, feigning disinterest one moment and the next setting aside his books on war to note the way he liked the shadows here or the colors there. 
 
    Corey pushed himself upright, watching silently as Dorian regarded the sketches that overflowed from his notebooks and etched themselves into his room, paint and charcoal caked over the plaster of his bedroom walls in twisted murals of imagined castles and the heroes from legends, his masterpieces and his childhood stick figures all blending together to make a greater, messier thing. Between the paintings propped against his walls and the walls themselves, Corey could not tell where the building ended and the art began. 
 
    Between the sketches, old smudged lettering littered the room. Descriptions of places, people he wanted to draw. In a sense, his words were attempts at artwork in and of themselves.  
 
    “I didn’t know you’d seen this place.” 
 
    Corey blinked at the painting Dorian had stopped before. Eucalyptus trees twined together in layered canopies of green, humanoid shadows flitting about the branches. Some were dancing while some held instruments up towards a purple sky brimming with so many stars that the night was bathed in silver. The wildflowers were a ferocious tangle around a feast of honey and bread, set out to be devoured.                                           
 
    Corey had woken up last spring with a vivid dream bursting through the seams of his mind and spilling out onto canvas. He had painted everything he remembered, though it had slipped away from him as the sun rose.  
 
    “That’s just a forest scene I dreamed up.” 
 
    Dorian reached out and Corey moved to stop them from staining the canvas with the oil of their fingers, stopping when they drew short, their index finger hovering just above the surface of the painting. They looked almost reverent. 
 
    “I died under that tree. I remember, I remember. How did I ever forget? It hurt. I hurt. I didn’t feel it, though, in the end. It was snowing.” 
 
    Corey couldn’t help the short laugh that escaped as he crossed the room to gently tug Dorian away from his work. “Cielste, you’re mad. You haven’t died, and that’s not a real place. Dorian, it hasn’t even snowed in Amory in over forty years.” 
 
    “I know, that’s when I died. Don’t you remember coming from there? You’re an odd beastie. Even more forgetful than I am.” Dorian spoke their cruel words fondly, tapping the lids of each jar of paint on Corey’s desk. “Trade. Paint me?” 
 
    They held up a new jar of orange paint that Corey had bought during last year’s summer festival. Dorian was not wearing orange, so he put it back on its shelf. Dorian picked it back up. 
 
    “What are you trading?”  
 
    Dorian shrugged, and it was such a remarkably human gesture that it threw Corey off balance. “What would you like? I have a key and a shoe and lots of secrets and just a few dances. I also have string. I won’t trade you my clothes because then I’ll be cold.” 
 
    “That’s my shoe.”  
 
    “No, it’s mine. I keep the death secret about eating a bird. You did not say what I was getting in return, so I got to decide by myself. You shouldn’t leave trades open like that. I might’ve taken much more than a shoe. I would’ve, if I didn’t like you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Corey was starting to wonder if Dorian’s exchanges held any consideration to the value of objects. “I guess that’s fair. Did you say you danced?” 
 
    “I am always dancing or else I am always still.”  
 
    “You know what? I’ll take the string.”  
 
    Dorian shrugged, drawing a blue ribbon from their pocket and pooling it in Corey’s outstretched palm.  
 
    “Paint me.”  
 
    “I did say that I would.” 
 
    Corey plucked a notebook from the floor and flipped through it for a blank piece of paper. When that failed, he got up and opened his closet, emerging with a blank canvas and a jar of old brushes. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t paint that, paint me. That was the deal.” They offered their arms up expectantly. 
 
    Corey hesitated for a moment before moving the canvas aside, moving to sit on the floor and gesturing for Dorian to do the same.   
 
    Dorian grinned, and all their rows of sharp little teeth glinted savagely. It was odd, that their mouth could be so soft and sweet, yet filled with a thousand small deaths. Corey would have liked to paint their smile. Maybe he would, one day.                             
 
    Corey unscrewed the jar, dipping his brush into the orange pigment and taking Dorian’s offered hand. He raised an eyebrow as he moved to paint the strangeling’s skin, half waiting for them to change their mind.  
 
    Bright paint swirled smoothly across the golden brown backs of his hands. Dorian was small, folded butterfly style across from him. All angles and delicacy. Corey felt clumsy and foolish as he dragged the roughness of his paintbrush across their soft skin.  
 
    Corey painted mindless things. Flowers, blooming orange and red upon vines that laced around his friend’s wrists and between their fingers. Night skies made of constellations that lay across Dorian’s forearms. A raven, its wings cutting a handsome line through a violet field dotted with what might have been flowers or stars.  
 
    “Corey,” said Dorian when he finally set his paintbrush aside and reorganized all his colors into neat little rows. Their voice was low and soft where it had always been bright and cutting. “This is one of the loveliest things I’ve ever seen. I like it better than all the flowers in the world and all the shining things in the sky and all the kisses anyone’s ever given me. I will hate to ever leave you.”  
 
    It was not morning time any longer, and Corey was quite sure that he was Dorian’s favorite.  
 
    “I’m glad you like it.”  
 
    “Darling.” 
 
    Their eyes were warm, looking at him through a tangle of dark curls. It was almost dizzying. When he looked hard enough into them, he thought their eyes were a midnight sky, such a deep blue that the color turned and ate its own tale. And then he would look a little more deeply and perhaps they were purple, layered blacker and blacker until there was nothing else.  
 
    Corey barely recovered enough to respond, voice rough at the edges.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m giving you my name, Corey Grimm. Be careful, names have power when you give it to them, and mine has killed, before.” 
 
    Maybe their eyes were red. Red like pomegranates or sweet wine, so dark that you could drown in them.  
 
    “Your name is Darling?” 
 
    “Yes. Or at least, that is the part of my name that is me.” 
 
    “…That’s a very odd name.” 
 
    His hand came to rest on their arm, and he could not tell if their skin was warm or cold as ice. Perhaps they were like the petals of a flower; velvet to the touch, alive to the roots, and feeling of nothing but the warm sun or cold wind upon them. 
 
    “I mean, it’s better than Dorian. I totally just named you after my dead dog with that one. I mean, don’t get me wrong, he was a good dog, but–” 
 
    They both startled when a knock came at the door. Corey felt a brief flash of fear before pushing it aside because his father was dead, dead and not at his door. He picked his way across his room, careful not to step on the school papers spilling from his book bag. The door shoved open just as he reached for it.  
 
    Iman glared at him, his arms crossed over his chest. Iman could not look soft, but the hard lines of his body seemed less rigid in the warm light that filtered through Corey’s curtains.  
 
    “Your father is missing.”  
 
    Corey froze, trying to decide whether he should look surprised. Would that be fitting upon a son who flinched at his father’s every step? Could a man even be called missing, if he was out of place for a night and a morning?  
 
    “No, he’s not. I saw him yesterday.” 
 
    Iman’s eyes narrowed. “When.”  
 
    “Morning. Before classes.”  
 
    It was the truth. Iman rolled his eyes, shoving past Corey into the room and shutting the door behind himself. For all that Corey was the blood son of a Lord and Iman was a ward of his father, Iman had never learned how to be formal with him. They had never been raised as anything but brothers, despite his father’s occasional efforts. It was a product of their shared childhood poking around the dirt with sticks and fencing with wooden swords.  
 
    The thought, as always, made bitterness swell acidic in his chest. That had been a long time before Iman grew more loyal to the older Lord Grimm, and an eternity before he became the kind of man who would let a village burn to the ground.  
 
    “No one has seen him since lunch yesterday. His officers have taken charge for now, but he needs to be found before the barracks descend into pandemonium. Rumor is he ran off with some woman, but we both know he would never neglect his duties for something so frivolous. We need to–” 
 
    Iman cut himself off abruptly as he caught sight of Dorian, sitting with their forearms raised up above their head as they stared blankly at the twisting figures that danced over their skin. They were frozen in place, like a statue left behind amidst the ruins of some ancient painter’s workshop. Their arms did not tremble in place; their chest was perfectly stilled. Corey wondered if their heart was still beating. He had seen them overcome with this intense immobility before, but it did not unnerve him any less.  
 
    The low scrape of metal shook Corey from his thoughts and he lurched foreword to push Iman’s arm back, his sword sliding back into its scabbard.  
 
    “Keep that thing away. They’re not dangerous.”  
 
    “Corey,” Iman warned. “That thing is the definition of dangerous. What in Cielste’s name is it doing here?”  
 
    Irritation flared hot and Corey resisted the urge to smack Iman across the face. Iman would win, despite being a full year his junior. 
 
    “They’re not a thing. And they’re here because father dragged them off from God knows where.”  
 
    Iman’s eyes narrowed. “What is she doing here in your room, then?” 
 
    “Not a ‘she,’ and they’re here because I didn’t want to put them back in a cage. Call me crazy, but I’m against holding people against their will. Of course, that might be a foreign concept to you, with how you love dragging young girls away from their homes.” 
 
    Corey watched as Iman ground his teeth, glaring at Dorian–Darling with enough force to kill a man. Finally he clicked his tongue and turned away sharply. “Fine. We need to see if your father left a letter disclosing his location. He might have had an emergency meeting with the Council or with one of his generals stationed outside of the city. And if not, we need to contact the King. Report him missing so that he can assign an interim Lord Commander.” 
 
    Iman clearly expected Corey to fall into step with him as he strode out the door. He groaned, throwing a glance up towards the ceiling. Perhaps the new god, who could not make crops thrive or children grow healthy, would be able to grant him the patience he needed to deal with his brother.  
 
    “Don’t eat the paint,” he warned Darling before hurrying to catch up. Darling gave no indication of having heard him as the door swung shut.  
 
    Iman was in full ‘second in command’ mode, his face a mask of unwavering conviction. “We should start with his office. He might have left information there.”  
 
    Corey already knew there would be nothing but a suspiciously discolored floor.  
 
    “Right. What exactly do you need me for?” 
 
    Iman had the decency to look guilty. “Our–your mother is in there. She’s having an episode.”  
 
    Corey’s stomach dropped unpleasantly. “You’re an ass.”  
 
    The other didn’t deny it. They both knew how difficult it was to deal with Lady Grimm on her bad days, and anyone with a brain could tell that it was worse for Corey.  
 
    They walked in silence, which made it easy for him to hear her crying as they drew closer. His heart constricted as Iman unlocked the door to his father’s study and he saw her crouched on the floor.  
 
    “Mom. Mom, what’s wrong?”  
 
    She cried harder, drooping until her forehead rested against the cool tile. 
 
    “Cielste. My Lady, did you kill this bird?”  
 
    Corey had forgotten about the bird. He let himself forget it again as he sunk to his knees and wrapped his arms around his mother. She felt small and frail, like something that could be snapped in two by a strong gust of wind.  
 
    “My baby.” She moaned like a dying woman. “My Cortez.”  
 
    “I’m here, mom. Try to breathe, you’re panicking.”  
 
    “No, no, no. No, my son is dead. My son is dead. They took him.”  
 
    He didn’t allow himself to be hurt. He had heard this terrified mantra before–this was a common delusion of hers. Instead he focused on mumbling reassurances into her graying hair as Iman rifled through his father’s desk. Anyone else, and he would have feared for their life. But no, Iman was strong and clever with a sword and had earned his father’s trust long ago. Corey was sure that if Iman were not an Ushakk, his father would have pretended the boy was his heir instead of Corey.  
 
    “I want my baby.”  
 
    “It’s gonna be okay, mom.” 
 
    Helping her to her feet was slow work, and his arms were straining by the time he had guided her into the sitting room. She rocked in place as he helped her settle down on a sofa. The windows were large and the fireplace was barren.  
 
    “Do you want coffee, mom?”  
 
    “I want my son. I was just s-so stupid and so tired.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a coffee, mom.”  
 
    He kissed the top of her head, taking a cushion from the sofa and pressing it into her hands. It would keep her from scratching at her wrists. He still remembered being twelve and clutching her bloodied hands to keep them away from what remained of her skin. When had his mother gone from protector to protected? When had she stopped being his valiant defender?  
 
    It must have happened slowly, while he slept.  
 
    When he returned with a mug of coffee and a plate of biscuits she was calmer, her hysteria having given way to exhaustion. Iman was sitting beside her, murmuring absent reassurance while he stared down at a scrap of paper he clutched like a lifeline.  
 
    Corey blew on the coffee before handing it to her. He did not trust her not to scald her mouth. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, so he sat with her and stared out the window. It had started to rain, again. An onslaught, hammering against the glass in a way that was impossibly gentle. Trees bowed and swayed under the cascade. They were drinking. Thriving.  
 
    The house was warm, but a chill stole over his skin as he watched the deadly birth of autumn from the sofa.  
 
    Iman reached across Lady Grimm’s lap to press the sheet of paper into his hands. Corey did not recognize it. Iman must have found it while rifling through drawers for some sort of hint as to Lord Grimm’s location.  
 
    Corey smoothed the paper. With the rain a mirror to his mother’s face, he felt that it could not possibly be important. Stars were dying and the sky was opening and his mother was crying, and what thing of any consequence could be fit upon such a frail and temporary thing as a sheet of paper? 
 
    Sickle corps to ride out east on The Lady’s Market Street. Twenty miles out before sunset, to work back inwards by sunrise. Vineyards of Lord Aurelius to be exempted. Cattle of Lord Gray to be exempted. Fifty men, as determined by round. Beast sightings to be arranged. 
 
    Discretion advised.  
 
    Lord Cortez Moreno Grimm II 
 
    Corey read it again, not entirely sure what Iman expected from him.  
 
    “Cortez. There’s no such thing as the Sickle corps.”  
 
    “Weird. Well apparently there is, because this has my father’s signature on it.” He pointed it out, as though Iman might have missed it. His mother murmured something incomprehensible.  
 
    “We need to talk somewhere private. This could be important” There was an undercurrent of urgency to Iman’s voice that Corey had only ever heard when he talked about swords and Xiomara.  
 
    “No, thanks, I’m good here. I’m sure it’s important, but I’m also sure that I don’t care. You good, mom?” 
 
    “I’m alright, sweetheart. Thank you for the coffee.”  
 
    Iman grit his teeth, abandoning the sofa in favor of a chair which he dragged as close as he could. He leaned across the coffee table, his voice hushed with fervor as his long braids fell into his face. He didn’t want this overheard. Not even by Lady Grimm, who let them take turns stirring cake batter and dancing around the kitchen when they were young. Corey pushed down a prickle of irritation towards the other boy.  
 
    “I know all the divisions in each district. Lord Grimm trusts me with the scheduling for all of them. There isn’t any Sickle corps. Something’s wrong. Someone else must have forged your father’s signature. He might have been kidnapped, Corey.”  
 
    “Or worse, murdered,” Corey snarked. “I get it, you love pretending he trusts you. Newsflash, you’re an assistant. He doesn’t tell you anything he doesn’t want or need you to know.” 
 
    “I’m his second in command.”  
 
    “You’ll never be his son.” 
 
    Iman gave him a look that could have made stone shrivel and die. “Of course not. He hates his son.” 
 
    “Don’t think I couldn’t have you thrown to the streets.”  
 
    And he could, couldn’t he? His father would never come walking in through those doors like Iman expected, his promise to care for Iman as a ward dead with him. His mother hardly seemed to remember how she had opened her arms to the little lost boy who was meant to be a soldier.  
 
    He watched the door until it slammed shut behind the the younger brother who had idolized him. He didn’t let himself miss the boy who taught him to braid flowers into thick chains in the green pastures of farmland that stretched out east of the city. The aftermath of his harshness felt foul in his mouth. Iman may never have been Lord Grimm’s son, but he would always be Corey’s brother. 
 
    “I wish you two would get along.” His mother rocked nervously, her hands chasing all the ridges of her cup. “I do love you. Both of you. As though you were my own children.” 
 
    He half wished she had said that before Iman left. It would have made him smile the way he used to. He held her hand, because she had never known enough kindness in her life.  
 
    “I am your child.”  
 
    He waited while she sat rocking, still struggling to calm herself. The light had changed outside the windows. It was raining. Had it been raining, before? He could not remember. He felt terribly far from everything in the room. 
 
    He felt like a boy who was not Corey Grimm.  
 
    He did not feel like a boy at all. 
 
    In the mirror above the empty fireplace, he saw a monster open its eyes, and those eyes were perfect mirrors. Mirrors reflected in mirrors reflected in mirrors, and Corey could only feel like he was falling into the pit of his own being. 
 
     
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
    Darling ate a lizard. It was a dark thing with black eyes–like theirs. Perhaps it was a Darling who had not gone into the forest to die. They caught it in their hands as it scurried across the cool stone of the windowsill. Autumn had taken it by surprise. It had come here to bathe in summer heat, they supposed. 
 
    Still, it was a terribly practical thing to do. Darling was an eating thing, here in this place of eating things. So they put the small thing in their mouth and crushed down with sharp teeth against its frantic wiggling.  
 
    Its flesh was sweet in their mouth. Would the sunset turn red for the blood of the lizard? Darling did not think so, but perhaps. Perhaps their Corey could paint a sunset in red across their arms, and that would be good enough for the tiny creature. 
 
    He’s awake He’s awake He’s awake, said the god that was not exactly a god and not exactly a place but was most certainly on the flip side of wherever Darling was now. Their not-god did not have a voice but a feeling, and that is what the feeling said.  
 
    He’s awake. 
 
    Darling felt it like a thrill down their spine. They followed the feeling across the cold floor and through the human thing. Keep. They called it a Keep. Darling remembered that. Darling remembered that from a time of living in a skinny green building and seeing the very top of the Keep from across the city. The floor had been wooden and dark beneath their feet, and it had creaked when they danced, pale white skirts fanning out around their knees.  
 
    The city was different, now. The man who had been lord here once was lord no longer. The streets had shifted and some of the buildings had come down and then gone up again. Darling did not remember well enough to know how long it had been since they walked this world last. Perhaps a hundred years had past, and perhaps it had only been a heartbeat.  
 
    Darling’s dance was quiet as wind through silk as they crept through the halls of the Keep and into the room where Corey sat beside his mother. He was holding her hand, and she was crying. She wanted her baby back. She did not understand the beautiful and monstrous thing beside her. She did not understand the truth that he was.   
 
    And there he was, awake. It was a wakefulness that had been long and slow in its coming, waxing and waning but largely waxing.  
 
    He was not made for human places. Not for keeps or halls or walls or castles. He was made for running and dying and living again, as all things of the Nether were. He did not understand the savageness of the velvet curtains and crystalline glass that imprisoned him. He only understood the temple of earth and wood that lay beyond the edge of human-things.  
 
    The changeling was crawling in its skin, lurching up from the sofa. A coffee cup shattered on the floor. The woman was crying harder than before. 
 
    “Hello, beastie. I’m glad you’re all the way awake.”   
 
    Skin retreated to give way to black spines, sharp and curving bone, the leather and feather of monstrous wings. He was larger, like this. So large that his tail whipped around and broke the chandelier when Darling called for him. 
 
    Darling agreed with the sentiment. Some of the inside places were nice, like Corey’s room with its paintings and the room with a mosaic that looked like a cat, but for the most part the wood and stone and glass just kept them away from the stars and grass and downside-up. 
 
    The window shattered as The Beast’s jagged wings unfolded and crashed through it. Glass rained down onto the pavement of the square below.  
 
    He made a sound that was half scream and half sob. Darling danced over the broken glass and to his side, pressing their fingers into his feathers and pulling themselves onto the thing’s contorted back.  
 
    “Shhhhh. I’ll show you how to get out of here.” 
 
    Its wings beat down on the night air as it lunged from the window. Someone screamed. The mother. The mother, the mother who had gotten her fair trade. 
 
    The air was cool upon their skin. They were weightless. They shoved out of the window and pavement rushed towards them and then it did not.  
 
    Darling and The Beast. They were higher than the black, black ravens, drowning in the gray of the sky, fighting the onslaught of rain that charged down from heaven to do battle with them. Wings beat against wind. It was almost like a dance.  
 
    Darling did not need to tell The Beast where to go. He was half wild, movements desperate and instinctual. The way home was in his blood.  
 
    Like a compass rose to true North, The Beast launched itself towards the forest. They soared above the city, The Beast’s wings steadily taking them higher until its talons were not so close to scraping the taller houses and the buildings looked too small and colorful under the rain. 
 
    And then down. Down, down, down towards the eye of darkness that was the forest beneath them, down into the black of thicket and deep of glenn, plummeting through the air in something that was not fall and not dive but something entirely more reckless, an act of propelling oneself towards the earth with all the abandon of something which cared more for the destination than the delicacy of bones, the thinness of skin and the lightness of cartilage.  
 
    Darling closed their eyes as the earth rushed up to meet them, hands tight around two of the curving bones protruding from the monster.  
 
    The impact was agony. But it was an agony that Darling invented for themselves, an imagined snapping of legs and the impression of a head striking the earth. Darling squeezed their eyes shut tight against the pain radiating through their limbs, against the nausea of bones splintering through flesh. The forest floor was warm under their skin as they rolled over. 
 
    They opened their eyes and looked up at the lavender sky.  
 
    They were home. 
 
    The Beast had crashed through the veil seconds before they struck the earth.  
 
    Darling smiled, and their mouth tasted like blood. They pushed themselves upright on a wrist that thought it was fractured, felt the broken glass pain shattering their mind, pushed through it.  
 
    Their left leg was twisted oddly, the grass black with their blood.  
 
    The sky was full of so many stars that there was almost more light than violet between them. And Darling was already dancing, swaying with the pain as they spun gracefully over the roots of a juniper trees and made their way into the shadowed reprieve of trees that must have swallowed their beastie. Because this was the Nether, and Darling traded fairly to walk their god’s back. 
 
    “Corey! Corey Grimm!” Darling called it out, sung it to the trees like a bird. And the trees, they growled in return, the black mass shifting, starlight glancing silver over the twisting white bone of teeth and spine and spike, onyx feathers gleaming as scales flashed. “Oh, there you are. You have to tell me if you’re dying. Oh, but you probably can’t really understand me properly, right now. In a lot of ways, you’re all brand new.” 
 
    The monster’s tail lashed against the earth. Darling gave him an apprising look, not seeing signs of blood or injury. “It doesn’t look like you’re going to die. Don’t be lying.”  
 
    The pain was staggering as Darling walked over their hands, broken wrist taking their full weight before they handed it off to their mangled legs. Still, they were careful to more beautifully. The Nether did not mind ugliness in dancing, but others certainly did, certainly had in that skinny green building a lifetime ago.  
 
    Besides. The quicker they convinced themselves that they were unharmed, the sooner they would be.  
 
    Through the trees, Darling could hear distant singing.  
 
    “Be my shadow, Corey Grimm. Follow me through the forest and down the hills, and I will take you to the place you want to go.” 
 
    And so they slid into the trees. A not-boy-not-girl with eyes black as pitch, dancing over the thorn and thistle of the forest floor as easily as the silver of starlight dances across the world. A Beast made of a hundred different nightmares stitched together, moving with all the disjointed horror of a being that did not understand itself. 
 
    Strangeling. Changeling. Looking for secrets in the forest.  
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
    Xiomara ran her hands across the smooth glass of the shoe in her lap. Rain stained sunlight refracted through it onto her pale skirts, dying them shades of purple, gold, pink, and blue. The craftsmanship was impeccable, multicolored shards woven together into the picture of a sunset over the sea, all confined to the delicate surface of a heeled shoe.  
 
    She remembered the way the girl's hands had settled at her waist, the way the music had sung through her blood. The heady dizziness of the wine on her tongue and the circles they had danced in. The warmth of bodies all around her and dark eyes locked onto her own.  
 
    The blue silk of the girl’s dress had been smooth under her fingertips, and Xo did not mind that the body her hands touched stood in discordance with the illusion the girl had wrapped herself in. It was basic magic, flickering in and out of effect as it made the flat plane of the girl’s chest appear fuller, her muscled arms appear slimmer.  
 
    Her smile was not an illusion, and that was what had drawn Xo like a moth to the flame of a lantern. Infectious and bright, intoxicating as the perfumed violets in her hair. Xiomara had wanted to kiss that girl a hundred times.  
 
    Before the lantern, she had danced out her beautiful death. 
 
    They had stumbled from the building, and they had pretended the filthy street was a ballroom, and the candles were chandeliers, and Xo had to wind her hands through the girl’s many braids to coax her down into a kiss.  
 
    And then Corey had come running in a panic, face bright with candlelight, and her beautiful stranger had reeled back as though struck, nearly twisting her ankle as a shoe caught on the pavement and came off. Xo hadn’t even had time to chase after her with the pretty thing before Corey was dragging her away. 
 
    Maybe she should have been thinking of other things. Good lord, they had killed a man. She had buried him with her bare hands. All her memories of Corey’s hunched shoulders and childhood bruises could not banish the thought of blood and dirt under her fingernails. 
 
    Still, she could do nothing but wish the girl had a name to give her. The only name she could have taken would have been a lie–a boy’s name, one that she did not want to hear fall from either of their lips.  
 
    How do you ask after a girl who hasn’t even named herself?  
 
    Xo held the heeled shoe up to the pale gray sky beyond the window.  
 
    She did not know how she would find her, but she would.  
 
    She pushed away the part of her that still loved the little boy who had sword fought his way through the background of her childhood. Her affection for Iman was a childish one, born from a time when he had said he loved the coiled hair that her own father made her flatten with foul smelling gel. A time when he had complemented the too-dark, Ushakk skin that her mother had left her, and she had believed him. 
 
    Then again, her aunt did say that all affection was childish by nature. 
 
    Xiomara crossed her bedchambers to her bureau, wrapping the shoe in an old silk sash before gently tucking it away. It would be returned to its owner–that was the vow she made to the longing in her chest.  
 
    A knock came sharply at her door and she took her time to answer it. Anyone she could not afford to make wait would not have knocked in the first place.  
 
    “Xiomara. Xo?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes as she opened the door and crossed her arms at Iman. His braids were tied back into a high ponytail, giving her an unobstructed view of how the blue embroidered geometric shapes of his shirt stretched over his muscular shoulders. His sword at his side, just as it always was. Barely noon and she already needed a drink. 
 
    “Have a nice morning torching villagers?”  
 
    “I thought we would be over this by now.”  
 
    He was looking at her with a mix of exasperation and fondness. She ground her teeth and leveled him with a death stare. “Why on earth would you think that?”  
 
    “I don’t…listen, there’s a lot going on, Xo. I couldn’t find Lord Grimm this morning. The King will be appointing a replacement to stand in until we find him, but the barracks are in disorder–” 
 
    Xiomara swallowed what shadow of guilt she felt and decided that it would be more suspicious if she was concerned. 
 
    “Have you checked to see if he’s beating the shit out of his son? And why the hell is the King appointing a replacement? Isn’t that Corey?”  
 
    Iman’s dark eyes hardened. After all these years, Xo could not understand why he worshipped Lord Grimm the way he did.  
 
    “Don’t speak that way about him. Corey won’t replace his father until he comes of age. Listen, Xo, I found this in my Lord’s office.” 
 
    He brandished a piece of paper in her face and she scowled as she reached up to snatch it from his hands. She scanned it quickly, recognizing it as similar to the record Briar had stolen from Lord Grimm’s office before tossing it back at Iman. The paper drifted languidly in the air between them before Iman grabbed it back. 
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose, brushing past her and collapsing into her armchair despite her scathing tone.  
 
    “Xiomara, there is no Sickle corps. There isn’t and there never has been. Except there is, because Lord Grimm signed off on this assignment.” 
 
    She felt her brows shoot up and gestured for him to hand the paper back. This time she read through more carefully. 
 
    Sickle corps to ride out east on The Lady’s Market Street. Twenty miles out before sunset, to work back inwards by sunrise. Vineyards of Lord Aurelius to be exempted. Cattle of Lord Gray to be exempted. Fifty men, as determined by round. Beast sightings to be arranged. 
 
    Discretion advised.  
 
    Lord Cortez Moreno Grimm II 
 
    “Hmm. Seems agriculture related. No idea why the Lord Commander of the kingsmen cares about farmland. References my father, too. I’d guess this ‘exemption’ is part of a deal between the two of them. Odd, because my father doesn’t agree with Lord Grimm about much. About anything, really, aside from Corey and Aurora’s engagement. I could ask him about this, if you like.”  
 
    She wasn’t sure why she offered, only that it was a spider’s job to know and hear, and whatever the Sickle corps was, she had not known and she had not heard. 
 
    Iman smiled–the formal smile he had learned as a nicety of polite society. Still, she thought she saw a glimmer of the proud smile that had been hers in childhood.  
 
    “Could you? But listen, don’t show anyone else.” 
 
    She nodded, watching his eyes track the paper as she folded it carefully and tucked it away. She wondered whether he was truly questioning Lord Grimm, or whether he was only questioning the extent of his own knowledge. 
 
    It didn’t matter either way. The man was dead.  
 
    She stayed staring at the door long after it had closed behind Iman. Rain beat the windows like the drumming fingertips of a wild god. Somewhere far away, a cavaquinho halted in its steady song. Funny. She had not even realized that it was playing.  
 
    Xo followed the silence through the palace halls and to the delicately painted door of her cousin’s chambers. It was ajar, a man’s voice just a shade louder than the pounding of Xo’s heart in her ears. Twin shadows fell across the sliver of flower tiled floor that she could see. Her blood ran cold. 
 
    She would know her uncle anywhere.  
 
    “Father, I’m already engaged–” 
 
    “An arrangement that will be easily broken. Besides, this match is much more appropriate for a lady of your standing.” 
 
    “But Corey–” 
 
    “Will be suitably compensated.”  
 
    “Has my mother heard about this?” 
 
    Aurora’s voice was sharp with hurt. Xo flinched as her uncle brought his hand down swiftly against the side of her cousin’s face. The sound of the blow echoed inside Xo while she struggled to calm herself against the rush of blood and rage in her ears.  
 
    He said something more, lower than Xo’s straining ears could make out. She flexed her magic, searching for some beetle upon the floor or moth upon the chandelier that could serve as her ears, but found none.  
 
    She did not step aside or around the corner as the King left her cousin’s rooms. She raised her chin in defiance, not breaking eye contact as he nodded dismissively. She rushed into Aurora’s chambers the second he had passed her by. 
 
    Her little cousin knelt on the floor, her dark lashes clumped together with unshed tears. A bruise was already forming on the dark skin of her cheek. Xo waited for magic to wash it away. It remained.  
 
   
  
 

 Xo knelt opposite of Aurora, brushing aside a curtain of silky black hair in order to properly see her cousin’s face. Anger boiled in her chest.  
 
    “Aurora, dear. Who is it?” 
 
    “You heard.” 
 
    “I hear everything, Beauty. Who?” 
 
    “Prince Julian.”  
 
    Xo bit back a curse, taking Aurora’s hands and pulling her to her feet. Prince Julian was second in line to the Valtinian throne. If Aurora married him, Amory would remain securely under Valtine’s thumb.  
 
    “Isn’t he like…your second cousin on your father’s side?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will convince anyone against it.”  
 
    Aurora sat down heavily, her shoulders curving inwards defensively. Xo felt protectiveness surge in her stomach.  
 
    “It’s convinced me against it. Hey, we have time. We can figure something out. Maybe I’ll make him fall madly in love with me.” 
 
    Aurora chuckled weakly, lifting her guitar into her lap. Not for the first time, Xo noticed the raised blisters along her fingers. She resisted the urge to demand that Aurora heal herself. It had always led to explosive disagreements, in the past. 
 
    So long as Aurora wasn’t doing anything to herself, Xo wouldn’t speak out against her self maintained injuries.  
 
    Maybe she was a terrible cousin.  
 
    “No. No, we don’t have time. My father wants the wedding the day of my seventeenth birthday. We have less than eleven months. And then I’ll marry him and then the curse will come true and then he’ll be king. Alone. Amory will never be free.”  
 
    Xo sighed as her cousin plucked at a string. The air was bitter and flat. The rain sounded more unforgiving than it had before.  
 
    “Well. Shit.”  
 
    “Shit,” agreed Aurora, and it was enough to startle Xo into panicked laughter. She hardly ever heard her cousin use such language. Aurora laughed too, sad and resigned.  
 
    They sat in silence for a moment.  
 
    “Hey, but it won’t be forever. Even if this does happen–and I’m not saying it will–you’ll wake up. Some bloke or, hey, maybe some lady, I don’t judge, will come along and you’ll wake up and do your best to get rid of whatever awful policies he made in the meantime. Then you can have a lengthy affair with your true love while undermining your bitch husband. Corey will die of jealousy, that’s like, his dream.”  
 
    Aurora looked sick and Xo mentally back-peddled, trying to think of what she had said wrong. The lady thing, perhaps? Aurora had never expressed particular interest in boys or girls, but Xo had seen how she looked at Briar. Even if her cousin wasn’t sure of her preferences, she had never been squeamish regarding Xo or Corey’s deviancy. Surely– 
 
    “No. No, it won’t happen like that. I won’t wake up.”   
 
    Xo blinked. “Beauty, dear, the curse–” 
 
    “I won’t ever wake up. Please go, Xiomara.”  
 
    Xo reached out for her cousin, faltering when the other girl drew away. There was a painful lump in her throat, one that her questions and reassurances could not find their way around.  
 
    Xo left, leaving Aurora sitting alone with her guitar and the rain for company. It was not until she had stepped outside that she realized her own cheeks were hot with frustrated tears.  
 
    Crying. What a silly thing to do.  
 
    Xo scrubbed her face with the heels of her hands and let her feet take her away from her cousin and towards her father’s chambers. At the very least, this favor for Iman would distract her.  
 
    Her father was sitting at his desk, scribbling away at a piece of parchment. She wondered if he and the Queen knew of Aurora’s new engagement, yet.  
 
    He looked up, brow creasing as he took in her appearance. 
 
    “What’s the Sickle corps?” 
 
    His face paled, his stencil falling to the paper and oozing ink. It stained the paper like blood around a fallen body. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve written a song for you.”  
 
    Briar set down her spoon with a clink, pushing away her Zalmish coffee cup. Aurora had come to her in her chambers with her guitar and a long black velvet box. There was something wrong. The skin on the left side of her face was bruising purple and black. Briar wanted to magic it away and she reached out to smooth her thumbs over it before the rest of Aurora’s appearance stopped her. Briar could tell by the red tint of her eyes and the puffiness of her mouth that she had been crying, or trying not to.                
 
    “What? Are you alright? Who–what happened to your face?”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter, right now. I’ve a song for you. I’m going to play it. There are words, but I can’t sing very well.”  
 
    Briar watched Aurora’s face as she sat across from her at the small table, hands curled almost reverently around the neck of her cavaquinho. The box sat unopened and mysterious beside Briar’s coffee.  
 
    “I think…I think I would like to hear them anyways.” 
 
    The right corner of Aurora’s mouth tipped up wryly.  
 
    “Alright. But no making fun.”  
 
    And so the princess played, and so the magician listened. Her cavaquinho was soft and her voice was sore and they lilted together into a song about things Briar did not understand but loved.  
 
      
 
    “Over the water and under the rain, 
 
    There once was a girl with one final refrain 
 
    So she gathered the people and gathered her friends 
 
    and she said ‘here it is, my song about the end.’ 
 
      
 
    And Aurora was a liar. Aurora was a liar, because she had said she couldn’t sing. And she couldn’t, in a way. Her voice was not angelic, not high and sweet. It was not the sort of voice that Briar had heard from princess’ in plays. 
 
     
 
    It started out slow then it sort of got fast 
 
    And the people stood ‘round and said ‘love, it won’t last.’ 
 
    But she said that she was waiting for the end.  
 
     
 
    Her voice was dark and scratchy at the edges, like a deep midnight river running through wicked tree roots and jagged stone.  
 
      
 
    And her bones they were drumsticks  
 
    And her skin it was drums 
 
    And she said ‘cut me open to take all my love.’ 
 
    Because our girl she was just lookin’ ‘round the bend 
 
    And she knew what was waiting at the end. 
 
      
 
    Her voice was not afraid to be rough while her guitar strings hummed through the words and wove them together into something more angry than beautiful music was allowed to be, yet lovely all the same.  
 
     
 
    So her brother did cry and her sister did fly 
 
    but she said ‘loves stop weeping you know I’ll get by. 
 
    because I’ve got my song and my song has got me 
 
    It tears me right open; it wants to be free 
 
    And darling I am running from the end.” 
 
     
 
    Briar closed her eyes, feeling magic spill unbidden from her fingertips. From her hands came snowflakes of gold, clinging to her skin and spiraling to the floor like small bits of lace. They seemed to dance.  
 
    And then it was over, much too quickly. Briar hoped that the lyrics of it had been well enough caught in the amber of her memory, but she could already feel them slipping away.  
 
    Aurora set down her cavaquinho. No, she did not set it down. She let it fall recklessly to the floor. Briar winced and reached to check that it was intact, stopping as Aurora unlatched her little velvet box.  
 
    “I need you to cut off my fingers.”  
 
    Briar stared at the knife in the box. It was the same beautiful pale knife which had sealed their blood pact, the same beautiful pale knife with the Aurelius family seal pressed into the hilt.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    Her voice was strangled to her own ears.  
 
    “That was my last song. I need you to cut off my fingers. I can’t very well prick what I don’t have. When you cut off my fingers, you’ll have broken my curse.”  
 
    Briar wished it did not make sense. She wished she could find a fault in the reasoning. She wished she could take Aurora in her arms and promise that there was another way. That she could find another way. But hadn’t she been chosen by the King because he thought she couldn’t find a way? 
 
    There was no logic to the dread that lived inside her chest. There was only the savage desire to keep the girl before her from being hurt.  
 
    “You’re the only one who can do this for me.” 
 
    “No…No. Even if we can’t break the curse, that’s alright. You’ll wake up and it will be alright.” 
 
    Aurora shook her head, and something devastatingly solemn had stolen across her young features.  
 
    “Briar. If you don’t do this, I will be as good as dead. My mother and uncle would prefer to play for Xiomara to end on the throne and my father will have Prince Julian bring ruin to Amory while I lie still as death. You are the only one with no stake in this game. That makes you the only one who can be completely on my side.”  
 
    Aurora pressed the hilt of the knife into her hand, and the gold encrusting her skin spun its way in minuscule patterns across the ivory handle and up the blade. It was rough under the pads of her fingers. Something was perfectly still inside her chest. For the first time in a long time, her mind was totally quiet.  
 
    Aurora splayed her hands on the table, dark and lovely against the cool surface. Where had the coffee cup gone? Shattered on the floor. Briar could not remember watching it fall.  
 
    She raised the knife and watched as rain silvered sun shivered across its edge. It was raining, outside. Had it always been raining? Briar could remember it as a soft, steady beat deep within the princess’ song.  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    The knife screeched against the table as it came down. For a moment, Briar thought she had missed. She stared at the place where the blade dug into the table, the back of Aurora’s hand on one side and four of her fingers on the other.  
 
    One clean stroke. Briar wanted to cry. She wanted to run through the market place and down the sunbaked street that would take her to her front steps. She wanted to bang on the door until her grandmother answered and wrapped her in warmth and the smell of cheap soap and burnt sugar. 
 
    “Thumb,” gasped Aurora through clenched teeth, and Briar nodded before bringing the blade down again. Less clean. Still connected by strands of flesh and cartilage. Briar sawed through. How much blood did a human hold in their veins? It seemed that an inhuman amount pooled on the table and ran towards the edges.  
 
    Aurora’s hair trailed in the mess of it as she moved her other hand to the centre of the table. Her eyes were squeezed shut and her teeth bit into her lip, but she had not cried out.  
 
    Briar reached out instinctively, cupping Aurora’s mangled hand in her own and squeezing in reassurance as she moved on to the other. Aurora’s dark eyes bored into the middle distance over her shoulder. Briar wished she knew how to properly distract her from the pain.  
 
    The second hand was worse, the knife splitting the palm of her hand nearly in half and removing the fingers and thumb along with a huge piece of flesh. 
 
    Aurora made an odd strangled noise as the knife fell to the floor. Briar took her other hand, praying that magic would put an end to the spilling of blood.  
 
    This was so different from singing. Many things were.  
 
    Aurora stared down at their hands, the golden light reflecting in her eyes. She made blood and Briar made magic and the two savage things pooled together in the little space between their skin and mixed together. Briar did not understand what she had done until Aurora pulled her hands away and extended them before her.  
 
    Where her fingers had been flesh and blood and gone, now they were gold. Golden as a sunset and the final notes of a song and a little bird’s downy yellow stomach.  
 
    Golden as a crown. 
 
    Briar stared.  
 
    Aurora reached towards Briar and pressed her newly made fingers to her cheeks. Still sticky and red tinged, cool and metallic against her skin. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” said Aurora so quietly that nobody else would ever hear. Briar wrapped her arms around her friend in a firm embrace, terror receding. The body in her arms was warm. Aurora’s hair was silk against Briar’s cheek. It smelled like honey and oranges. They were pressed together, Aurora’s soft chest whispering a heartbeat against Briar’s ribcage.  
 
    Briar wanted to kiss her like she had never wanted anything before. Gently and desperately. Aurora was indescribably beautiful, and Briar wanted to treasure her.  
 
    If Briar could sing, she would have sung the feeling. 
 
  
      
 
     
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    The world felt still. Still and tremulous, like a newborn thing. Briar’s breath was warm upon Aurora’s skin. It was a warmth that did not fade as the other girl pulled away. Aurora could feel magic in her hands, and though it was not her own, she felt as though this reflection of light upon her own blank mirror of a being brought her closer to having a soul than she had ever been before. 
 
    Aurora opened her eyes and let herself smile.  
 
    Briar’s eyes were bluer than anything, and they looked nothing like her father’s eyes. Her father’s eyes could never have looked at her the way these ones did.  
 
    The pain, which had raced so white hot and furious up her arms, had been washed away by the tide of blue. The pain was gone, and something felt beautiful.  
 
    If I could love, I would choose to love you, Aurora wanted to say, because it would have been the truest thing to grace her lips.  
 
    “We should burn my fingers,” she said instead.  
 
    Briar looked confused for a moment before she nodded. It would be foolish to leave such ill fated things to rot in a world where they were still destined to find themselves barbed by a spindle. Curses were things that liked to come true, no matter how you tried to weasel your way out of them.  
 
    They were silent as they mopped up the blood with washcloths and folded them carefully in the corner. Briar took the brunt of the work. Aurora felt clumsy and stiff with her new hands. The fingers themselves did not move, but they seemed to have properly connected to the flesh of her hands. She could move them as a unit, uncomfortable as it was.  
 
    These golden hands had not changed her song. She would never play her cavaquinho again.  
 
    Still, this was more than she had expected. A blessing. An exploration of magic and invention.  
 
    Briar wrapped her fingers in a scrap of pale blue cloth. Aurora did not fail to notice how she flinched at the sight of them. It had been cruel, to make Briar complicit in this self-mutilation. But for her kingdom and her crown, she had seen no other way.  
 
    Whether she was blind or brilliant, that was for history to decide.  
 
    Aurora knelt before the hearth while Briar coaxed fire to life from her hands. The sting of smoke in her eyes was a relief. It distracted her from the sickly sweet and rusted smell that now permeated every corner of the room. 
 
     Aurora regretted doing this in Briar’s chambers. She hoped the other girl would not remember bloodshed every time she sat to take her coffee at the table by the window.  
 
    Fire caught at the bloodstained fabric that rested upon the stone, blackening and crackling as it found its momentum.  
 
    They did not hear the footsteps behind them until a handmaiden screamed, high and sharp as she stared from the knife on the floor to the blood on the princess’ dress. Aurora sprung to her feet, rushing across the room and grasping the woman’s shoulders in an attempt to calm her. The drab linen of her dress turned red under Aurora’s hands.  
 
    “Guards! Guards! There’s been an attack!” 
 
    Aurora could not stop the shout before it left her mouth, and then guards were storming up the stairs and wrenching Briar’s arms behind her back as they pulled her away. 
 
    "Stop. Stop! She didn’t do anything wrong. I asked her to!” 
 
    Nobody listened. There were too many hands upon a girl who belonged to the open airs and oceans. A fist struck her friend’s head, and Aurora watched bruises form across the dark and light patches of her skin. 
 
    This was worse than losing her fingers. 
 
    She ran after the guards as they dragged the magician down the steps, followed them as they shoved her to her knees before the King. He sat cold and calculating on his throne as he listened to the hasty report.    
 
    His Royal Magician had assaulted the crown princess, had chopped off her fingers with her own knife. His eyes flicked to the metallic glitter of her new fingers, and then to the bundle of blue fabric that a guard offered him. Singed. Intact. He tucked it into the pocket of his jacket.  
 
    No. No, my flesh is not yours to keep. This cannot have been for nothing.  
 
    Aurora could not see Briar through the press of uniformed bodies. Her head was buzzing. She did not realize she was being held back until she tried to surge foreword, tried to force her way to Briar’s side. Hands dug into her arms, keeping her in place. She was shouting something while her father spoke calmly to his guards.  
 
    “No doubt she’s with the rebel organization. Take her and put her with the rest of the heretics.”  
 
    Aurora was pulled backwards. They were taking her away. She wrenched herself free, lunging forwards and reaching out blindly. 
 
    Her hands caught only air. 
 
    This is how an era ends. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
    The lake was black. Black like nothing of the mortal world could ever be, black like Darling’s eyes and Corey’s talons and a raven’s feathers.  
 
    They had walked far to reach this place, deep into the tangle of the right-side wrong and far from where the veil grew thin. Darling did not mind the pain of their legs, did not mind the aching of the long dance.  
 
    This was a place. 
 
    They could feel it in their not-veins, in the Nether, in the dirt under their feet. The Nether had not brought them here, before, but it gave them what they needed to know in a single excited understanding.   
 
    The Beast lowered his head to drink and Darling lunged foreword to pull his head back before he could touch the water. A hissing rumble of discontentment made leaves shiver on the trees.  
 
    “No, not yet. You haven’t paid, Corey Grimm. You haven’t paid, and not even the air is free, here. Your heart may beat thump thump thump in your chest, but fair and foul are more alive than you are. Fair or foul, wild or wise. Be careful, or you won’t find the way home.” 
 
    Corey made a sound that might have been an attempt at speech. Though his body was still twisted and eldritch and wild, wild as he was meant to be, Darling could see the humanness returning to his eyes. And with it, the fear.  
 
    “What do you have to give, Corey Grimm? Me and the other dead things, we pay with our dances and our music. They don’t have to be pretty, just true. Mine are pretty, though. The Nether always says so.” 
 
    They walked over their hands and spun quickly. It almost did not hurt, anymore. They wanted to dance and dance and just exist, but Corey looked confused and new and Darling still needed to teach him things, still needed to do as the Nether would have them do. That was part of fair trade.  
 
    “Remember that what it gives you is life and what you give it is entertainment. It is not equal trade when a poor man pays his last gold coin for a slice of bread from a rich man whose cupboards are piled high. A trade is equal when both are happy, not when one is happy and both are alive. Do not pay for your air with your lungs. That is not what the Nether wants of you.” 
 
    Darling raised their hands to the sky. It was pale and full of stars. The star eating thing of the other place had not yet found its way between worlds. Good. Good. Darling hated to think of this sky turning as dark and forsaken as the sky that living things saw. 
 
    Corey made a too-human sound of exasperation. Darling wondered how long it would take to make him understand.  
 
    “Here, I’ll show you. It’s easy, silly beastie.” 
 
    They crouched low to the water, whispered a secret into it, and drank upon the clear nectar of un-death.  
 
    “You, now.” 
 
    And The Beast bowed before the water, but not before he extended a single dark wing towards Darling, letting the fae pluck a single loose feather from his back and cast it into the water.  
 
    Feathers were common trade.  
 
    The Beast drank long and deep, and when he stared into the mirror he was made from and saw the face of his other truth and swallowed the Nether down, he did not understand what he was but he understood what he was not. 
 
    Darling sang a tune to the stars, the bones of the world whispering the words into their ears as the shadows seemed to thicken. 
 
      
 
    “So her brother did cry and her sister did fly 
 
    but she said ‘loves stop weeping you know I’ll get by. 
 
    because I’ve got my song and my song has got me 
 
    It tears me right open; it wants to be free 
 
    And darling I am running from the end.” 
 
      
 
    A raven screamed at Darling and so they screamed back. Fondly, of course. Ravens were sacred things, here and everywhere. Darling wouldn’t even eat a dead one. The bird ruffled its feathers at them. Fondly, of course.  
 
    The Beast moved away from the black lake, and he did not look like a beast, anymore. He looked like a boy, brown skin silvered by the stars and made of sharp, clean lines as he turned towards Darling, eyes full of earth.  
 
    “What…what am I?” 
 
    Darling was full of motion, now. At another point in time, perhaps in the same reality as this one, they knew that they would be nothing but still. But now, but now, but now. But now they were a dance. They walked their feet over their hands in the soft grass, landing with enough spring in their step to go careening sideways into a cartwheel. Even when they tried to still themselves enough to turn towards their Corey, their arms were still a mirage of graceful maneuvering.  
 
    “Seeing is free here, but telling is not. Ask me again in the land of the living, where fair is a should and not a must.” 
 
    The air was thick and sweet and heavy, and Corey’s dark, dark eyes were wide as he looked into the forest of the flipside. They were in the thick of it, but not the foul of it; trees twined together all around their little patch of openness, but Dorian was quite sure that nothing here would eat them.  
 
    Corey stumbled backwards, sitting down in the grass as the last of The Beast retreated into his skin. Partly sleeping, partly awake. Darling wondered how Corey got anything done like that.  
 
    “Wha–Where are we?” 
 
    Darling frowned. It hadn’t occurred to them that their Corey and their beastie might be so forgetful of each other. Which was a terrible shame, because imagine sharing your skin and hardly even meeting the other person inside of it. Even though that person was just you, who had never met you, either. 
 
    “Under the sky. Over the grass. Under the grass. Over the sky.” 
 
    Corey looked up and his eyes widened impossibly further as they reflected the lavender that lived between stars. He twisted, scanning the world above the trees for some topside thing that did not exist.  
 
    “Where’s the castle?”  
 
    “The other side of here.” Darling pointed down at the earth under both of their feet, dancing over to Corey and tugging at his arm. Maybe the Nether would like human-ish Corey here and maybe it wouldn’t. It hadn’t said. It was probably better to leave, no matter how fantastically not-alive-not-dead Darling felt here.  
 
    Corey didn’t tear his arm away, instead following Darling mutely into the woods. Darling could tell that he was going away from his head, like he did with the grim Grimm man, so Darling talked until they had nothing to say, which was never, which equaled out to an eternity of words.  
 
    “We’re upside down. You don’t remember because you weren’t being Corey Grimm. Or because you weren’t being Not-Corey Grimm. Or maybe because of both, which is really very funny. Hey, you still owe me a secret. Which isn’t really fair, because this is almost a dance.” 
 
    It was. Darling was a tangle of constant motion, weaving between trees and spinning on their toes and ducking under branches, and Corey was stumbling after them like an alive-person during The Night Parade.  
 
    Darling swung their hands, spun Corey under their arm and caught him up in his own clumsy, stuttering version of Darling’s dance. 
 
    “But don’t you worry, Corey Grimm. You won’t go foul, because you’re giving me a dance right back and I like it very much. I think I would like to see a fire shaped like a circle. Upside right. I’ve never seen anything like that. Careful, that’s Poisonwood. Don’t touch it. Don’t eat anything, either. You’ll have to trade for it, if you do. And if you don’t, you’ll go foul and have to stay here, which would be no good at all because you’ve got to stay upside right for the King of Gold. Dead things can’t be proper in the Upside Right. At least, that’s what they say. I believe them, but also I don’t because I’ve been right as rain so far, except I keep going still as rocks and can’t move anything at all, not even my eyeballs. I hate it hate it hate it and it will be forever if I stay upside right too long. Then I’ll be even worse than dead, which isn’t actually so bad.” 
 
    Darling felt the between space grow thinner and pulled Corey along. A raven dove from a tree and vanished between thoughts. Corey stared after it, and Darling pushed him through the veil before he could think to resist.  
 
    Darling followed, of course, shivering with the sickly feeling of The Upside Right washing through make-believe Nether bones which were not made to walk the mortal world.   
 
    The sky was blue. There was one star, big and painful against their eyes. They had gotten all properly turned around. Darling crowed at the raven which had settled in the grass, because it was a fond and sacred thing.  
 
    Corey stared at the ground, head bowed. His human-ish body was larger than Darling’s pretend one, even curled over itself as it was. His legs were long and his frame was sturdy and his muscles were strong under his skin. Rain fell into his hair and against the dirt. Darling thought that perhaps they liked him even better than they liked the ravens.  
 
    “Darling? Are you alright?”  
 
    They knew the stillness as it came. Darling felt their heart slow and still in their chest, felt their lungs come to a rest.  
 
    This was a deep stillness.  
 
    Corey reached up, and Darling felt the calluses of his hands upon their face. They wished they could move their arms from where they hung outstretched in the air. They wished they could sink to their knees beside Corey, or perhaps lie down upon a bed of moss. These thoughts were slow as honey as Darling felt the stillness spread inside of them.  
 
    This was the way of dead things who lingered too long in the land of the living. 
 
    With the next gust of wind through the trees, the rain was falling upon a boy and a not-boy who was stiller than stone. Darling was nothing but motionless, frozen in the forest like a long forgotten statue.  
 
    The rain fell into the black planes of their eyes, and they did not blink it away. Corey rose slowly, as though waking from a dream.  
 
     A heady, hazy, flip-side dream. One that he had dreamed many times before.                
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    Xo wasn’t wearing a rumpled black school uniform the next time she set foot in the ramshackle building draped with opulent illusions of satin and gold. No, she dressed like the second in line to the crown. Barring the Aurelius family crest, of course. It would not do to be recognized in an establishment so queer as this one. 
 
    Her skirts were red, trailing behind her in a foaming river of passionate lace. She could feel the matching mask flush against her cheeks, rose petals soft and fabric vibrant. Champagne bubbled on her tongue and she was already tipsy, but she walked with confidence through the crowd, heels clicking hollowly against the wooden floor boards. She brushed against the satins and silks cloaking the figures around her, feeling the truth under the magic against her skin in rough burlaps and cheap cottons.  
 
    She felt like a goddess. When she met the dark eyes of her nameless girl from across the room, she knew that she looked like one as well.  
 
    “Enchante,” Xiomara bowed, pressing a red painted kiss to the dark skin of the girl’s hand as they greeted each other. The girl was much taller than her, proud and strong even through the illusion she had had cast. She looked elegant as she curtseyed low.  
 
    “What language is that?” 
 
    “No idea. Creeshian, maybe?” 
 
    “Then how do you know it?” 
 
    “I don’t. I’ve just heard it said to beautiful women in plays. Thought it would be fitting, whatever it was.”  
 
    Her nameless girl was wearing the same blue silk dress that looked lighter than air and felt scratchy and thin under her fingers. Her hair, again, was braided in the typical Ushakk fashion and wound with violets and small yellow flowers with no name that Xiomara knew. The flowers were real, Xo realized later in the night while she ran her fingers over them gently, the girl’s lips gentle and insistent against her own.  
 
    “I was worried I wouldn’t find you, again.”  
 
    “I was certain I didn’t want you to.” The girl’s eyes reflected the infinite darkness of the night sky. They were on the roof, having risked their necks on a rickety maintenance latter. “But I’m glad you did.”  
 
    “I’ve got your shoe. Shit, but I’ve forgotten it at home. I’ll get it to you, next time.” 
 
    “Next time?” 
 
    “Next time.”  
 
    The castle should have been dark when Xo returned. The lanterns should have been smothered and the chandeliers should have been dimmed, the hallways quiet and all but the guards fast asleep while a thunder storm awakened in the sky.   
 
    Instead there were serving women rushing about in the foyer and extra guards stampeding through the entry hall.  
 
    Fear was cold in Xiomara’s gut as she caught a passing lady by the arm, demanding answers with such force that the woman seemed to shake. 
 
    “T-the princess was attacked by some ps-psycho. I heard they cut off her arms.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Xo snarled. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t kn–” 
 
    Xo shoved her away, reached out for her wings. She could feel the bone and muscle and sinew of a magpie on a far off windowsill, the rushing blood and beating heart of a raven in the clock tower. She took to flight on black wings, rain knocking her every which way, diving into– 
 
    “Xo!”  
 
    Imelda was gripping her shoulders, eyes wide with concern.  
 
    “Xo,” she repeated, so gently that Xiomara wanted to cry. 
 
    “Where–?” She felt her voice break over the question. Her rage washed away at the gentleness in Imelda’s eyes, leaving only cold terror in its wake. 
 
    “She’ll–It will be alright, love. Just come on and follow me.” Imelda took her hand and led her deftly through the hall of moving bodies, down a side passage and up a flight of stairs that Xo was not familiar with. “The King had her locked up in this guest suite. He said no visitors, but…” 
 
    Imelda patted Xo’s hair fondly and handed her the key as they stopped before a handsome oak door.  
 
    The lights in the room were out when Xiomara slipped inside. The dark, amorphous shapes of furniture could not even be made out by starlight, the sky black and the flashing of lightning kept out with heavy velvet curtains.  
 
    There was a lump on the floor between the bed and the wall.  
 
    Her cousin, head in her arms as she curled on the floor.  
 
    Xiomara had seen this scene before. But this time, it was not a matter of another diet. Aurora was not sad because she couldn’t get a dog, she wasn’t sad because she couldn’t play with Iman’s sword; Xiomara did not know what was wrong, and the dread of it crept up in every corner of her mind. 
 
    But she seemed to have both of her arms. And that was something.  
 
    “Hey, Beauty.” 
 
    Aurora didn’t stir. Xo sunk down to the floor next to her, looped an arm around her cousin’s shoulders and sat there until she couldn’t feel her legs, until Aurora relaxed enough to lean against her, until she noticed the pure gold of her cousin’s hands and forced herself not to panic, scream, demand answers. 
 
    When Aurora spoke, her voice was hollow. 
 
    “They took her.” 
 
    And Xiomara ran her fingers through her cousin’s hair, held her tightly as she relayed the story in the same dead voice.   
 
    “They took her.” 
 
    And it was the easiest thing in the world for Xiomara to answer. 
 
    “Then we’ll get her back.” 
 
     
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Corey used his shoulder to shove the door open, nearly stumbling over the threshold of the Grimm Keep while rainwater spilled from his coat and onto the floor. His arms tightened around Darling’s cold body as he righted himself, stepping further into the darkness of his home. 
 
    Brief white light illuminated the entry hall and thunder rumbled a second later, shaking the world to its core.   
 
    A man stood under the vaulted ceiling of the entry hall, made pale and surreal by the alienness of lightning. 
 
    For a second, Corey thought his father had returned from the dead.  
 
    “Ah, young Lord Grimm. I’m glad you’ve returned, I nearly sent soldiers out to search for you. There was a sighting of The Beast in the area.” 
 
    Corey squinted at the man, recognizing him only vaguely as a face he had seen at various parties and dinners. His stomach twisted with anxiety. 
 
    “…Who are you?” 
 
    “The King has made me interim Lord Commander.” The man gave a tight smile. “Just until your father returns, of course.” 
 
    Corey nodded slowly, trying to make out the crest on the breast pocket of the man’s coat. Was it a fish or a cloud? A tower? 
 
    “Cortez, dear! Oh thank goodness you’re home. Lord Gray here says he’s your new father, isn’t that odd?” 
 
    The man–Lord Gray, if his mother was correct–choked on his saliva. “Oh, no, Lady Grimm, I would never presume–I’m simply–I’m just in a strictly professional sense taking over Lord Grimm’s duties as Lord Commander until he returns. I assure you–hang on, what’ve you got, there?” 
 
    Corey followed Lord Gray’s gaze to where Darling lay prone in his arms. “Oh. This is my friend Dorian. They-he lives here, too. If you don’t mind…” Corey edged around Lord Gray, careful to keep his body between the man and Darling. He did not know what would happen if Lord Gray realized Darling was fae, and he did not care to find out.  
 
    “Have you seen your sister?” His mother called after him as he ascended the stairs. 
 
    “I don’t have a sister,” he corrected her without turning. 
 
    His shoulders were numb by the time he set Darling down on the floor of his bedroom. They had not so much as twitched since they had frozen in the forest, posed standing upright with their arms stretched out. It was a wonder Lord Gray hadn’t noticed the strangeness of it.  
 
     I keep going still as rocks and can’t move anything at all, not even my eyeballs. I hate it hate it hate it and it will be forever if I stay upside right too long. Then I’ll be even worse than dead. 
 
    Their arms were still painted with sunflowers and stars. Thunder rumbled outside the window. Darling did not move, did not blink with their pure black eyes that stared at nothing at all, did not cease to be as beautiful and motionless as a statue.   
 
    Corey slid down the wall of his bedroom, his painting of a tree twisting and fanning out across from him. Violet sky peeking through its branches. Next to it, the large black eyes of a bird. A bird. He had thought it was a bird as he painted it. He let his eyes slide over his room, over all his years of absent doodling and impassioned sketch work.  
 
    There were always too many stars in his skies.  
 
    All his dreamed up paintings were places he had walked before.   
 
    He caught a sliver of his reflection in the glass of his bedroom window, his eyes reflecting the mirror, reflecting his eyes, reflecting the mirror. Reflecting, reflecting. He tore his eyes away, half sure he would go mad if he kept looking.   
 
    Corey shivered, wrapping his arms around his knees and trying not to be himself. But when he was not himself, he was something else. 
 
    He remembered seeing his reflection in that perfect black pond. So twisted and grotesque, more inhuman than he could bear. 
 
    And he knew it could only be the monster that stared at him. The Beast. The Beast who ate up the crops, who doomed the land to starve through a winter without food stores.  
 
    And wasn’t it funny? Wasn’t it funny that every time his father had called him abomination, disgrace, a miserable thing to put up with; wasn’t it funny that he had been right?                                           
 
    His chest shook and ached as he cried. Darling did not so much as twitch, did not blink at the noise. There was only Corey and the quiet and the sound of his crying, and he hated himself more inside the silence.  
 
    There was so much ugliness inside of him that he wished it would tear him to pieces, eat him from the inside-out. 
 
    Corey did not want to be anything at all.  
 
     
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Here lies the story of barrenness, the many little tombstones might have read. Here lies the story of a weeping mother.  
 
    Imelda’s first baby dies before she can even think of a name for it, before she can think of it as anything but an extension of herself. She thinks it might have been a boy, but that is only because her husband said it would be.  
 
    She doesn’t care. She’s devastated. She didn’t love it, yet. She would have treasured it like nothing else in the world. She wants to lie down and sob until she has nothing left. But that brand of grief belongs to the rich. She is washing dishes again the day after she finds out. 
 
    Four more children follow in the first one’s footsteps, all so weak that they pass away within days of being born. 
 
    Mateo. Dante. Isabella.  
 
    She does not name the last one. Though the midwife says the baby girl has fair chances, Imelda already knows that it will die. She is not surprised when she wakes up to find that it has stopped breathing in the night.  
 
    Her husband says that the fault lies somewhere in her twisted organs or corrupted soul. She tries not to turn bitter when he leaves. She understands that he was put on earth to be a father. His children will be lucky, one day, lucky that she was not their mother.  
 
    She does not try to marry again. When she is offered a job at the palace, she has no goodbyes to say but to little lumps of earth by the edge of the forest.  
 
    She has her sixth child the next day, handed to her by a Queen who does not have time to rock a child back and forth late at night. Aurora is healthy and strong, and Imelda is terrified that her touch will bring death to the girl.  
 
    Imelda does everything she can. She is nothing but a servant, but she feels like a mother. She smears honey over Aurora’s eyelids and puts gold and iron in her hands and gives her every protection that the Nether can give her and miraculously, Aurora grows.  
 
    Here lies the story of barrenness, the many little tombstones might have read. 
 
    Imelda would have been inclined to disagree. Here is the story of how I found my daughter, she would have said.  
 
    Here lies the story of sorrow, here comes the story of joy. 
 
    Of course, Aurora can only be hers in her head. She is a servant and Aurora is her princess. Her princess, who lights up like the sun when she is seven and hears a minstrel playing his cavaquinho, bopping her head to the music and jumping around. Who has the worst sweet tooth that Imelda has ever seen. Who tackles Imelda with a hug when she gives her a little wooden guitar for her eighth birthday. 
 
    Imelda had saved for a year in order to afford one carved with wooden flowers and painted in bright colors. The King and Queen buy her more extravagant things–pearls and silks and golden headbands–but it is the guitar that Aurora picks up every day.  
 
    When Aurora cries, Imelda is there to patch up her scrapes and scratches and sing her to sleep.  
 
    Aurora is crying again, tonight. It is dark and it is raining outside the palace walls, and she can hear the same breathless crying that has always woken her up at night through the thin wall dividing her small bedroom from Aurora’s apartments.  
 
    It was only hours ago that Xiomara led the princess back to her rooms, that the king unlocked the door he had shoved her behind and let her stumble defeated into the light, hair a bird’s nest and face raw with tears.  
 
    Xo had been crying with her. Xo who Imelda had held up to the cradle, who had made silly faces at Aurora until the baby laughed. Lord Aurelius had been screaming at her father, body firmly between the king and the princess as Xo helped the girl to her feet. And Imelda was a servant, and it was not her place to throw her arms around the princess. Not there. 
 
    Imelda wants to hold her. She thinks she is crying, too. She has not stopped crying since she saw the blood staining the same hands that used to grab at her hair when she rocked her baby to sleep. Since she saw the cold metal in place of the calloused fingers that practiced day after day to coax song from string. 
 
    Imelda cannot fix this. She has seen how Aurora used to look at girls with ribbons in their hair and pink paint upon their lips. She has seen Aurora looking at her vanished friend in the way that Imelda once looked at handsome boys on the street. She has stayed up at night, knowing she cannot protect Aurora from a world that would call her broken. She does not know if her princess knows the nature of the feelings she has for the Royal Magician, but she knows that she is devastated at the loss of her friend.  
 
    Imelda cannot fix this, but she follows the sound of crying anyway, because that is what a mother does. And perhaps Aurora wants to be alone. She asked Xiomara to leave when the girl wouldn’t stop stomping about and cursing, and she had her uncle go when he refused to stop hovering. But she might want Imelda, and so Imelda will be there. Imelda will always be there.  
 
    Aurora is sitting on her bed with her dark hair in a tangle and her form raw and vulnerable, and Imelda wraps her arms around her and sings, because there is nothing else that she can do. Aurora does not ask her to go. She only leans into her and weeps. 
 
    In the morning, Aurora is not crying anymore. Her eyes are hard and her shoulders are set, and Imelda says a silent blessing over whatever path her daughter has chosen to walk. Though she wishes, she knows that it cannot be an easy one.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They met in the Green Room. It was morbid, to step over the stained tiles of the floor and sit in the same chair that he had sat in so many days ago. Xiomara seemed to think the same, her eyes clinging to the broken window and the glitter of glass crushed to dust upon the floor.  
 
    Corey’s mind was still spinning from the fervor of the day before last. Behind his eyelids, he saw flashes of odd and lovely things. The shadow of dark wings over trees. Wide, wider than any bird’s could be. The payment of a single feather. A sky with no sun to set. A winding swath of fire and music like a river through the eternal night, flickering distantly through the trees. 
 
    The scrape of a chair over the floor brought him back to himself. This had been Xiomara’s idea. After the Winslow Butchery, no-one had so much as stepped foot in the hall that led to the Green Room. Corey understood the sentiment. Despite the practicality of using the room, even Xo seemed uneasy with it as she sat, staring at the door in expectance of her cousin. Her cousin who he had not seen in days. His friend, who they said had been attacked, who Xo said had been made to watch as they dragged Briar away.  
 
    Briar. Corey had not known her long, but he could not imagine a world without her in it, without her overflowing magic and her shameless anger.  
 
    Darling was the only one entirely unbothered. They spun in quick circles upon the empty expanse of what had been the dance floor, twirling gracefully on the tiles over which Lady Winslow had been shot dead. The great window behind them was broken, inviting in the sweet smell of flowers and rain and soil. 
 
    Looking at Darling now, he almost couldn’t imagine the terrible day-long stillness that had overtaken them. Almost. His hands could not forget how cold Darling’s skin had been when he pressed his fingers to their throat and found no pulse. He had been full of panicked questions and they had been like a statue, holding no answers in their slender, jagged hands.   
 
    There had been chaos, in the forest. 
 
    When he returned home, the chaos followed him. He must have eaten it by mistake, or had it slipped into his pockets. Maybe it had been born inside his aching chest. God, that would explain why his whole body screamed like something inside of it had come undone.  
 
    And he knew what he was but he needed it said, needed it spelled out, needed it spoken into truth and made undeniable. 
 
    Now Darling was awake, and dancing around that single truth. The truth of why his mouth had tasted of blood when he came back, of why the sitting room window was shattered, of why he remembered looking down and seeing winding expanses of exposed bone, black as his fae thing’s eyes.  
 
    The princess entered so quietly that Corey almost missed her. 
 
    Darling cried out an odd greeting to her. Corey wished he had talked them into shoes. With every second, he was expecting to see them slice their feet upon some leftover shard of glass.  
 
    Aurora did not waste time. In all the years he had known her, in all the years he had watched as she had fought to make herself perfect, he had never seen her look so solemn or so regal as she did when she clasped her golden hands and addressed them as their leader. 
 
    “You all know why we’re here. He took my magician away. He took her away because she actually had a chance at breaking my curse. But chance or not, curse or no, it was wrong for her to be taken. By the Nether, it was wrong for her to be taken the first time. I must see her returned to her home. It was selfish of me not to help her return to Nazarae as soon as I learned she had been taken against her will. But I will make it right. We need to find out where she is. Convince them to release her.” 
 
    She had certainly rallied since yesterday, if Xo’s account of her state had been accurate.                                            
 
    And she was right. Her words rang so true that Corey could not help but raise his voice for treason. 
 
    “All of them should be released. Did you hear about Graciela’s sister? She sewed those dresses with the green lace over the silk. Someone heard her saying she wanted her next daughter blessed in the old way. She was gone the next day.” His voice sounded more bitter than he had meant it to. That was fine. He was sick of these things. “It’s not right.” 
 
    Xo hummed in agreement. The air in the room silent and living at the same time. “It’s not. But there’ll be no convincing your father. She came too close. If you had just been able to burn those fingers…”  
 
    “I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “I’m not saying to give up. I’m saying forget about doing this peacefully.” 
 
    Darling did not halt in their movement but they slowed, their eyes reflecting the sun in twin pools of darkness. The wind was cool through the broken window. When would it be fixed? Under Darling's feet, the sea glass tiles were stained the color of rust. Corey wished he could pretend it was from a spill of wine. 
 
    “We can’t be like them,” Aurora whispered.  
 
    Corey forced his eyes away from the bloodstains. “We won’t be. They were making a spectacle for the King. They didn’t really…they don’t really believe in what they’re fighting for. We’ll be different. We’ll help people.” 
 
    And Corey knew that he wanted to as soon as the words left his mouth. Thinking of all the fiercely beautiful heathens and heretics he had been acquainted with, the deviants and the desolate, he knew that he wanted to do something. Anything but sit in a Keep with a crest upon his golden ring.  
 
    “We need a plan. We need information,” Xo prompted. “Who would know where they’re taking people?”  
 
    “The sickle men,” said Dorian, and Corey startled to realize that they had drifted across the room to lean against their table. “Lady golden hands, you’ve forgotten the sickle men. They’re eating and eating and eating, say the watchers. I don’t even know how they can eat so much, but they must be. That’s all I’ll tell for free, and most of what I know at all.” 
 
    It sounded like nonsense, but Xo nodded as though it made sense. “The Sickle corps. They were in the reports for the night of the Butchery, and then in a few other reports Iman showed me. Outside of that, no-one’s heard of them.”  
 
    Why did the Sickle corps sound familiar? Corey felt stupid for not understanding what she meant. It must have shown on his face because she only took a moment to elaborate. 
 
    “I think they might be a specialized branch. I asked my father about them and he was…not forthcoming. The papers make them seem agriculture related, but I think that might be a code.” 
 
    Xo dug into the pocket of her coat and smoothed out a bit of worn paper over the table. Corey peered over at it.  
 
    Sickle corps to ride out east on The Lady’s Market Street. Twenty miles out before sunset, to work back inwards by sunrise. Vineyards of Lord Aurelius to be exempted. Cattle of Lord Gray to be exempted. Fifty men, as determined by round. Beast sightings to be arranged. 
 
    Discretion advised.  
 
    Lord Cortez Moreno Grimm II 
 
    Oh. This was the report that Iman had shown him. Perhaps he should not have been so hasty to push away the other boy. Hadn’t he once said he would never leave Iman alone? Back when they were young and bright and poking at the mud with sticks? He tried not to feel guilty. Iman had chosen their father.  
 
    “I think this might have to do with their system for apprehending people covertly. Maybe the plants are for different people, or even where they’re keeping people.”  
 
    Corey grinned. “Well done, detective. This is dated for tonight. I vote we follow whoever leaves the keep by The Lady’s Market Street.” 
 
    Xo nodded and smiled in a way that was probably meant to be reassuring as she patted her cousin’s shoulder. “We’ll have your magician back in no time, Beauty.”  
 
    Aurora smiled in a way that was probably meant to look reassured.  
 
    Corey hoped it would be that easy. So did Darling, if the way they tracked a lizard along the wall was any indication.  
 
    He hoped they wouldn’t eat it in front of him.  
 
    The Green Room was silent all around them. If there were ghosts in these halls, they were as unseen as the thing he felt moving under his skin.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Xo watched the courtyard through the many eyes of the birds as she squeezed her own shut against the dusky sun. Aurora’s artificial hand was cold and hard inside her own. Xo did not need to look to know that her cousin was watching the Keep as well as she could with her two human eyes.  
 
    Aurora wasn’t technically allowed outside of the castle without guards to escort her, so she was doing surprisingly well at rebellion for someone who usually followed her mother’s instructions to the letter. Although they had recently killed a man, and they were conspiring to break into whatever prison needed to be broken into. Maybe this was tame by comparison.  
 
    Cielste, she needed a drink. Her flask was warm in her pocket, and she avoided Corey’s eyes as she unscrewed it and tipped it back. She tried not to be angry at his silent judgement.   
 
    The coach hummed with the magic of its motor. It reminded her of long travels with her father peering over paperwork while she was lulled to sleep by the slow grinding of gears. They had paid the driver of their taxi to sit and wait in front of the Grimm Keep until they told him otherwise. If he thought it was strange, he didn’t say anything.  
 
    Dorian squirmed, their legs thrown over the back of the warm leather seat while their dark curls pooled on the floor. Xo tried to think of a single time she had seen them sitting still. At least they looked more modest than they had all other times she had seen them, with a set of trousers and a shirt to replace their layered silks. It had been a struggle to wrestle them into a pair of shoes, which they had decided they hated. Corey had only managed that small miracle after extensive bargaining.  
 
    “The gates are opening.” Aurora said, leaning out the window to get a better look. “Lady’s Market Street. Xo.”  
 
    Xo cursed herself for being distracted, reaching through the front window of the coach to press another handful of bills into the driver’s hands. “Follow that coach. The soldier dispatch one. Blue. See it?”  
 
    The driver nodded and pocketed the cash as they jolted into motion. Xo hoped he wouldn’t think it was suspicious that they were tailing an official coach. Corey really needed to learn to drive soon, if they were going to keep up with their enterprises of dubious legality.  
 
    But then, the driver seemed unbothered. He probably got all sorts of customers with odd requests. This was Sentra, after all. 
 
    Xo found herself scanning the faces on the street. Here and there, she thought she saw her. Violets. Marigolds that could have wound through thick braids. A blue dress. A bright smile. A tall, dark-skinned girl leaning over a fountain to make a wish. But they were mirages and tricks of the light, strangers who were not her stranger.   
 
    Where are you?  
 
    The world was messy and tangled, right now. It seemed as though everything outside of her languid dream of masks and dancing and dark eyes reflecting candlelight was too harsh for her to face, too rough against her skin. She had dined in fairyland, and she wasn’t sure how she could bear a second away from the softness of the wild and gentle existence she had discovered in swaying bodies and the burn of alcohol down her throat.  
 
    She had returned to that kaleidoscope land of light and laughter three times now, and each time it was harder to leave without dragging her nameless girl with her. Half of her glowed with the adventure of it while the other half sunk like lead at the partway imagined slight to Iman. She had made no vows to him in words or rings, but she had made a thousand in the language of childhood cartwheels and shrieking laughter, stolen glances and unspoken truths.  
 
    The sun was falling fast. The rooftops burned orange as the streets darkened. Still, she kept her eyes trained on the coach ahead of them. The city shrunk and vanished around them, giving way to farmland. Of course. The eastern edge of the city was the only one not tangled in the forest.  
 
    Their driver lit a lantern as the dark became absolute. Ahead of them, they only knew their target by the other coach’s own bobbing lantern.  
 
    Xo was blinking away sleep when the other coach ground to a halt. She snapped to attention before their driver could follow suit. 
 
    “Don’t stop. Keep going. We’ll jump out up ahead. Then drive around the bend and wait for us. We’ll pay you for your time.” 
 
    The man looked back uneasily, so she gave him more money. She elbowed her friends to attention as Aurora silently unlatched the door. 
 
    The dirt road was invisible in the dark beneath the wheels. Aurora only hesitated for a moment before throwing herself from the coach. Xo winced before following her. She would have tried to roll, if not for the fear of snapping her neck. Instead she tried to land on her feet, the momentum jerking her sideways and sending her to her knees.  
 
    Her dress scraped in the dirt and gravel dug into her legs and palms. They burned fiercely and she blew on them to cool the pain, already feeling her magic push the earth from her skin as it knit itself back together. 
 
    Something sharp hit her in the side. Corey’s elbow as he tumbled. Dorian helped him to his feet, their sharp teeth glinting in the quickly vanishing light of their coach. Aurora brushed off her dress before offering Xo a hand. 
 
    Her cousin’s forearms were still raw. 
 
    Heal yourself.  
 
    They were silent as graves as they crept down the road to the circles of light that poured from the soldiers’ coach. The Sickle corps. Each man had a lantern and a burlap sack as he marched away from the coach and into the fields.  
 
    A hand gripped hers tightly. She glanced backward and could barely make out the three figures behind her, all hand in hand. Smart. Corey’s idea, she had no doubt. It would keep them from being separated in any confusion or conflict.  
 
    Xo reached out with her magic and found only the eyes of the men in the fields. They would surely notice if she tried to spy through their eyes. She was not even sure she could. She had never put her magic inside the body of another person, before.  
 
    The men had stopped, setting their lanterns on the ground as they came upon rows upon rows of vines tied up against tall stakes. Xo reached out a hand as they came closer, running her fingers through thick leaves and feeling the round fruit upon the vine. Tomatoes. The last harvest of the season, most likely. It was lucky The Beast hadn’t gotten them. 
 
    Another coach rolled up and more men emerged, matching sacks in hand. Xo watched the men work their way through the field, their motions automatic and repetitive. It took too long for Xo to understand what they were doing.  
 
    They were harvesting. Taking. Filling sack after sack with hundreds of ripe tomatoes.  
 
    The eating men, Dorian had said. But they weren’t eating. Xo watched the sacks pile into the bed of a large wagon she had not noticed approaching in the darkness. Corey’s hand tightened around hers.  
 
    The men moved tirelessly up and down the rows while more coaches rolled through the darkness. All the dark blue of the official soldier’s dispatch carriage. Xo followed them, pulling her friends after her by their interlocked hands.  
 
    Leaves and grass moved in the wind. It smelled like rain and darkness. The men filed back into their coaches and moved along the road, stopping only a few hundred meters ahead. A new farm. A new harvest. Apricots.   
 
    The night felt alive, and Xo felt as though she would be viciously angry once she stopped being so confused. 
 
    No. No. Xo may not be as politically minded as her father and her aunt would have liked, but she knew what she knew. This food was disappearing from farmland without payment. It would not be sold by the farmers who had children and taxes, it would not be sold to the local vendors who had more of the same. Hungry mouths and empty hands. People were starving. How much vanished produce was taken by The Beast like they said? How much was whatever this was? 
 
    Her anger could not wait for understanding. She knew enough to be as furious as she liked.  
 
    The lanterns moved through the darkness, and she followed with her own flesh and bone, her anger a torch inside her chest. They walked for what felt like miles, until the fields gave way to the edges of the city, light shining through countless windows to break the night.  
 
    Her feet hurt. Everyone’s feet hurt. Everyone’s feet hurt because everyone worked and worked for a place to sleep and dust to eat and then they rose and did it again. Everyone’s feet hurt but the King’s. 
 
   
      
 
     
 
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    “You knew.” 
 
    His voice felt cold and alien in his throat.  
 
    “You knew they were taking the food, and you didn’t tell me!” 
 
    Darling said nothing, and Corey let his anger build. 
 
    “I thought it was me! I thought it was The Beast! I was ruining everything and people are going to starve this winter and it was all on me and I was some horrible monster and you didn’t tell me I wasn’t! Why the fuck would you let me think that!” 
 
    Darling raised their chin, narrowing their pure black eyes and barring their rows of pearly white teeth, all jagged enough to tear flesh from bone.  
 
    “You are a monster. You are a monster and you are a boy, and you have never been anything but beautiful. And I told you the sickle men were eating. It’s not my fault you didn’t listen.” 
 
    Corey balled his hands into fists, felt his fingernails digging into his palms. Tried not to let the word monster ring in his ears. 
 
    “And how on earth was I supposed to understand that! You need to stop being so damn confusing, walking around pretending to be one of us, pretending to be our friend! You know, I’m dumb, but I’m not as dumb as I seem. The old god must have created you and sent you here for a reason, what is it?” 
 
    His chest heaved with anger. Darling looked almost sorry for him.  
 
    “You are very smart, Corey Grimm. And also very stupid.” 
 
    They moved to brush past him and he grabbed them by the wrist before he even realized he had reached out.  
 
    “No, you can’t just walk away from me. You have to give me answers. Why am I like this? What am I? What are you doing here?” 
 
    They were totally still for a moment before they looked down at where he had grabbed them. Too late, he realized that his grip was tight enough to be bruising.  
 
    He released them as though he had been burned. 
 
    “Then I will dance away. I have come here for you, and to see the Golden King ascend. But for all I love the Nether, I will cast their wishes aside if you touch me in anger again. You will not be the glass through my eye, Corey Grimm. Not even beautiful as you are. I do not have to give you anything at all.” 
 
    The blackness of their eyes was cold as snow on the forest floor, as empty as a skull left behind in the dirt.  
 
    This time, he did not try to stop them as they left.  
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She was alone as she walked the familiar roads that would lead her to The Velvet Place. That was what her fairyland was called, she had learned. One of many hidden sanctuaries tucked into the nooks and crannies of Sentra. Places for girls to kiss girls and for boys to wear many layered skirts and for all the children of confused worlds to raise illusions that dropped illusions and appear as the boys and girls and neithers that they always were in secret. Places for masks to be unmasking. She had met her nameless girl in a few of those other places, but The Velvet Place was the surest way to find her. 
 
    Her nameless girl, who she knew everything and nothing about. Her nameless girl who had known her birth parents but didn’t remember them, who had once gotten in trouble for hitting her brother in the face with a stick while pretending it was a sword. She wanted to be a knight on a big brown horse named Clide, and she had since she was old enough to play swords. Back then, she had wanted to save princesses from towers. She didn’t say what she wanted, now. She tried to be a good son, but she wasn’t a son at all, so she was inherently bad at it, even if nobody realized. 
 
    Her nameless girl. Nameless, because Xo didn’t know what her mother had called her when she was born, and she shouldn’t know it, couldn’t know it, and there was nothing else to know. Nameless, because Xo would never meet her brother who had gotten pushed down the stairs, would never be able to sit down with the mother who had put flowers in her hair and say thank you, thank you so much. 
 
    And then she was right there, smiling broadly from behind her glittering purple mask, and Xo didn’t care much for knowing and not knowing, deciding to concern herself only with being.  
 
    “Have you brought me my shoe?” 
 
    Xo made a show of digging around in her jacket pockets before coming up empty and grimacing. It was still sitting in the bottom of her armoire. “Sorry. Looks like you’ll be seeing me again.”  
 
    “Good. Forget it again, tomorrow.”  
 
    Xo felt herself flush. She had always been one for playful denials and skirting around the truth. Maybe that was her nature, or maybe that was a product of her predetermined position as a spy to the Queen.  
 
    Her girl rarely used pretty words to lie and never mislead her, even in their back and forth dance. She said what she meant, and the novelty of it always caught Xo off guard. It was a sort of honesty that she had only ever seen in Iman, back when he was younger and less caught up in conflicting loyalties.  
 
    She stood on her toes and stretched up her arm in order to spin her girl under it. She was wearing the same periwinkle she always did, smooth as it fanned out around her legs. Her mask matched. It always did.  
 
    “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, but it’s just a mirage.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just your dress I was complementing.”  
 
    “Oh.” Her smile was almost shy this time around. Xiomara was struck by the unmistakable fact that no one had ever called her beautiful, before. The girl’s lashes brushed against her dark cheeks as she cast her eyes to the floor. “Thank you.”  
 
    Xo guided her down into a kiss. She was warm, and Xo had goosebumps down her arms. She never wanted to leave this waltz. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” she said again, just because she could. She had pulled away by a breath, and the girl’s lips were close enough to capture again in an instant. Xiomara loved their moments together with such an outrageous intensity that she wished she could wind them all together and tuck them away inside her heart. And maybe it was that they were dancing, and maybe it was that she had been drinking, but she thought she might be a little bit in love.  
 
    Later, when their dancing was done and the revel was dying, they sat on the street curb outside the club and blew hot air into their cupped hands to ward off the chill. The street was dark and the candles were mostly gone.   
 
    “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can call you? Other than gorgeous.” 
 
    The girl's head tipped back towards the sky. There was something terrifyingly familiar and solemn about her. 
 
    “It is odd without names. I’ve just been calling you ‘Sweetheart’ in my head,” the girl confided. Xiomara laughed. 
 
    “Really? Why?”  
 
    “You have pearls on your mask. In the centers of the roses, I mean. They’re illusions or beads, I know, but they’re…nice. Shiny.” It was endearing, how awkward she was with her honesty. 
 
    “I’d forgotten.” 
 
    “I hadn’t.”  
 
    “And why does that make me sweet?” 
 
    “Because just when I first noticed them, you kissed me.” 
 
    They drifted into lazy silence. It was not uncomfortable. Xo’s glass had found its way back to her hand, and her drink was fuzzy and sweet on her lips. 
 
    “Imani. You can call me Imani. It was my mother’s name. My birth mother, I mean.” 
 
    Xo’s heart skidded to a halt in her chest at the same time a coach in the street came skidding to a stop so close that they barely scrambled up in time to save their feet from being flattened by the heavy iron wheels.   
 
    She was yelling before the doors even opened.  
 
    “Cielste, watch it! You could’ve–!” 
 
    “Get back!”  
 
    The girl–Imani–sounded strangled and breathless, a hand coming out automatically to pull Xo behind her as the kingsmen stepped out.  
 
    And oh, shit, she thought as her brain caught up with her eyes. Because the coach was the dark blue of the King’s armed forces, and the man stepping towards her had something dark and unmistakable in his hand.  
 
    Another coach came to a halt before the club. Same colors. Someone screamed from the door, an ambiguous wail of warning that froze Xo in place. Her heart was going too fast. The violin which had been playing merrily over the night fell silent inside The Velvet Place, its last cruel note singing like the blood in her ears. 
 
    The soldier raised his gun.  
 
    It cracked down hard and Imani’s head whipped to the side, skin splitting where the barrel had struck her cheek.  
 
    The night burst into color and chaos. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aurora wanted to scream as she stared at her darkened bedroom. Ladies didn’t scream. Good thing she was a princess. She opened her window–the same one she had seen Briar arrive through. Briar who had not wanted to come here and had not wanted to leave here. How long ago had that been? 
 
    Not long enough. She breathed the night air. It was damp. This season was oppressive in its beauty. The flowers and fruits died but the trees and grasses still grew thick and green. That was the trick of it. People would be starving and winter would still be warm. Such was the way of Amory. 
 
    The stars were bright. She screamed until there was nothing left inside her, until her voice was flayed and raw and she was suffocating in her silence once more.  
 
    A raven startled and she wanted to throw something at it. A cruel and fast thought that she could not stop from surfacing. Even if the raven was her eavesdropping cousin, it did not deserve to be struck. Even if it did deserve it, she would not have. 
 
    Ravens remembered faces, and they did not forget wrongs.  
 
    Where had she learned that? 
 
    Briar. Briar, with her red hair spilling over the couch cushions. Briar who took her hands and led her out into the gardens and then past the gardens, into the forest that ran down the mountain like they had, laughing as they fought for purchase with their slippered feet against the soft earth.  
 
    It was a taste of who Briar had been before the fire ate her home and her freedom.  
 
    Aurora could not love. She knew that like she knew the sky was blue, like she knew the ocean was deep, like she knew that she would prick her finger on her seventeenth birthday. Still, she felt as though she might understand all the love poems that Corey had jokingly read her, back when he was first made to court her.   
 
    Good God. I cannot marry Prince Julian. If I could have loved at all, I would have loved her. 
 
    Aurora had never thought of herself like that. Deviant. She had always assumed that she would like boys as much as a soulless girl could. She was just taking longer than the other girls her age. She was just a late bloomer. She was just waiting to meet the right man. 
 
    She was just leaning out her bedroom window and feeling the beginnings of rain on her eyelashes when it occurred to her that she wished she had kissed the soft pink mouth of the girl who had taken the heart from her chest and the breath from her lungs. 
 
    The princess realized, perhaps for the first time, that this would not go away. There was something queer inside her skin. She did not know how to feel about that, so she didn’t, letting those thoughts fall to the wayside.  
 
    She wished she had written more songs about the way that Briar tipped her head up at the sun and gazed at the stars and pulled grass up with her fingers. She hoped, with a quiet desperation, that she would have the chance to rectify this. If not with her cavaquinho, which was probably still lying in what had been the magician’s room, then with the pondering of her heart.  
 
    Oh, how she had wanted to find Briar on this first night of searching. Instead she had been met by a theft of a magnitude she could barely comprehend. No doubt conducted by her father. But one man could not eat so much. So where was the food going? 
 
    A soft knock came at the door and she startled but did not move from her place, waiting until she heard soft footsteps to turn. Imelda’s lined face was warmed by the light of her candle. Her eyes were tender and worried, as they had been all the times that Aurora had fallen and scraped her knees as a child.  
 
    “Aurora? I thought I heard you call out. Are you alright?” 
 
    Imelda’s free hand found her shoulder automatically, and Aurora could see how the woman scanned her for signs of injury. She ached. When had she last spoken to her mother? She liked to tell herself the Queen was busy.  
 
    It was a lie, of course. She knew why her mother didn’t look at her the way Imelda did. She could not trick her mother. Her mother knew that she could not love or be loved, even in the way of mothers and daughters.  
 
    Imelda did not know this. It showed in how she brought her thumbs to Aurora’s cheeks, brushing away the tears that Aurora had not felt falling.  
 
    She should not have been crying. Cielste knew how badly her kingdom suffered, while their princess cried the tears of a little girl.  
 
    “Shhhh. Shh, Beauty. It’s alright to cry. She was your friend. Let’s get your hair down. All those pins and clips can’t be comfortable.”  
 
    Aurora let herself be led to the bed and sat down while Imelda hovered over her, deftly unwinding the twists of her hair. It felt as though the weight of the sky was lifted from her shoulders as her hair fell free. Her scalp was sore where her hair had been pulled all day. 
 
    Imelda brushed her hair and kissed her forehead the way she always had. She would have made a wonderful mother. 
 
    “Go to sleep, love.” 
 
    You don’t love me. You can’t.  
 
    Out of all the things Aurora knew she would never understand, this one pained her the most. That she had somehow fooled the handmaiden that had nursed her and raised her and deserved a child who was not a pretender.  
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    She watched as Imelda left, and she wanted to grab her hand and hold it. She wanted Imelda to pull a chair to the side of her bed and sit there until she fell asleep, the way she used to when she was frightened by stories about monsters. But Aurora was not a child anymore, and the only monster that could hurt her was the one that had brought her into the world.  
 
    When she slept, she dreamed.  
 
    She dreamed of riding through the streets of Sentra in a black coach. She dreamed that she smiled, and the people grabbed for her hands as she passed. They loved her. They loved her, but they were starving. She could see it in the lines of their faces.  
 
    Snow muffled the sounds of their cries. She watched a young boy fall to his knees. His sister stooped to carry him.  
 
    Nails scratched at her wrist. Some of them loved her. Some of them hated her. Aurelius. Perrault.  
 
    What would she be? 
 
    A woman cried for bread.  
 
    Aurora’s stomach was full.  
 
    She reached to take Briar’s hand and came up empty. Gone.  
 
    A sea of human suffering and confusion and adulation parted before her.  
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
    This is the story they tried to make us forget.  
 
    A window breaks as a boy throws himself through it. The glass cuts his palms as he hits the pavement with a crunch. He jumped from the second floor. Another body hits the ground beside him and he scrambles upright, pushing himself off into the darkness.  
 
    Satin melts to burlap and silk ribbons fade to frayed scraps. People are crying. The air smells like smoke.  
 
    “Nobody move! Put your hands in the air!”  
 
    Most of these people have never seen a gun before. They do not realize the danger until one of the kingsmen pops off a warning shot and glass rains down from what used to be the ramshackle chandelier. They are inside, now. They are blocking the exits. Those who tried to run and failed have been dragged back inside and pushed to the floor. 
 
    A tall girl in a glimmering blue dress is not crying. Her jaw is clenched as they twist her hands behind her back, as her friend hisses in pain at the same treatment.  
 
    They call her by words that should not be spoken. People across the room are having their carnival masks torn off, their faces bruised. It is illegal for a boy to wear a dress, they say. It is illegal to practice homosexuality, they say.  
 
    Take off the dress. Yes, that pretty one you dreamed yourself. The one that matches your make pretend glass slippers. No, we don’t care if you haven’t got anything else. 
 
    It’s midnight. The clock strikes twelve, and a girl who has just named herself Imani grabs a shot glass from the bar and slams it into the face of the man with the gun.  
 
    It goes off and misses her face by four inches. His face is gushing blood, and the gun falls to the floor. Another soldier shouts, and a young man barrels into him before he can charge towards her.  
 
    The world is a riot.  
 
    This is the story of our blood.  
 
   
      
 
     
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Darling had lain in a bed like this, before. The sheets were fine against their skin. They could remember calloused hands and the taste of alcohol thick and cloying as it was kissed into their mouth. 
 
    Darling wished they could claw the fear from their skin, scrub the memories from behind their eyes. They did not want to remember this. They should not remember this. They had taken too many secrets, it seemed, allowing the shadow of humanity to grow strong enough that they remembered.  
 
    Secrets were good to trade with, because they made you remember being alive. Darling didn’t like to remember that song and dance, but they had seen too many boys and girls of The Night Parade go foul over fair with forgetfulness. So they bartered and bargained and scraped by with as little as they could.  
 
    The room was dark, and it was a relief to drag themselves from the prison of bedcovers. There had been little chance of sleeping, anyways. They were too far from alive for that. It was a living, human thing to do, lying in bed. Darling was not human. Not anymore. Not for a long time. 
 
    Darling changed quickly, stripping off the soft cotton sleep clothes they had traded for and pulling on a shirt and trousers. They would have to fix them. They were difficult to dance in.  
 
    A shiver of night air brushed against them and the curtains billowed. The window must have been left open. Corey shifted in his sleep, turning over into his covers. His inky black hair was like a halo around his head. Darling spun lazily on one foot, their other leg outstretched and their weight tipped to counterbalance it, letting their raw, wild magic warm the room.  
 
    Corey had yelled, last night. It hadn’t been the sort of yelling that made Darling go too cold to breathe. It had just been the painful pinching kind. Corey did not like being a beastie. It had been confusing for him. He hadn’t liked to hear it, hadn’t liked to learn it. If he wanted lies, he shouldn’t have come to Darling.   
 
    Darling meant to only close the window, but they found themselves captured by continued motion as they pushed aside the ghostly white curtain. The moon was silvered, here. They had forgotten that. On the flip-side, it had been a disk of pure black hanging against a perpetually violet sky.  
 
    They missed the songs and the dancing, the constant motion of The Night Parade. The velvet of grass under feet and the crackle of rebellious fire. The way the others would snatch fruit from the heavy branches of trees and eat it with their fingers, the way feet were careless over thorns.   
 
    Darling was climbing from the window before they knew it. The air was alive against their skin. The forest was too far, held back from Darling by the rooftops and alleyways of this living city. The upside-down was even further. They knew they would not be able to return to their dance. Not yet. Instead they climbed upwards, their hands and feet finding every nonexistent nook and cranny of the Grimm Keep’s solemn exterior.  
 
    For a moment, Darling remembered something else. Climbing to another rooftop, staring up at this same pale moon. Pockets full of stolen pastries, fingers sticky, someone grabbing their hand to pull them those final few feet and onto a wide ledge.  
 
    Darling felt their cheeks warm. Whether it was shame at the memory of theft or pleasure at the recalled happiness, they were not sure. Darling did not remember much of the before, but their memories had never been gentle, those rare times they had filled up on too many secrets.  
 
    The memories had never made them smile.  
 
    The roof was not flat, but it was easy enough to find a place where they would be secure, tucked between the ridges of it. The shingles were cool against Darling’s back. 
 
    The stars were bright but few. Had these topside stars always been so few and far between? For the first time in a long time, Darling tried to remember.  
 
    What had happened after those warm hands pulled them onto the rooftop? 
 
    Those pastries must have been sweet. The sugar had been thick and white atop them. Was that real? Had that been real? Or were they just imagining that something other than sour mouths and foul hands had ever touched them? 
 
    The moon was too bright. The whole sky was fracturing, growing blurry before their eyes.   
 
    Something damp ran down Darling’s face. It was not raining.  
 
    Another memory. Not a happy one. 
 
    “You’re so pretty when you cry.” 
 
    Was that what this was? They brought a hand to their cheek and pressed the salt of tears to their lips. 
 
    Darling did not think they had cried since they had opened their black eyes up to the violet skies of the Nether. It was a painfully human thing to do. 
 
    It was almost morning by the time they climbed back down the side of the building and slipped in through the window. Corey sat on his bed, buttoning his shirt deftly. He smiled when he saw them, but something rang untrue about it.  
 
    Darling hoped it was not because of last night. They had already forgiven him as much as they ever would, and they had hoped he’d done the same.  
 
    “Hey. I’ve got to leave in an hour. School. Do you know where the kitchen is?”  
 
    “I know where they cooked the chickens and killed them and took off their feathers, in mostly the opposite order. They threw out the bones but I took them from the bin and put in some sticks instead.” 
 
    Corey blinked. “Right…Well, if you’d like to eat something, go down to the kitchen and ask them for some food.” 
 
    “What will they want in return?”  
 
    “Oh. Nothing.”  
 
    Darling frowned, because it wasn’t fair of the kitchen to offer food they weren’t willing to trade anyone for. But that was alright. This was not the Nether. Fair was a should and not a must. They could crack open and eat their chicken bones, or maybe a bird that wasn’t Xiomara. If they found their way to the forest, it might trade them for some fruit. It wasn’t time for them to return to the Nether, but they were sure the old god wouldn’t mind if they walked in the forest.   
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Corey looked at them as though he expected something else. Darling returned the look, because they couldn’t think of anything else to do.  
 
    It was a moment before Corey sighed.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about last night. I wasn’t angry with you. I was just angry in general, and you were there. I mean, we do need to talk about this…beast, thing. I have questions. But I’ll trade you for the answers, fair and square. And I won’t ever grab you again.”  
 
    Corey tied his fancy bit of cloth around his throat as he spoke. It made him look serious and handsome when he put on his jacket with it. 
 
    “That sounds like a fair deal. What will you give me?”  
 
    Corey bit his lip as he thought. It reminded Darling of someone who they did not remember. “What do you want?” 
 
    Darling thought of the warm hands, holding onto them securely as they climbed to the roof. The pastries. The ball of happiness in their chest as they sat beside their…someone on the rooftop. The moon. 
 
    They smiled. They could still feel the tear tracks on their cheeks. This would be ugly. This would be beautiful.   
 
    “How about more secrets?”   
 
    Sun was coming in through the window. That was what it was called, the big yellow star that made the sky so bright it turned blue. Sun. Sun was coming in through the window and turning Corey’s earth brown eyes to golden amber.  
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, we can do that.” 
 
    Darling did not want to remember.  
 
    Darling was going to do it anyway. 
 
     
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    There had been a moment of silence after Imani threw the first glass. As though the whole world needed just a moment to go still and take stock of what had happened. The bloody man’s face was colored in with red and disbelief. 
 
    Then everything went to hell.  
 
    Her head connected with the wall as she was shoved backwards. Black spots inched their way into her vision. The world was full of noises loud and conflicting enough to make her sick to her stomach. She closed her fist around her magic and swung it around in a right hook. 
 
    She had never thrown a punch before. She was average at best with all magic but her scrying, which she wasn’t willing to do here. It would be too easily recognizable if her father or aunt caught wind of it. Pain raced up her arm as the blow connected, and the man reeled back in pain, face welted and raw where her magic had seared him. 
 
    That was the only upside to the elitism surrounding magic. No actual grunt level fighters could use it, and the rich generals who could afford to learn it hated to get their hands dirty with real combat.  
 
    That was where guns came in. Only three or so of the kingsmen seemed to have them, the rest wielding swords, but she couldn’t help but be tense for the sound of gunfire.  
 
    She wondered how well they would fair in a day and then a week and then a year, when the Valtinians had had more time to develop an arsenal.  
 
    Her eardrums popped as sound erupted and light flashed.  
 
    There it was, the noise of the killing things. A woman shrieked as the night shattered around the sound of bullets.  
 
    Someone cried out in pain from the tangled expanse of the brawl. Xo forced herself to think only of the present, willing her magic to coalesce into a blaze around her hands. The fire burned the color of blood across her knuckles as she charged into the fight with nothing but her hands and her magic.  
 
    It did almost nothing in terms of extra damage, but she could tell by the whites of her enemies eyes that it was an effective intimidation technique. No common criminals or petty thieves could use magic even to this extent, and so the local kingsmen had likely never faced it in combat before.  
 
    They weren’t used to victims that could defend themselves.  
 
    If Aurora were here, there would have been a strategy. But it was Xo who was shoving through soldiers and throwing her weight against the doors, so there was nothing but naked instinct and raw panic.  
 
    “Everybody out!” She screamed, grabbing for the hands that reached out towards her and hauling people out into the cold night air.  
 
    “Sweetheart, you need to get out of here.” Imani was breathless and wretched looking. Her eye makeup stained the skin visible beneath her mask, and her hair had been torn down from its updo, her braids hanging loose around her shoulders. Some of her violets were missing. Xo shoved a soldier away as he made to force them back inside. People were pouring out, now, running and limping and crawling to get away from a place where they had once raised their hands up to the powers of love, freedom, and alcohol.  
 
    “No, I need to–” 
 
    “I’ll help them out. I’ll warn others. Please, go home.”  
 
    If this was one of the romantic plays that Aurora had made her watch as a child, they would have kissed in the seconds before they parted. There would have been flower petals and shooting stars and the action would have frozen around them so that they could have just a little bit longer.  
 
    If this was a song about heroes, Xiomara would have refused to back down. She would have stayed by Imani’s side and fought all the way to the bitter end, even as she heard the sound of more kingsmen approaching by the clicking of coach gears and the rumble of engines. 
 
    This was not a romantic play, and their love was not a song. The current of panicked bodies was shoving Xo away from Imani. Their joined fingers were the only thing that kept her from being washed away. 
 
    They were not heroes of myth. They were young people who did not want to die.  
 
    What would happen if they caught her? They would arrest and unmask everyone they could. Would she be disowned? Taken out of the line to the throne? Would her cousin be alright? 
 
    And the night was terrifying and beautiful, and Xo dug into her pocket and shoved her crested ring into Imani’s open palm.  
 
    “Find me. Warn as many as you can and then find me.” 
 
    And then she was gone.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The air smelled foul and sharp. There were flowers sprouting from her chest. Between her ribs and through her flesh. They drank from the marrow of her bones and they grew up and up and up. Her fingers scrabbled across the floor and the hard stone dissolved into moths, soft and silver as the moonlight streaming through the narrow slits of the window. So dextrous, how it slipped between the bars.  
 
    Briar could not tell if it was her magic or the drugs that they had forced down her throat that made spinning wheel shadows dance up and down the walls of her cell. Oh, spin thrice, spin thrice. Her grandmother had once sung her a song that went a little like that. 
 
    She ran her fingers along the ridges of the stick man in the pocket of her dress. It did not matter much, why they had not taken it. They had taken her shoes. She laughed at that, because she understood Dorian now. Shoes were awful prisons for the toes. The carpet of moths was soft under her feet.  
 
    Briar wondered what her life might have been if she had been a boy. She might have been a knight with a long spear. But that wouldn’t be quite right, either.  
 
    She wanted to eat an orange. She wanted to bite into the sunset of it and feel the warm juice run down her chin while sweetness exploded on her tongue. She would take the rinds and throw them between the bars and then birds would come to carry her away.                                            
 
    Maybe they would be sparrows or magpies or ravens. Maybe they would be Xiomara. 
 
    What was that smell? She could not place it. 
 
    Briar pushed herself to her feet, and her fingers were made of long grass. She was a ship on the tumbling sea as she lurched forwards into the wall, bracing herself with her elbows.  
 
    If she were on a boat, she would be wearing a sunhat. She would let her hands hang in the water as the paddles rested across her lap, and her grandmother would pretend that she was a lazy pirate. Salt would kiss her lips. 
 
    She pressed her mouth to the cool stone. It felt like moss and looked like a wall. She should have kissed Aurora. She should have kissed her grandmother’s cheek. She should have kept her teeth clenched tight against the pills.  
 
    She should have eaten an orange just one last time.  
 
    Maybe she would go feral, trapped inside these four walls. Maybe she would become savage as a fox and scream and scream and scream whenever the hunters set fires to drive her out of her holes.  
 
    A vine curled from the skin of her wrist and blossomed with fat pink flowers made of edges that barbed. Oranges went heavy on the branches above her. She did not particularly care if they were real as she stood on her toes to grab one.  
 
    She ate the rind with it, because she was selfish and hungry. Aurora would have raised an eyebrow and called her a barbarian. Then she would have kissed the sticky sweetness away. Maybe. Maybe she would have. Briar couldn’t know, because she was throwing seeds out of the window. Seeing them tumble into the darkness, she remembered the sweltering blackness of the wagon they had transported her in. She had been muzzled like a dog, held in place by chains and metal cuffs that covered her fists. 
 
    Briar did not like to be standing up. It made the world spin like a top. She fell to her knees. She was crying, and it hurt her throat. The world twisted with hazy loveliness. Her stomach heaved and she thought that she must have thrown up, except she couldn’t see the floor under her hands. There was no bed in her cell. 
 
    She scooted backwards until her shoulder blades hit a wall. She was so afraid she felt sick.  
 
    Candlelight fell in a crescent upon the floor as the door creaked open. She lashed out blindly with blunt nails that already ached from clawing at the walls. 
 
    There were cuffs on her wrists. She could not pull away when someone grabbed her by the jaw and lifted her to eye level. His hands smelled the same as the walls. Like fire and death. 
 
    “…Was right, her magic is incredible…” 
 
    For a second, she thought the man was Xiomara. But no, his skin was not dark enough and his hair was wavy instead of curly, and he was tall, and he was a man. Xiomara was not here. Nobody was here. Nobody but this man looking at her like she was something to be taken apart and used for scraps. 
 
    “Definitely use her on the lines…try one third of what you’re giving her now. Need her to be able to walk straight.” 
 
    His voice came in and out of focus. He was talking to somebody else. Soldiers at the door. How had she missed them? 
 
    “For now, try an….” She lost what he said next. “To cooperate more easily. Put her with someone who won’t take kindly to a Valtinian. She’s close enough.” 
 
    She was on the floor again. When had he dropped her? The pain in her knees felt like jagged glass. She needed to fight back. Vines arced up from the floor and wound around the man’s ankles. She was met by a sharp kick to the ribs before she could struggle to her feet. 
 
    She woke up and realized that she must have passed out, because it was pale sunlight that came through the slitted window, now. She imagined she could smell burnt sugar and cheap soap. She felt a bit more lucid, her magic no longer tumbling out so wildly.  
 
    “You work for the King.” 
 
    She hit her head against the stone as she jerked backwards, pain jolting through her skull as she noticed the woman in the corner for the first time.  
 
    She was old but not elderly, Amorian from the dusk of her skin and the almond shaped eyes under her heavy brows. Her hair was thick and black, half hiding a scar that curved along her jaw. Her face was lined, not with years of smiles but with a lifetime of hardship. 
 
    “You must be deaf or stupid. Answer me.” 
 
    Briar’s eyes dropped to the bit of jagged scrap metal the woman was holding like a knife. Her hands were calloused but not weathered. Briar guessed she might be around thirty. Something inside her screamed for a home that had gone away. 
 
    “I’m not deaf, but I guess I must be really fucking stupid, because it didn’t seem to me you asked a question in the first place.” 
 
    The woman bared her teeth. “Do you work for the King or not?” 
 
    Briar blinked, her mind slowly registering how cold the cell was. She drew her arms up around herself. “I think I would rather hang myself. No, I work for the princess. Aurora.” The name was warm in her mouth. 
 
    “How is that different from working for the King?” 
 
    Briar pulled her little twig man from her pocket and turned it in her hands. It calmed her, and the message it sent was clear: she had been sanctified for the Nether. But she couldn’t count on that being enough. 
 
    “It’s completely different, if you have half a brain to think about it. Now you’ve asked your two questions. It’s my turn. What’s your name, and do you think you can stab me and then back away before I gauge your eyes out? Because as it stands, that’s what you’ll be betting on.” 
 
    The improvised knife dropped a fraction and Briar breathed a sigh of relief. Being stabbed seemed painful. 
 
    “…Esperanza. Esperanza Aguado. You?” 
 
    “Briar.” She did not give her last name. Being an Anderson was not something to be proud of. It meant being the bastard of some barbarian over the boarder.  
 
    Esperanza’s eyes narrowed. “That’s an unusual name.” 
 
    “Got a problem with it?” 
 
    The woman shook her head slowly. “I’ve known another by that name.” 
 
    Briar rolled her shoulders and felt the chains keeping her bound to the wall shifting with her every movement.   
 
    “Well, Esperanza, tell me where I am and why I feel like I was run over by a coach.” 
 
    “That’ll be the sedatives, probably. They didn’t work on you properly, so they gave you more, and they still didn’t work.”  
 
    Briar resisted the urge to grind her teeth. “Elaborate.” 
 
    The woman was still tense in the shoulders, poised as though ready to lunge. “The drugs normally make magic near impossible, just while they acclimate new workers. They made you do magic like you had crawled right up from the Nether.” 
 
    Briar nodded, squeezing her eyes shut. That made sense. Where most people worked to bring their magic forth, she worked to put it away. Add in a drug that makes control impossible, and she would be unable to make her magic calm where others would be unable to call it. She refocused on what the woman had let slip. 
 
    “You said workers.” 
 
    Esperanza nodded. The light shivered along the pale scar tissue that ran down the side of her face. Briar reminded herself to not be afraid.  
 
    “You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    “That’s not ominous at all.”  
 
    The woman cracked a smile, finally tucking away her shiv. “You’ll be ok, kid.” 
 
    Briar leaned back against the wall, making a show of relaxing. “Oh, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Esperanza gestured to the little stick man in her hands. “You’re with me. Just keep your head on straight and don’t stop working. We’ll be out of here soon. The Free People’s Militia is going to bust us out.”  
 
    Briar frowned.“Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m here.” 
 
    Briar felt her shoulders tense involuntarily. “You’re with them?” 
 
    Esperanza looked proud when she nodded.  
 
    “I’m the one who shot Lady Winslow.” 
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
    Cortez Moreno Grimm was not human. This was a fact that had been true for as long as any fact about him could have been true. Picture him as an infant, clutching his mother’s index finger. He is small, but he knows that his moon should not be silver and his sky should not be black. He cries for the ambrosia he will never taste again.  
 
    The scales of truth spin a lazy circle. Left is right. Wrong is left.  
 
    Cortez Moreno Grimm was entirely human. This was a fact exactly as old as he was. Picture him as an infant, snatching at the long hair of the stranger who cradles him. This will be the first time he sees ravens swoop into nothing as the sky opens up into a thousand shades of purple. The Nether does not often take them so young, but a deal is a deal is a deal. He is dying, and then he is not. 
 
    This Corey Grimm was not Corey Grimm, because the name was tucked so snugly inside his mind that he never even knew it was there. He remembered nothing of a life which never truly ended or began, and so could not name himself as other children of The Night Parade did. He had no last words, no final moments, no eternal regrets to call himself by. 
 
    Instead, he was called Beetle, because of how he scurried through the dark between dances and stories.  
 
    Now; the real Not-Corey Grimm.  
 
    His bones shifted under his skin as he sat hunched in his bedroom. He had not always known what lived under his skin, but now that he did, every slight ache of muscle and oddness of the flesh felt like a reminder.  
 
    “Have I always been…like this?” 
 
    His tongue felt leaden in his mouth. He could not name the shamefulness inside of him. Cielste, he thought he had been through with this feeling of rotting away. He thought he had thrown away this disgust the day he had gripped Xo’s hand so tight and whispered the great sin of his condition.  
 
    “I think I like boys. Boys and girls.” 
 
    “Me, too,” she had said with all the sacredness of familiarity. As though they were two travelers stranded in a foreign land. The lone survivors of a shipwreck. The last animals of a species gone extinct.  
 
    They had not yet learned the words for what they were, but they knew without a doubt that they were alone, and that they were wrong. In another life, they never would have forgiven their hearts for beating so fiercely in their chests.    
 
    But that was the trick to the matter. They couldn’t hate each other, so they couldn’t hate themselves.  
 
    “No, you’ve never been like this, beastie. Your eyes were not so tired, yesterday. But you have always been you, and you have always been two things disguised as one thing. You’ve always been lovely.”  
 
    Darling was perfectly still but for the movement of their mouth as they spoke. Their limbs were contorted, one leg extended elegantly towards the vaulted ceiling. They had been holding the pose perfectly for what must have been over an hour. Their muscles did not tremble. They were a statue with words.  
 
    Corey wished he didn’t understand. He wished he got tangled up in clever wordings the way Xiomara did. If he could have just been smart with numbers or politics instead of language, perhaps he might have had a little longer in the gentle shade of ignorance.  
 
    “I’ve never been a person.” 
 
    It was not a question, so the fae did not answer it.  
 
    Corey’s throat burned. “A man shouldn’t cry, Cortez,” said his father from the other end of his iron tipped cane. He didn’t.  
 
    “Is there a way to fix me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing that needs fixing. That’s free, but you’ve got to pay for the last question. A secret, Corey Grimm.”  
 
    Corey turned away and scrubbed his palms over his cheeks. Dry. Good. He cast about for some bit of information that no one else would be allowed to know. He found only hollowness.   
 
    “I…I don’t know what I’m doing.”  
 
    Darling would have frowned had they not been so caught up in being still. Their face was motionless as a doll’s. “I already knew that. You said it when you tied your shoes this morning.” 
 
    Corey felt strange, sitting hunched over on his bed as he had a hundred times before, this time with Darling frozen in place before him. No, not frozen. That was not the word for this. It implied a natural state of movement.  
 
    When Darling was still, they were still all the way to their core, and it was odd to imagine that they had ever moved at all. It would be more natural to see stone and brick breathing and running. And then when they moved, it had always been so. They were a hurricane, a leaf tumbling through the wind, a thing that existed in dance alone.  
 
    Corey envied that surety. That absoluteness in opposites.  
 
    Even with this skin and this face, he felt like a monster. He was a monster. Corey flopped backwards onto his bed. 
 
    “I mean, I have no idea what I will be doing. If I even…I was always going to inherit my father’s title and keep. But the job is so tactical. That’s Aurora. And the King appointed this Lord Commander to stand in for me until I come of age and he’s going to do better than I ever will, because I wouldn’t be any good at it. His name is Lord Gray. I want to stay here, but I also want to leave. I’m not sure if that counts as a secret, but…” 
 
    Darling did frown this time, lowering their pointed foot and letting their arms fall in a gentle stretching motion. Motion warmed them over quickly, in the space between thoughts. 
 
    “That can count as a secret. But it’s an unexpected one. See, we’ve all thought you wouldn’t want to stay much longer. Don’t you want to come home for good?”  
 
    Corey’s pushed himself up, eyes wide. “What?” 
 
    “I said don’t you want to come home? I want to go home. It’s nice here but it’s not for me. The sky is too bright and too dark and there’s no parade. I was made for The Night Parade, I think. Even when I was alive. I was waiting.”  
 
    “Darling,” said Corey carefully. “You mean the Nether. Do you mean forever?" 
 
    The strangeling spun over where Corey had let his school things spill across the floor, falling weightlessly back into the mattress of Corey’s bed beside him and regarding him with earnest black eyes.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be; not the first time. And not without a trade. We don’t take what isn’t ours. But it is forever, eventually. It always will be.”  
 
    Corey cast back into his memories, trying to recall what he could from that painful night of transformation. Moss under his feet and sickly sweetness on his tongue. How could he ever throw away everything for a world he hardly knew? 
 
    He remembered the twisted features in the black reflecting pool. The perfect mirrors in mirrors in mirrors of his eyes. 
 
    “What am I? Where did I come from?”  
 
    “You’re a changeling. They made you out of a mirror and a monster, and you made yourself into a boy. Give me another secret.” 
 
    Corey frowned as he took a moment to think. 
 
    “I’m glad my father is gone. Things are much better, now.” 
 
    Darling nodded. “I’m glad he’s dead, too. He was too noisy and he called me ‘it,’ which is for things.” 
 
    “How shitty of him. Can I ask one more question?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “What are you doing here? In the real world.” 
 
    The universe seemed infinite, just the two of them sitting in a room made of paintings. For the first time in a long time, it was not raining.  
 
    “I’ve already told you that. I’m here for you. To answer your questions. You need to know what you are, so you can come home. I’m also here for the Golden King. I’m to see them ascend. Then the Nether wants me back.” 
 
   
  
 

 Corey moved to grab their hand, stopping himself at the last moment.  
 
    “What? You’re leaving me?” 
 
    He hated how his voice broke over it.  
 
    “Darling, I–” 
 
    Xo rapped her knuckles against his bedroom door. He knew it was her by both the excessive force of it and its lowness upon the actual door. Corey rushed to check that his face was properly dry before the door slammed open.  
 
    Xiomara had always been small. She was the shortest girl in their classes at The Cecilia school, barring Alazne Ceron, who would always be shorter than everyone on account of the fact that she had died when they were all nine. When they were little and ran through fields and threw sticks at each other, their classmates had whispered that Xo’s mother must have been a dwarf in order to have her. Xo had insisted upon wearing high heels since the day she turned twelve, and Corey had been there to lend an elbow while she stumbled her way closer towards conventional beauty standards. 
 
    She had always been small, but for all of her smallness, she had never truly looked it. She had always been fierce, gaze intense and hands quick as she riddled out complex equations and critiqued the math of dead inventors. 
 
    Even now, she stood tall. Her heels clicked against the floor as she strode inside, her delicate looking dress sweeping after her. It had a mural of the city on it in bright oranges and blues behind a film of lace. Her mouth was red and her eyes were dark, daring someone to mention the harsh bruising that covered one side of her face. Her wild curls were a halo around her head. She clutched a thick stack of paper as though she had half a mind to strangle it to death.  
 
    Aurora entered behind her, chin raised towards the ceiling in a show of defiance. Against what, Corey wasn’t sure; perhaps it was just another way that she held herself together. Her dress was black, embroidered with the marigolds of mourning. Her hands glittered like the sun. Smooth black hair fell over her shoulders and down her back.  
 
    “The Beast isn’t real,” said Aurora. Corey cocked his head to one side with a furrowed brow, almost entirely sure that she was wrong. “Or at least, it’s not eating the crops like the council says it is. There were sightings of it reported in that field, but we were there, and we know that it wasn’t. I suppose we know what ‘Beast sightings to be arranged’ means, now. The food is getting stolen.”  
 
    Corey nodded, because he may have been stupid but he wasn’t blind. He had seen the same things that she had in the deep deep shadows of that moonlit apricot field.  
 
    “Who for, though? It can’t be just for my father, or they would have stopped when he died. And no one man can eat that much.” 
 
    Xo hopped up to sit on his desk while Aurora settled into his chair. Darling seemed happy where they were, half draped over Corey. Their skin was warm where it pressed against his.  
 
    They’re leaving me. 
 
    He wound his arm around them a little tighter. 
 
    “The King,” said Aurora while Xo handed over the stack of papers she had brought.  
 
    He cast Xo an inquisitive glance and she gestured for him to read what looked like an extensive record of the royal vaults. Were her eyes tinged red? “The financing proves it. We should have a deficit of over three million. Instead we have a surplus of twice that.”  
 
    Corey flicked through the pages, pretending to examine the numbers. He could see neat equations in Xo’s hand filling the margins. If she had done the math, there was nothing to be gained by worrying over whether it was right or wrong. If she said it was right, it was right.  
 
    He would probably believe Xiomara if she said that two and two made five.  
 
    He got to the end of the record, nodding as he handed it back.  
 
    “So. The King is having his lackeys take a shitload of produce from local farms and…what, selling it?” 
 
    “To Valtine, I’d wager,” agreed Xo.  
 
    Corey nodded. “Like taxes, but without the fun opportunity to commit fraud.” 
 
    “And without accountability,” Aurora added darkly. “If people knew about this they would be rioting in the streets. Taxes are already killing them. Come winter they’ll be dropping like flies. They just don’t know it’s the King.” 
 
    “If they did…” 
 
    “It might be worse for everyone,” she admitted. “The King would have to come down even harder on dissenters. Still, we can’t let this go on. If we do, we’re as guilty as he is.” 
 
    “As they are. No way the council doesn’t know about this,” Corey corrected.  
 
    “Right. They’re all involved, and we’ve got to stop them. No matter what.” 
 
    Someone coughed from behind them and their heads whipped around to the figure filling the doorway. Iman shifted uncomfortably, fiddling with one of his braids. The silence was stiff with tension, every one of them waiting to see what the others would do next. 
 
    “Don’t be rash,” Iman finally said.  
 
    “She’s not–” Corey began angrily before his brother cut across him. 
 
    “Xo, Aurora, listen. The King is sure to have a scapegoat already set up. He and the Council will still be in power at the end of the day. They won’t forget it if you go against them like this.” 
 
    Aurora narrowed her eyes. “I have to.” 
 
    Iman clenched his jaw in frustration, already turning away. “The more you associate yourself with this, the harder it will come down upon your own head. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, your highness. Now, goodbye. I’ve got a job to get done.”  
 
    Xo caught his wrist. Her eyes were burning and her teeth were bared. Her anger wasn’t even directed at Corey, yet he leaned away from it. “It was you. You bastard.” 
 
    “Xo, wha–” 
 
    “The kingsmen raided The Velvet Place,” Xo explained at Corey and Aurora’s alarm. “Word is they’re going to target any queer establishment they can find. People are being vanished. Dying. And I’m betting it was you who ordered it.” 
 
    Xo’s voice was shaking with rage. Corey imagined that beautiful place of masks and unmasking, imagined the doors breaking down. Imagined the fear and suffering of the people inside. The people just like him. The people with his same brokenness branded over their hearts. He felt The Beast moving under his skin. It was angry. It was angry, and it wanted to be free. He wanted to be free. His chest felt tight and hot. 
 
    Iman was too calm as he spoke. “Xiomara. That was not me. It was Lord Gray, the interim Lord Commander. He did it at the orders of the King. Now let me go, I’ve got to leave.” 
 
    Xo growled. “Oh, don’t pretend just to please me. You’ve always hated queers. Well guess the fuck what, Iman! I am one! I’m bisexual and Corey is pansexual! Briar is a lesbian! And Aurora is–what are you, Aurora?” 
 
    “I–I don’t know,” Aurora stammered.  
 
    “She doesn’t know! And that’s fine! You’re just this hateful little boy who can’t realize he’s driving away everyone who loves him!” 
 
    “Xo.” Iman was still too calm. He took her hand, and it took Corey a second to realize he had dropped something into it. “Xo. I’ve got to leave. I’ve got to do the job I promised to do. I only came to make sure you made it home. I only came to find you.” 
 
    Xo was so still she might have been dead. She stared down at the ring in the palm of her hand. Corey felt as though something monumental had happened, shrouded from his view. It was written on his best friend’s shocked face, on his brother’s openness. 
 
    Iman turned to go and she was in motion again, reaching out and grabbing his arm to spin him around into a kiss. Corey glanced away to be polite, letting his eyes drift back as she pressed the ring back into his hand.  
 
    “Keep it. Keep it and survive and then find me again.” 
 
    Corey shut the door behind Iman as he walked away. There was something heavy about his shoulders and there was something frantic and lost about Xo’s eyes. 
 
    “Well, that was weird of him. How long was he just standing there? Also, I’ll want the details on…that…later. But uh, we were kind of discussing the logistics of betraying the crown.” 
 
    “He’s right about being associated with this,” said Xo, snapping out of her stupor. 
 
    Corey choked on his own saliva. “Sorry, what?”  
 
    “Xo, it doesn’t matter the repercussions. It’s my duty to protect my people.” 
 
    “And you won’t be able to do that if the council turns against you before you even take the throne. You can’t be associated with this. None of us can be–it would connect back to you.” 
 
    “Don’t associate with yourself, then,” Darling recommended. “Be like Corey. Wear another face.”  
 
    Darling waltzed over to the crown princess of Amory and splayed their hand over her face. Gold spread under their slender fingers, curling over her skin.  
 
    The shadow of a mask. 
 
    Aurora smiled as Darling’s hand dropped away.  
 
    Xo was already grinning.  
 
    They still had a magician to find and a conspiracy to dismantle. Corey had a monster to be and to slay. Still, he felt a smile creeping over his face.  
 
    They could work with a mask.  
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
    “You what?” 
 
    Time had stopped inside their cell. Outside of it, birds called and the wind moved and the clouds predicted rain. Inside it, nothing so much as breathed. The strange smell was almost tangible now, smoky and heavy upon Briar’s tongue. What was it? 
 
    “I shot Lady Winslow. Right in the chest. Almost got away with it, too.” 
 
    There was a sharp satisfaction in her dark eyes.  
 
    “No, I heard you.” Briar felt cold. “I heard you loud and clear. Sweet Nether, have you got a fucking clue what you’ve done?” 
 
    Esperanza’s smile was not as friendly as it had been, before. There was savageness in her mouth. “I’ve helped my people to resist your King. I knew you were working for him. I knew it the second I saw your face.”  
 
    Briar laughed bitterly. “You’re confusing the two of us us. You’re the one who handed the King an excuse to imprison dissenters without trial. I’ll bet your whole militia is in his pocket.” 
 
    It was when she breathed in sharply through her nose that she realized the smell in the air was gunpowder.  
 
    Esperanza took a step away from her, eyes wide. Briar supposed she must look as angry as she felt. Blood roared in her ears as she bore down on the woman. 
 
    “This is where they make them, isn’t it? The guns. And I bet this is where they made the gun you used that day. But you didn’t fucking think about that, did you? They made it here and then they paid off your little militia and you went off and shot innocent people and doomed everyone here to their fate. I bet productivity has really picked up since they got all these new workers. All the heretics get swept under the rug and the King gets some shiny new toys to kill with. So how does it look to you? Did you save Amory? Did you protect our people?” Briar walked foreword as far as her chains would let her, pausing her tirade to spit at the woman’s feet. “The King should give you a fucking medal.” 
 
    Esperanza opened her mouth to respond and the door slammed open. A kingsman stood at the threshold, helmet nearly brushing the top of the door frame. 
 
    The man grabbed her arms hard enough to bruise and shoved her from the cell. There was a whole procession of prisoners with him. Of course there was. She scanned their faces and did not find one that she knew.  
 
    She tried to memorize the halls as she was dragged through them, but they all bled together into a blur of winding gray stone passageways, half crumbling away at the edges. She did her best to slam her heel back onto her captors toes whenever he stepped too close to her. 
 
    The basement they led her to was damp. Damp and cold, and Briar imagined that mold was already creeping into her lungs.  
 
    She was given a place at a long table. She was given a job: heat the sheet of metal and shape it. She wondered if the other people at the table knew that it was the barrel of a gun they were making. She finished the first one and passed it to the man on her right. 
 
    Her hands worked by themselves as she shaped barrel after barrel for gun after gun, her magic white hot on the steel. The man on her right stamped the same logo into the cooling metal again and again. She reached mindlessly to take the next sheet of metal from the old woman on her left.  
 
    Across the room, she met Esperanza’s eyes. Watched her assemble one trigger mechanism and then two, three, four, five, six. Briar wondered if it was here or elsewhere that they slid all the pieces together and packaged their killing things in a pretty box. She wondered how many guns they made a day, here.  
 
    Esperanza’s hands were shaking. Briar could not tell if she believed her about the Free People’s Militia, but she knew that she was afraid.  
 
    And Briar–Briar felt powerful. Because the drugs meant to keep her magic from her had only brought it boiling to the surface. Because she could feel it breathing in time with her.  
 
    Briar had been afraid before–panicked, all consuming, irrational fear that ate her alive when crowds brushed against her from all sides and music was too loud and the world was too bright to let her think.  
 
    And Briar was afraid again, now. But this fear was nothing compared to that. This fear was cool and rational, and tied to people she could punch in the throat. This was a fear that was also fury. 
 
    The people here were young and old. A little boy who could not have been older than ten had tear tracks running down his face. An old lady’s joints creaked and popped as she moved.  
 
    Their hands were smooth and wrinkled and desperate for life, and the metal in their hands said only one thing.  
 
    Briar shaped the barrel of another gun, and reached out with her magic to feel the pulsing of the forest outside the prison. Roots dug into the earth. Branches shot towards the sun. Briar burned with anger, and so did her magic. On the table across from her, bullets slid against each other as they filled case after case, hundreds upon hundreds of little metallic capsules taking form.  
 
    Come on, Children. Let’s make death, sang the ringing of metal. 
 
     
 
     
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
    Xiomara felt the whole sky under her wings. Her many, many wings. She was more creatures at once than she had ever been before. It was terrible. It was wonderful. She could not breathe. There was an infinity of air inside her lungs.  
 
    At the same time, she scurried down a city street, white fur gleaming in the moonlight. As a mouse she was small and breakable. Low to the earth as she followed behind the girl with violets in her hair and a kiss on her mouth. Her knight. Her beautiful stranger. Imani was wearing her mask like a shield and her dress like armor. Xiomara was not sure if she was too young to be in love, but she knew that her world walked with sword in hand. 
 
    As herself, with sweat glazed skin and ravens overhead, she could hear the rusted wheels of coaches whining, gears and engines clicking and rumbling in the night, a tenuous song that played in tandem with the swinging of lanterns. Crickets chirped and hummed as though spring had never left. Xo didn’t know the life cycles of insects, but something felt inherently wrong about their presence. 
 
    Imani strode into the building with such fierce purpose about her that the music screeched to a halt as light danced along the edge of her blade. Partiers fell still and silent, their lives hanging in suspense with the tension of the room. They had danced here–there, once. Imani and Xiomara. The Kirkland Inn, it was called. Their wine was cheap, but Xiomara had gotten drunk on it anyway. 
 
    “The kingsmen are coming. They’re going to burn this place to the ground. Take what you can and run.” 
 
    Her knight was so familiar and so unrecognizable that Xiomara did not know what to do with herself. Xo remembered when they had all been eleven and Imani had broken the news to Corey; “Your dog died. Some kid bashed its head in with a rock.” Corey had burst right into tears and Iman–Imani had sat with him and held his hand until he calmed down enough to breathe properly. Xo had advocated for telling him the poor creature passed away peacefully in its sleep. But then, Xiomara was a liar. Imani was not.  
 
    Xo was the first to smell smoke.  
 
    Far away, the torches reflected in Corey’s warm brown eyes as sickle men poured out into the open field of swaying grass. His mask was black, dark and cruel against the familiar planes of his face. It looked almost like the mask he had worn at that queer midnight revel where she had met a girl with stained glass shoes and midnight-sky eyes. Xo remembered how Imani had stumbled backwards when she saw Corey come running out without his mask on that night. Things were beginning to make sense. 
 
    Feet thundered down around her as the room filled with smoke. People crashed into each other as their slow realizations coalesced into a rush for the door. She had been too late. There were feet stomping on the stairs, people screaming upstairs and downstairs.  
 
    A low whistle pierced the night. Aurora.  
 
    Xiomara rose from the trees and the grasses and the nearly barren tomato vines. She was many. She was one. She was sleek feathers; she was gristle and bone.  
 
    A cry went up among the men.  
 
    She went for their eyes.  
 
    The eyes. She saw from a hundred different angles, in a hundred varied shades of moonlight. She could not find her own eyes, the ones she had been born with. She could not find legs without claws or arms that were not wings.  
 
    But she did not need to find herself in the chaos. She knew without looking, without hearing, without feeling the ground beneath her feet. She knew that the crown princess had a knife in her gloved and gilded hands, knew that the sharp edge of it was striking through the interior mechanisms of the coaches. Perhaps it would have been faster to do with magic, but Aurora had insisted. Symbolic, or something of the like. 
 
    Corey had a stolen sword in his hands, she knew. He was probably gripping it so tightly that his knuckles were as pale as a Valtinian’s. From the sky, she caught the glinting of steel through the darkness as he stalked towards the man who was shouting commands. Her birds parted in a black sea of feather and flesh around him.  
 
    People shoved themselves against the door. The shadow of a boy raced down as he flung himself from an upstairs window. She thought she could see his silhouette staggering to its feet. A gunshot rang out and he jerked backwards, crumpling.  
 
    Her claws reached out to rend the flesh of a figure creeping towards the scene. They bent around the assault with all the grace of a trained dancer, weaving closer. Dorian. Her many quick bodies rose to conceal them as they rose from the grass behind the same man Corey had at the end of his blade. 
 
    A clumsy foot came down on the mouse’s head and her magic was severed from it as it died within the instant. She wanted to scream and fall apart. But her hands were needed here. And Imani had her sword and her wits about her, and Xiomara would have trusted her to carry the whole world up from the fires of hell. 
 
    A gloved hand took her own as Aurora pulled her into the flickering firelight of what lanterns had not shattered against the ground. Her lashes caught on the edge of her mask as she blinked. She was sure on her feet by the time Corey dragged the last man from the shadows of the field.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Aurora’s voice was high and clear. Almost warm, despite the bloody scene she had just orchestrated. She was every inch a queen.  
 
    “S-Sam.” The man stuttered. Xo would have called him young, were she not seventeen. “Sam Gitlow. Pl-please. My wife–” 
 
    “Don’t beg,” Aurora advised him sternly from behind her mask. “I’m not going to kill you. I might hurt you, but I won’t kill you. Now, Sam Gitlow. Do you see your men in the field?” 
 
    A rhetorical question. They knew he couldn’t. They were all brought low to the earth, pained gasps and shuddering sobs the only indication that they were not alone. Sam Gitlow nodded. His face was white as milk.  
 
    “Don’t worry.” It wasn’t a reassurance. It was a command. “They’re not dead. Blinded. Broken, but breathing. The fae don’t kill without just pay.” 
 
    Xiomara used the last vestiges of her magic to flock towards Dorian with the birds who had not wandered away. Dorian stood stock still in the dirt road. Wild things got on viciously or not at all, and they had realized in the early stages of planning that Dorian and her ravens were the prior. They had hoped it wouldn’t detract from the image they were trying to sell.  
 
    Thankfully, it only added to the scene: A fae thing with black eyes peering through the curving bone white of a mask, silks billowing into the darkness as the birds swarmed around them.  
 
    Dorian snapped into motion as the man’s eyes widened, dancing on light feet over the bloodied ground.  
 
    “F-fae?” 
 
    Dorian grinned, their sharp little teeth as white as their mask. “Oh, of course of course of course. What else would I be? A spider has too many legs and a snake has too few. Sam Gitlow. Sam Gitlow. I have your name, Sam Gitlow, and you haven’t got mine. You haven’t been trading fairly, Sam Gitlow.”  
 
    “The King hasn’t been trading fairly,” Aurora interjected. “That’s who’s orders you’re following, isn’t it? No. Don’t answer. That wasn’t a question.” 
 
    “Please–” 
 
    “She told you not to beg.” Corey’s sword was hovering a hair from the man’s throat. Only Xiomara could see the panic in her friend’s eyes. She tried not to be disappointed in him. Corey had never had the stomach for swordplay. He was a boy who belonged in front of a canvas, not behind a sword. That was something to be treasured about him. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    The princess smiled, her hands spread magnanimously. “A messenger. A messenger to tell the King that this theft will not go without payment. The next time your sickle men go out to collect someone’s livelihood, none of them will walk away.”  
 
    Aurora’s skirts flared out across the dirt road as she turned. Xo followed suit alongside Corey, with Dorian completing the diamond of their little procession. Xiomara felt a slight thrill at how they must look–masked strangers sweeping off into the mystery of the countryside, where they would find the coach that Corey had bought out. They would be unrecognizable as these intimidating figures by that time.  
 
    An insect croaked lowly into the night. No, not an insect. It took Xo a moment to realize she was listening to the pain of the men she had maimed in the field. She had tried to leave non-fatal injuries, as Aurora had instructed, but she knew at least one of them would be gone from blood loss by the time they got a coach operational enough to ferry the wounded to a doctor. Their magic would not be powerful enough to save them. 
 
    If she was more merciful, she would have healed them. But her people were starving and her people were burning, and the kingsmen did not show mercy, either.                                           To kill a monster does not make one. Letting one walk free? That’s what makes you just like them. 
 
    “The Kirkland Inn,” She told Corey as he awkwardly took the wheel of his coach, Aurora murmuring a reminder of which lever would start it. He did not question her as they accelerated into the darkness, hurtling towards the lights of Sentra. 
 
      
 
     
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
    BRIAR 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    She could see the fire through the barred window of the great room. It was far off, but smoke billowed up over the trees in large plumes. Dark enough that she could see it through the night. Briar wondered if it was real, even as her heart raced with anxiety. The drugs had been different today, a tonic leaden and sickly sweet upon her tongue. But no matter what they gave her, the drugs that were supposed to dull her magic only dulled her ability to control it. 
 
    They knew the drugs didn’t work, kept making her eat new kinds of dizziness and nausea. She wondered when they would find something that did work, something that made her magic lie still and dead when she called upon it. 
 
    But what they didn’t know. What they didn’t know was that the pills and potions that made her sick and scared also made her more powerful. 
 
    A fist came down hard across the back of her head, throwing her out of her thoughts. Her skull ached and her skin burned. She forced herself not to turn, not to spit fire at the guard who walked up and down the lines of working hands. There was work to be done. 
 
    Magic. Heat the metal. Maybe they would let her keep her magic longer than the others. She melted the metal down much faster than the workers who had to do it with the power of machines. Heat the metal. Heat the metal. Can’t run, can’t melt the chains. Others would only suffer. Heat the metal. Briar worked. To her right, a girl too young to pronounce her own name tipped her tray of molten metal and watched it fill the molds. Down the assembly line, a boy with shaking hands took the cooled bullets and filled the hollow cavities of them with a fine black powder. They were already fixed to explode upon impact.  
 
    Across the room, Briar watched an old woman slotting trigger after trigger into place. 
 
    Bang. Lady Winslow fell to the floor.  
 
    Briar pretended she did not understand what her hands are doing.   
 
    Her empty stomach ached, but then so did everyone else’s.  
 
    They worked late into the night. And when they were done, it was back to the cells. Esperanza did not try to talk to her, this time. They sat in darkness until the guards came. 
 
    They held back her arms and tipped her head and she swallowed the pills easily, though she knew that there would be nothing but rampant magic and confusion in her darkness. She swallowed the pills easily, the soldier’s swords glinting at their sides, because she knew she was eating their deaths.  
 
    Tonight was different. She could tell the second the toxin hit her system. 
 
    The world was too many colors. Bright orange shapes sliding and doubling together with yellow suns and magenta roses, like the world had turned into a kaleidoscope around her.  
 
    The woman with the scar was talking to her, and her hands were made of moss and her arms were made of little golden butterflies and the room spun around her, lurching as vines came up through the floor.  
 
    Rise. The vines and branches rose and thorns grew thick and wicked upon the plants. She reached out to touch one, and the thorn felt soft against her skin even as a perfect bead of blood blossomed at the tip of her finger.  
 
    She leaned forward to kiss it, and it grew, unfolded into a perfect red rose.  
 
    Someone was shouting. Someone was shouting, and it was her mother. Her mother as she waded out too far, salt singing over her lips while the sky stretched ecstatic blue over her open arms. 
 
    The thundering of many feet upon stairs. The stone beneath her feet pushed and pulled like the ocean.  
 
    Someone was shouting, and it was the woman with the scar, hands on her shoulders, twisting to avoid the stabbing thorns.  
 
    What was her magic, what was her mind?  
 
    Were the flowers real? The walls? Had the ocean come to take her home? 
 
    She didn’t care. She felt light and dizzy and wonderful, and she was smiling so hard her cheeks hurt.  
 
    Her mother with the scar on her face grabbed her as the door slammed open, men made of tin and rust storming in. The same men that had taken her from Aurora.  
 
    They were yelling and pointing things at her and she still didn’t care, because rose bushes rose up to shatter instead of her, and the thorns reached out to stab through their tin can chests and make salt water pour from their insides and then they were on the floor.  
 
    She stepped over them, and she saw flowers growing from their mouths. Flowers growing from her wrists. Thorns from her fingertips.  
 
    She stepped outside of her dark little cell. 
 
    Had there been handcuffs? They were gone, now. 
 
    The flowers rose up from the stone where her bare feet fell. The world was all in shades of gold, so bright it hurt to look at.  
 
    Voices were so loud they split her head as more men came running towards her, storming up the stairs and pointing and yelling and waving their sharp and deadly things.  
 
    The thorns grew along the hall, the thorns grew sharper and longer and raced towards the men. There were flowers on the vines, still. Roses red as blood.  
 
    A hand reached out to grab her and she almost severed it before she felt the thinness of the fingers, the smallness of the palm. A child. A child, reaching through the barred window of a door. A child. Skinny. Starving. Eyes big and made of quiet desperation. 
 
    Tree roots cracked through the cement and stone, the door crumbling at her fingertips, and she pulled the prisoner from the darkness.  
 
    Far away, she could hear more people crying. People like her.   
 
    Through the haze of the drug, she was more angry than she had ever been before. Another guard stepped out from around a corner, stance proud and gun ready in his hands. A gun she had made, a gun they had made. 
 
    He faltered. It was already too late.  
 
    The vines moved to wind ‘round his ankles as the thorns moved to pierce his skin. But Briar was more fire than flowers. Flames bloomed along his skin in place of blossoms, and he screamed as he went up like a matchstick.  
 
    Her grandmother had taught her how to light matches, how to hold them up so that the fire wouldn’t burn her. How to tip candles instead of her hands.  
 
    She had burned her finger, the first time she tried. A tiny white circle of a blister, bubbling to life upon the inside of her thumb. She had cried until her grandmother kissed it better. 
 
    Now, fire danced freely upon her fingers. Smoke filled her lungs, and it was better than oxygen. She had become an incendiary.  
 
    A distant part of her told her to stop the fire from spreading. Burnt flesh would come, the twisted bodies of children she had wanted to save. She could not be like them. She forced down the inferno.  
 
    More guards shouted through the prison, the clanging of metal bright against the night. And under that, she could hear the frantic pleas of the other prisoners. 
 
    Something else–singing? 
 
    Why would the children in cages be singing? 
 
    Why does anyone sing, she answered herself, already running towards the sound of anger and hurt and a thousand hopes kept in the shadows. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were burning a white building. It was some sort of club or bar, Aurora could tell by the glitter in the hair of the soot stained stragglers on the street. The Kirkland Inn, Xo had said. The kingsmen had a half dozen insignia bearing coaches pulled up around the block, and the soldiers’ rudimentary magic was keeping the flame from spreading to neighboring shops.  
 
    Nobody moved to stop the burning of the Inn. There was the body of a boy in front of the building, something dark pooling under him. Nobody moved to help him, if he could even be helped.    
 
    Aurora watched a kingsman check his wristwatch. 
 
    “Good God,” remarked Corey. “There’s still people in there.” 
 
    He was right. Panicked shouting drew Aurora’s gaze to an upper window, where she could see hands reaching out, faces panicked, bodies pushing their way through broken glass.  
 
    “Stop the coach.” 
 
    Corey slammed the breaks and Xo was already tumbling out.  
 
    “Xo, wait!” 
 
    Aurora grabbed her hand before she could vanish into the throng of onlookers. Her cousin’s eyes were wild, her body full of all the same frantic desperation as a rabbit in a snare.  
 
    This close to the fire, it felt like her skin was being scalded. Heat was washing over them in waves, the smoke a strangling force wrapping around Aurora’s lungs.  
 
    And Aurora wanted to drag her cousin away from the inferno, wanted to return home and let Imelda brush her hair and sleep as she had never slept before. But she knew in the space between her own labored breaths that passiveness was not an option. It had never been an option and it never would be. Not in the face of monstrosity.  
 
    “Not without me.” 
 
    She pushed through the crowd at her cousin’s side. And she had no magic and no soul and nothing but a knife and the knowledge that people were beautiful. 
 
    The kingsmen were a ring around the building, keeping passerby back from the chaos. But that was not all they were doing. As Aurora approached the front of the crowd, she watched the doors shudder and give way. Smoke poured out and shapeless forms stumbled forth, gasping for air. The fire was roaring and wood was cracking and Aurora almost didn’t hear the kingsmen shouting, almost didn’t see them raise their swords and guns.  
 
    She shoved her weight against a young blue coated soldier, his gun jerking down and firing at the ground at the feet of the figures who revealed themselves to be singed men and women with blackened party clothes and soot stained masks. The man shoved his elbow back into her stomach without looking, eyes still fixed on the stragglers and survivors. Other soldiers had fired their weapons as he did, and some of them now lay tangled with the shadows of flame upon the pavement. The pain barely registered as she unsheathed her knife. 
 
    Aurora had never been in a fight before. She was healthy despite her weight, and her cardiovascular system was strong, but she did not have impressive muscle except for in the strong fingers which had spent so many years at the guitar. Now she only had gold in their place, which meant that the blade was clumsy in her hands. It also meant that when the soldier turned to cuff her across the face and she raised her hands in defense, he bruised his knuckles where she felt no pain, shifting forewords and driving her lovely white knife into his gut.  
 
    Aurora had never been in a fight before. She had a softness that was intrinsically hers. This was emphasized by the softness of her body and the way she loved as well as a girl like her could. There is something unmistakable about a person who wants to be gentle. However, nothing could deny the hardness that had been forged inside her. It was the hardness of a girl born with a purpose, the hardness of a girl who had been hit by her father and unloved by her mother, who did not fully comprehend that she was owed the same care she gave.  
 
    It was for these reasons that she did not break down when the blue coated soldier fell to the ground, likely to die from bleeding within the next few hours. The heroes of Amorian songs killed hundreds of foes on battlefields, but Aurora was not a song. She was a young girl looking down at a man she had stabbed. It was the softness of her nature that let her feel sick and wretched, and the hardness of her raising that let her step over him and whip her solid metal hand across the face of another soldier as the man reloaded his gun.  
 
    The night was not chaos, remarkably. Aurora’s heart raced. She was herself only in the abstract. Time seemed to cool around the scene, giving Aurora the space to feel quiet inside as the black sky shrieked, birds diving towards the soldiers and rending their flesh and muscle with gleaming talons.  
 
    The soldiers were many, and the masked friends could only send so many to the ground. Aurora could see other kingsmen reaching the victims of the fire, shackling their wrists and forcing their heads down as they herded them into the back of a wagon with thick steel bars over the windows.  
 
    More people were making it out of the fire. More people were being shoved into the wagon, so close together that Aurora doubted they could breathe.  
 
    She already knew what they would be charged with. Heresy. Queerness. Indecency. She could tell they were guilty just by looking at the singed hem of one man’s dress, the ash caked beads in the hair of a girl who would be called a boy once the sun came up. They would go to rot wherever the King saw fit to put such people. There was nothing she could do for them. She could not live with herself if she did not try. 
 
    She was struggling through the crowd but they were too far away, with too many soldiers between them and their princess.  
 
    The coach the wagon was hitched too kicked to humming life. Corey’s eyes were dark and desperate through his mask.  
 
    “Imani!” Xo was screaming through the roaring of the fire, the cracking of beams, the shouting of the masses. “Imani, please! Where are you?” 
 
    The air was black with smoke. Xiomara was talking with someone, a girl who pointed into what had once been a building. A soldier tried to take the girl by the arm and a sparrow dove into his eye, beak driving through his head as he screamed. 
 
    Aurora could only feel the press of bodies on all sides and the soot upon her skin and the heat that seared her to the bone and the ash upon her tongue. She was vaguely aware that there were kingsmen with their swords pointed her way, reaching for her with black gloved hands. And then Dorian was at her side and they were dead upon the ground.  
 
    Xo was too close to the fire. It took Aurora a moment too long to realize she was walking into it.  
 
    The wagon wheels squealed as they moved. Hands reached through the bars. They would be taking them to the same place they took all those vanished people. To the same place they took Briar. 
 
    She gathered her dress up and ran after the wagon.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Xiomara scanned the faces in the crowd and recognized herself in every one of them. A boy younger than Aurora cried mascara down pale freckled cheeks. A girl tried to bat away a soldier’s hands as he made to drag the boy up and away. She landed hard on the pavement as she was shoved to the side. 
 
    Xo was drained of everything she had. Her magic had almost all gone into giving her the eyes of a hundred birds. But god, did she wish she could gather herself up in all her rage and aching and terror for these children. She did what she could. Drove her claws through a throat. Dragged people away from the flames and did what she could to keep them from the chains of the kingsmen. But there were more and less important things screaming in her chest.  
 
    She couldn’t hear herself think as she called out for her knight, as she listened to a girl’s fragmented explanation. There were still people on the upper floor. And of course. Of course Imani had gone back in. Could a girl like her have done anything else? Xo knew it before the girl could say it and she did not need to hesitate before she was rushing back towards the Inn, eyes watering from the smoke.  
 
    Xiomara used to play with snakes. She and Corey would find them in the mud of the forest floor when they went wandering. The creatures lay shiny and bright as jewels, lazy in the sun. Xo would practice pushing her magic at them and Corey would dare her to poke the poisonous ones with sticks. She hadn’t been the sort of child to turn down a dare. She felt badly about it now, how she used to harass the creatures. But she had been young and full of laughter as they darted away.  
 
    Xo still remembered how Iman always told them they would get themselves bitten. How he–she practiced swinging her sword in lazy arcs at the edge of the forest whenever they played that game. She never practiced there, otherwise.  
 
    One day, a snake hadn’t hurried away when Xo barbed it in the side. Instead it had hissed angrily and Corey had yelped as it rushed through the grass towards them. Xo’s magic faltered. It had lunged forewords to strike and lost its head to the downwards swoop of a broadsword. Because even at twelve, her Imani had wanted to be her knight.  
 
    “I told you so, stupid.” She said to Corey.  
 
    “Are you okay?” She said to Xiomara.  
 
    Xo and Corey hadn’t stopped their game. Imani hadn’t stopped practicing just a shout away. At the time, Xiomara had loved that about her.  
 
    Now, she hated it. Because she didn’t need Imani to be good or just. She didn’t need her to be beautiful and she didn’t need her to be kind. She only needed her to be alive. 
 
    The building caved inwards and collapsed into itself. Sparks and splinters flew as the whole structure came down into rubble and ruin. Xo stumbled back as a blackened beam still full of embers hit the ground in front of her. Her heart did not know how to restart in her chest.   
 
    A soldier grabbed her roughly by the shoulders and she didn’t resist as he snapped cuffs around her wrists and dragged her through the crowd. Her knees scraped the pavement as she fell and he kept yanking her along. He did not look back as he shoved her into a second wagon. 
 
    She collided with someone’s chest.  
 
    “Xo?” 
 
    And there she was. Back from the dead. A resurrection told in a singed blue dress and a glittering mask. A resuscitation of the breath in Xiomara’s lungs.  
 
    “Imani.” 
 
    Xo knew she sounded prayerful. She was.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t warn them in time.” 
 
    Xo almost laughed. Imani’s hands were soft brushing the tears from her cheeks, but she couldn’t stop crying behind her mask. “No, you have nothing to be sorry for, dear. You did good. You did really good.” 
 
    Imani shook her head, her long braids swinging. What Xo could see of her face was crumpled with grief. “I was too slow. I was too slow and now you’re here. They’ll take off our masks and lock us up…I really am sorry. You shouldn’t have had anything to do with this.” 
 
    People all around them were whispering and crying, all shoved so close together in the darkness that they felt more like one than many. The wagon rolled along. It rolled and rolled and Xo knew that they were leaving the city, buildings fading to forest through the narrow slits between the bars on the window. 
 
    “I was a part of this before I even met you. You’re wrong, though. You’re wrong because we’re getting out of here. We’re getting everyone out of here.”  
 
    There were birds in the sky. She could feel them without seeing them. And her magic was tired but so were her bones and she was still standing. She felt the insects in the earth as the wagon rattled over it, felt the spiders in the trees that stooped low over the road and brushed past the barred windows.  
 
    Imani was watching her, Xo could tell without being able to see her eyes through the curtain of shadows. 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” 
 
    “I’ve got absolutely no idea. Damn, I wish you had your sword.” 
 
    “Oh, I do have it.” Imani knocked her cuffed wrists against her thigh and Xo heard the clang of metal against metal. “Hid it right before they got me.”               “Fucking Ciel–” Xo burst out laughing. “Wait–is, is that–” 
 
    Imani raised her brows. “What?” 
 
    Xo struggled to control her breathing. “Is that–Is that a sword in your skirt or are you just happy to see me?” She cackled.  
 
    Imani choked on a startled laugh, her face splitting with a smile. “X–sweetheart–and I don’t say this lightly–what the fuck? We’re going to prison.” 
 
    Xo leaned forward, trying to muffle her laughter in Imani’s shoulder. “Okay, okay. Bad timing. I’m a comedic genius but the world isn’t ready for me.” She leaned back, forcing herself to sober. “Moving on. Getting out of here.” 
 
    “You’ve come up with something?”  
 
    Xiomara cracked her neck, magic flexing outwards. She grinned as she felt the long limber spring of an animal’s step. The animal shuddered as she became it. She did not have time to feel cruel as she felt dirt under her hooves, leaves tangling in her horns. She simply jumped. 
 
    The coach rocked at the sudden impact, the wagon swaying. The driver shouted, his voice hoarse and alarmed. She gasped at the pain that sprung from the animal’s ribs, working like fire through flesh and turning the world white-hot.  
 
    A strong hand steadied her. She grimaced, steeling herself against the feeling of death creeping in at the deer’s edges.  
 
    “You could say that.”  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    The earth seemed to shake as the building came down. Corey’s shoes struck the pavement as he ran. He was being suffocated by smoke, and he didn’t trust himself to keep running after Aurora if he looked back. He refused to think that he did not know where Xiomara was. The press of bodies was oppressive. Too much skin upon his skin, too many men who could have been his father reaching out, blue coats distinct, trying to grab him by the wrists and force him down and strike him again and again and again with the sharp bite of his iron headed cane. 
 
    You are not Corey Grimm. He forced it to be fact, forced himself to not know the body that rushed after the princess, forced himself to not recognize the racing heart and heaving lungs as his own. He watched himself catch Aurora by the wrist and felt her flailing arm strike a face that wasn’t his. He heard her arguing with him, but did not understand her words as anything but white noise. Instead he only turned to pull her against the tide. 
 
    His coach was still where he had parked it in the middle of the street. He opened his mouth to scream for Darling and found them darting ahead of him and helping pull Aurora into the back of the coach.  
 
    He faced the mob and felt embers sting his cheeks. “Xo!”  
 
    Darling grabbed him before he could run back for her. 
 
    “She’s ahead of us with her knight. Don’t wait. Don’t wait, beastie. Follow the wagon, follow the cart with no horse. Follow her to the Queen.”  
 
    Corey didn’t need to understand, didn’t need to belong in his own skin. He hurried to situate himself in the coach before he slammed the pedal to the floor and accelerated down the street, eyes trained on the wagon disappearing around a bend.  
 
    Corey followed the kingsmen’s coach with a numbness that made time pass in a heartbeat. The city melted together and faded away. He definitely wasn’t following the rules of the road. He definitely didn’t care. Aurora had stopped fighting him the second she realized they were following the wagon faster than she could on foot, and now seemed a little ashamed of the bruise he could feel forming on his jaw. No. No, he couldn’t feel it. He would not be himself.  
 
    The forest was thick on both sides of the road. He did not care that this meant they were far from Sentra and deep in the forest. The body that was not his was breathing too hard. He tried to stay far enough behind the soldiers that they would not realize they were being followed.  
 
    “Stop,” said Darling, and Corey slammed the brakes without question. Only afterwards did he register the coach and wagon halted in the road. Something red stained the dark soil of the road. The long pale limbs of an animal stretched through the darkness, graceful even in death.  
 
    Through the shadow, Corey could see a soldier emerging from the front of the coach to move the dead deer. Corey’s shoes were almost completely silent against the dirt. He was holding an old sword that he did not know how to use. He had snatched it up from Iman’s room before they left. Corey felt as though the man must be able to feel him creeping closer, but he did not look up from the carcass of the animal as he bent to lift it.  
 
    Corey’s sword shivered in the air as he raised it with both hands. He could see his reflection in the darkened window of the soldier’s coach. His eyes were perfect mirrors through his black feathered mask, his jacket sharp at his shoulders as he lifted the gleaming blade. Inside the coach, the driver’s eyes went wide as he and Corey stared at each other.  
 
    Corey brought down the sword. The man was dead before Corey could realize that he had never killed, before.  
 
    He looked up, blood warm where it had sprayed upon his face, and saw that Aurora already had her knife to the driver’s throat.  
 
    Darling’s motions did not exist within the dimension of sound as they slipped around the back of the wagon and danced between the bars like a beam of clever moonlight.  
 
    Corey did not recognize the woman who was already facing Darling with a sword in hand by the time they busted open the door to the wagon. 
 
    She was tall, her shoulders broad and strong. Her Ushakk skin darker than anything against the periwinkle of her dress and the lilac tinge of her mask. 
 
    He had never seen her before in his life. 
 
    But he would know that sword anywhere. He would know the deft confidence with which she held it, would know the way she looked at him with the desire to be loved–to be accepted–in her eyes. It was the same way he had looked at her a hundred times. He wondered how he had missed it, before.  
 
    He had known her for his whole life. 
 
    “You’re a girl.”  
 
    He wished he sounded less foolish. Wished he had used the space of those words to tell him–her that he would always love the person who spun around the kitchen with stockings on and ate all the ginger cookies and sabotaged his paper airplanes.  
 
    “Yes. I’m trans.” She sounded so hesitant. Like she did not already know that she was vitally important to the world. Like she did not already know that she was his sister.  
 
    And whose fault was that but his? He smiled at her, held his arms out to pull her into a hug. She clung to him like she hadn’t in years. He made himself be Corey Grimm again in a way he had never been before.  
 
    “Do you–I mean…fuck yeah. Trans rights. Can we–After? I mean we’re about to do a prison break.” 
 
    She smiled tightly. “Yeah. We’ll talk later.” 
 
    And so they both fell into motion following Aurora’s instructions. Aurora whose clever brain seemed to have come up with something resembling a plan. 
 
    By the time the coach was moving again, the prisoners were wearing armor instead of chains, swords and knives instead of handcuffs. Some of the men and women from the back of the wagon tore bits of metal from the coach, grabbed stones from the forest floor, gripped cuffs around their knuckles to harden their blows.  
 
    There were old people and young people. None of them asked to run, to cut their losses and flee. The driver knew the way to those who had been stolen, and all of them were ready with closed fists and fierce masks.  
 
    They crammed themselves back into the wagon, a man who fit the dead soldier’s armor sitting beside the driver with a knife pressed against his ribs. 
 
    The forest began to roll past them once more, the shadows torchlight falling over the faces of the angry children behind bars.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An angry woman. A child conceived on the way to the market. You have met this story in passing.  
 
    A little girl named for the thistle of the field struggles to keep magic inside of her fingertips. She thinks this is silly. Others may train for years to bring forth what she schools herself in holding back. But she must, because it is not a good place and time to be useable.  
 
    Her grandmother worries and loves and protects. Her grandmother teaches her how to squeeze her eyes shut and hold her stick man when the world is so loud and close that she cannot breathe. Her grandmother does all of these things until a faraway day when they both smell smoke. Her mother does not do these things.  
 
    An angry woman rides a horse away from a town made of the rich who only believed her enough to call her a whore and the poor who only believed her enough to be just like her.  
 
    She is afraid when she sees soldiers on the road. She is afraid almost all the time, and that is why she is so angry. So she joins the Free People’s Militia, where there are people who are just as angry as she is.  
 
    They don’t think she will be useful, at first. Because she is a woman. Because she is not a trained warrior or a skilled magician, because she was not born for war. But they let her try. They are mostly right. She is not the fastest or the strongest, and she can barely pull her magic into shape.   
 
    But she doesn’t hesitate to shove a knife through the throat of a soldier they find off duty in a bar. She isn’t wary of holding bombs that sometimes explode without warning when the sun is too hot. When a man draws his sword, she raises her chin and squares her shoulders. 
 
    Because she is afraid, but she is also angry enough that she does not care what happens to her. She does not ask questions and she does not debate morality. And in that respect, she is more useful than anyone else.  
 
    She was not born for war, but she was born of it. 
 
    And so she is useful when she puts a bullet through the chest of a Lady on her birthday, though she does not know who is using her. She is shackled and chained and taken away, and she thinks her people will come for her. Maybe they will.  
 
    Her jail is not like the jails she has been warned of. She is one of the only real criminals there. She is chained to old men and artists and little girls who remind her of the one she left behind, no matter how different they look.  
 
    She would not have chosen differently, even now. She never could have stayed. Even when she lets herself stop being angry, even when she lets herself fall apart, she knows that she could not have stayed. Because it might be her daughter killed for saying prayers to the wrong god, might be her daughter who is on her way to the fish market one day. 
 
    The people around her are suffering. They are hardly fed, and when they are, it is a gray and nutrition-less paste. Infants are born and die within the day. Illness sweeps through their cells and leaves so many bodies that they must be burned all at once. And she feels vindicated, because at least she tried to hurt the people on the other side of the bars, on the other side of the swords, on the other side of this great conflict. 
 
    The guards do not pity the prisoners, because they do not see them as human enough for pity. The women are human enough to corner alone at night, though. One of them tries it with her, and she bites off part of his thumb. He should not have brought it so close to her teeth.  
 
    The people talk. They are not alone. There are other places like this one, filling up with other people like them. This is the nature of persecution.  
 
    She is angry, but she is getting tired. She feels older than she really is. Sometimes she fights back. The drugs they give her are enough to leave her disoriented and unable to collect the little magic she has. 
 
    She makes parts for guns, and knows that the guns will shoot people who do not deserve it. She imagines that one of them will find its way into the hands of a soldier ‘keeping the peace’ in some small ocean town, that her daughter will stare down the barrel of a gun she made with her own two hands. 
 
    How old is her daughter, now? Her birthday was towards the end of autumn. She will turn seventeen this year.  
 
    She is almost all the way done with being angry when the kingsmen shove her into a cell with a girl whose hair spills like blood over the floor. Her skin is a patchwork, a marbled combination of light and dark. Valtinian pale. Amorian dark. 
 
    Esperanza remembers another little girl with long red hair. Her skin even looks almost the same. Pale near her eyes and dark at her throat, her forehead, the outsides of her arms. She remembers how her mother fretted over that, before they learned vitiligo was harmless.  
 
    When her eyes open, they’re blue.  
 
    She wonders if she is going mad. Going mad to think they look so similar. Going mad to think they might be the same, going mad to think they might not be. Going mad to believe every perfectly sensible thing she says about the people Esperanza has killed for. 
 
    Mad, because when flowers burst through the walls and the world is thrown into vivid disarray, she follows Briar without hesitation. 
 
    Footsteps hit stone. More men are coming. And then she looks down and realizes that more plants are growing up from the floor, sprouting and growing in the space of a shocked silence. A tangle of thorns and budding flowers, exploding from the cracks in the floor at Briar’s feet.  
 
    The magician steps out of her cell. Her black dress is ragged as it trails after her, and roses grow in the wake of her bare footsteps. Her hair is loose and red and falling around her shoulders like a violent thing, and prison doors disintegrate against the weight of her vines as they follow her down the crumbling passageways.  
 
    Chains break, and people stumble from the darkness to fall in step beside Esperanza. Following Briar. Following the girl who could make stone flower with a hundred shades of sunset in the middle of autumn.  
 
    And the angry woman would know this thorn-made girl in dark and in death. She would know those bloody hands, those torchlit eyes, the harshness of that fire. She has known those eyes over birthday cake candles, she has known that run through the shallows of the ocean, she has known those hands covering knees skinned from going too fast and falling against the rocks. 
 
    Guards round the corner. Rose thorns dive forward to pierce their hearts. Esperanza wonders if magic was reinvented overnight.  
 
    And she knows that she was right. 
 
    Her daughter is even angrier than she is. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    The press of bodies was stifling as they wormed their way into the wagon. Corey had had to tear the padlock off the doors and magic it back into place behind them. 
 
     Skin against their skin, and Darling felt as though they couldn’t breathe. Air too tight, breath too close, and Darling wanted to shed their skin and disappear into the cold soil of the forest floor.  
 
    Darling could remember the way out like they could remember the way under the eucalyptus trees and up towards the flat black moon. It had been different, with a heart hammering away under their ribs, but it had also been exactly the same. They stopped thinking and let their brain drift away while the body did its dance of breaking and bending and coming apart. Go still.  
 
     Their heart didn’t beat. Their lungs didn’t rise. Blood didn’t run hotly and eyelashes didn’t flutter. Muscles didn’t ache and bruises didn’t darken. Stillness was a dance done entirely in reprieve.  
 
    And Darling had always been a beautiful dancer.  
 
    A warm hand wrapped around their wrist. They were not afraid. It was their beastie, his growing growing growing soil eyes bright with life in the darkness. Darling didn’t move, but they thought perhaps they might be able to, if they wanted.  
 
    One. Corey with both of his masks on–the one made of skin and the one made of clever cloth. Two. Aurora, flashing gold in the slivers of starlight that fell through the bars of the window. Her presence so regal that the prisoners pressed away and into the shadows as though in reverence. Or perhaps it was terror. Three. Xiomara, stretching out past her skin despite the exhaustion that was clearly overtaking her. They knew by the distance in her eyes and the tightness of her jaw that she was something other than herself. 
 
    Darling reached into their bones and found their wild, dead thing magic. Corey had tied the strings of their pure white mask behind their head. Four.  
 
    The Knight, true to glory–five–with her sword drawn against the passing shadows. 
 
    One short. Not much longer, though. Not with the One-day Queen rising up like some carnal and majestic creature of bloody myth.  
 
    A skinny girl was crying on the floor. She was almost smaller than Darling with her jutting elbows and protruding ribs. Aurora settled a hand on her shoulder, sword scraping on the floor from where it was slung at her waist as she bowed low. When had she taken that sword from Corey?  
 
    Darling’s stillness was becoming too absolute for them to process what was happening in the chaos of the living world before their eyes.  
 
    The wagon jostled and rocked over the gravel and potholes of a poorly kept dirt road. The other passengers swayed and braced themselves in order to keep balanced. Darling didn’t move.  
 
    The wagon ground to a halt. Voices echoed in the night outside, oddly separate from them. Torches in the hands of shadows moved past the slitted window of the door.  
 
    Aurora drew her sword with a shiver. “Ready?” 
 
    Corey flipped his knife around. He crawled under his skin. “Born ready.” 
 
    Xo rolled her eyes. “Lame.” 
 
    Imani–that was The Knight’s name now, she had said–gave a smile made of white teeth. She held her sword like a dancer, and Darling recognized themself in her. 
 
    Darling thought they might love these people, as much as a dead thing could. They loved the secrets and the promises and the same-ness that could only belong to people like them.  
 
    Through the window, Darling could see a vast stone structure rising up above the trees. There was suffering, there. Voices were muffled outside the wagon. Hurting men like all the men who had hurt people, before.  
 
    They did not offer fairness for the suffering they gave. Darling knew that death would take them gladly. 
 
    The doors swung outwards and light washed over them as they swept out like the sea. There were enemies all around them, moving to strike and hurt and maim. And at the end of the day, it was all just another dance for Darling.  
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
    COREY 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    His muscles ached as he slashed through the crowd. His hands were hot and sticky, now. Things were redder than they had ever been before. He would fall apart later, he supposed.  
 
    This is easy, he thought before he was knocked sideways, his breath leaving his lungs as he crashed against the stone paved courtyard. He rolled over in time to see a sword coming down fast towards his face and scrambled to roll out of the way and stand in time to see the man on the other end of it go down, metal breastplate crumpling against the amber flicker of Darling's magic as they wove their way through what had quickly become a mob.   
 
    They were beautiful to watch. The magic seemed to come from the motions of what could only be called a dance, their movement fluid and lovely. It was an unsettling juxtaposition to the carnage that fell in their wake.  
 
    The prisoners flooded from the wagon as they forced their way through the soldiers who had come to retrieve them while even more poured out of the stone building that rose up above the trees before them. Aurora advanced foreword, her knife work sloppy but vicious. Birds came down from the trees and Corey marveled at Xiomara’s recovery. Someone screamed and Corey did not care who.  
 
    They were alive. They were winning. And Corey wouldn’t lie, it was the opposite of what he had expected when he and his school friends put on pretty masks and decided on an impromptu prison break. But it wasn’t like it had even been a decision. It had just sort of happened.  
 
    He chalked it up to the powers of friendship and lesbianism.  
 
    He threw his shoulder against the heavy oak door as soon as he reached it. He did not worry about swords or knives or axes carving into his back. Xiomara and Imani were behind him, sword drawn and talons sharp.  
 
    He threw himself at the door ineffectually until he remembered that he was also studying magic. He scraped at his meager reserves of power and felt the door weaken under his hands, splintering and crumbling around the handle. It fell inwards and Darling was inside before he could even think of what may lie beyond it.  
 
    Three men rushed forwards and were dead before their momentum could bring them to Corey’s feet. Dorian spun lightly on bare feet, singing something as incomprehensible as it was beautiful while they wove between soldiers and danced down the entrance hall and towards the sound of metal against metal.  
 
    Corey stepped over the dead men and followed, instantly locked in combat with the men Darling had dodged. A blade missed his face by a hair and he lunged forward, knocking a gun aside moments before it fired, a brief flash ricocheting off of stone and into nothingness. He moved and slammed his fist into the first man’s face, sword coming around to cut at the second. 
 
    They went down and he turned towards Darling with a grin. His eyes caught theirs in time for him to see the moment before a blood slicked sword emerged from their back as it stabbed through them.  
 
    Shock was blank and white, occupying the whole space of his being.  
 
    He did not know he had left Corey Grimm behind until he felt his curving spine scraping the stone of the vaulted ceiling as one form overtook the other in a cacophony of popping bone and crawling flesh.  
 
    The sword jerked backwards and Darling crumpled to the floor. Somehow, it still seemed like a dance. A ballerina settling to the stage in the final act of some tragic play, arms arcing gracefully as they folded in on themselves. Curtains drag on the floor as they slide closed.  
 
    Darling was not moving. Darling would never eat another lizard, would never complain about shoes again, would never let him paint all down their arms, would never hiss like some kind of demon when they were annoyed. Would never hear the three secrets that Corey currently owed them. Would never return to the place where they had been made, sacred and pretty and bright.  
 
     A man was standing where they had been, sword hanging from slack fingers as he stared up at The Beast with a face whiter than bone. 
 
    Metal footsteps against stone. Reinforcements. He moved down the hall, dimly aware of the cells lining the corridors. Men swarmed from all directions. The Beast didn’t blink; didn’t hesitate. His body was angular and strange and vicious, but it felt more natural than it ever had before. The men broke against the walls as he lashed out, tossing them aside like paper dolls. One man dropped to his knees, hands raised to the ceiling, and it took everything left of Corey to move around him while Xiomara disarmed him.  
 
    Xiomara. Xiomara, click clacking around the school with her new heels at age thirteen. Daring him to kiss William from grammar class and lightly tapping her knuckles against his under the table the next day when she saw his grin. His friend. His best friend. Who was looking up at him like she did not know him, like he was some foul and sacrilegious beast. 
 
    Iman. No, Imani. Imani his sister. Her eyes were wide with shock. She was carrying Darling’s body bridal style, her dress staining dark at the front where they bled.  
 
    God help me. Nether help me. Anyone, help me. 
 
    People had gotten out of their cells, escaped their cages. He did not know how. They were a defiant and chaotic swarm, rushing down corridors and pushing against the kingsmen even as soldiers kept swarming into the main room to block the exit.  
 
    A shot rang out, the way he had only heard once before. Something hot and bright flashed past his face. The pain was like an explosion. Someone screamed. A girl. Xiomara? Darling was still. So still in his sister’s arms, black eyes open towards the ceiling.  
 
    He could see Aurora’s mask shining and golden as the gun leveled towards her face. He hoped she was not afraid. 
 
    He tried to move between the man and his friends and was nearly blinded by the onslaught of pain that met his attempt at motion.  
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    It was so quiet through the shouting of the prisoners that he wondered if he had thought it instead of heard it. He half expected his own father, risen from his shallow grave to witness Corey in all of his ugliness. But it was not his father who stood with a gun in his hands.  
 
    It was Xiomara’s.  
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Aurora wasn’t sure if everything was falling apart or coming together. The prisoners had freed themselves, somehow, screaming and cursing at the mass of soldiers that stood against them. The very stone of the building seemed to tremble.  
 
    Her uncle had a gun in his hand, and it was pointed at her face. Her mask.  
 
    A shot had rung out. Aurora could not see where the bullet had landed. She hoped it wasn’t anywhere near her cousin.  
 
    The prison was a storm of noise. She silently prayed that the soldiers would not open fire upon the common people. Within a heartbeat, her breath caught in her throat as cries rang out pained and desperate.  
 
    Her eyes were stinging. Stinging badly, already clouded with tears. Her lungs burned as though they were aflame and she struggled for air. Around her, others fell coughing.  
 
    From the wall of soldiers in front of the exit poured a thick white fog, suffocating and acidic.  
 
    The soldiers weren’t shooting. They were using gas.  
 
    “I’ll shoot,” said her uncle, bringing her attention back to the gun in his hand, its barrel pointed straight at her face. She wondered why he wasn’t coughing for a moment before noting the mask he had pulled up over his mouth and nose. 
 
    “Get your people–that thing–” and here his gun jerked slightly towards Corey, still towering over the crowd in such a horrific mixture of bone and flesh that she would not believe it was him had she not seen the scales rise through his skin and the talons break through his fingers. His jaws snapped at soldiers, mirror eyes haunting through the tear gas. “To stand down. And I might not dispose of every prisoner involved with this pathetic scheme.” 
 
    And Aurora hated that he said it in his own voice. As though she might have been mistaken before he did. Because surely her uncle, who had always condemned her father’s cruelty against those who followed the old religion, would not be involved in something as barbaric as this. Would not treat dissenters and deviants so dishonestly.  
 
    “Lay down your arms, or I’ll shoot you in the name of the King.”  
 
    Her uncle, who hadn’t hurt a fly since The Conflict. Who called her ‘Beauty’ and made her hot chocolate when she was sick. Who did his best to love her even though no one could. Who closed his eyes and smiled when she played her cavaquinho, swaying as though savoring the sound of it.  
 
    She wanted to take off her mask. To scream. To demand explanations. Apologies. Confessions. Anything that would let her forgive him.  
 
    Bodies shoved at all sides. Her eyes were on fire. The air was thick with gas.  
 
    She watched his finger squeeze around the trigger.  
 
    Bang.  
 
    Aurora had always known she was as good as dead. She had known it since she was old enough to understand that there was something wrong with her.  
 
    She hadn’t thought it would go like this.  
 
    The curse would be broken after all. Broken by death. 
 
    Would it even be death? She was flesh and blood, but it was the soul that made a human being.  
 
    She didn’t have time to properly wonder.  
 
    A wall of thorns surged up from the ground before her, the bullet burrowing deep into the bark which splintered even as it mended itself.  
 
    People were shouting. Not with terror, but with joy. Her heart was pounding in her ears. Her fingers tingled with shock. She didn’t have any fingers. 
 
    The bullet fell to the floor with a dull clatter.  
 
    For a second she thought that she was dying. But no, that was the building shaking. Shaking as the stone floor cracked and ruptured upwards, more vines winding their way up through the stone.  
 
    Roses budded and bloomed and withered, unfurling in seductive reds while drying to husks and drifting down. Thorns stabbed outwards in elegant and wicked arches while the vines looped and spun in their growth, wrapping tightly around her uncle. His gun dropped from his strangled fingers and she rushed to snatch it up from the ground, the metal dark against her gloves as she did her best to hold it with her barely moving golden fingers. 
 
    The vines wound tighter, dragging him away from her. 
 
    It was magic that seemed as easy as breathing. Like it would be harder for these flowers not to grow, more difficult for the earth to stay barren. Only one person could do magic like that. 
 
    And there she was. Too skinny and with a sickly pallor to the pale splotches of her face. Eyes fever bright.  
 
    Oh, sweetheart. I’ve been looking for you. 
 
    Aurora was pushing through bodies, sprinting before she could think, was at her side before she could struggle for another burning breath, before she could take the time she wanted to memorize how the low light shone like fire across Briar’s hair. How her cheeks were flushed pink from exertion. 
 
    There was too much to memorize. Too much to learn and too much to know. Cielste, did Aurora want to try as she threw herself at her friend, felt the delicateness of her shoulder blades and the softness of her skin as she embraced her. 
 
    Skinny arms wrapped around her as though desperate for warmth.  
 
    “Hello, again.” 
 
    Briar’s voice was a hoarse whisper into her hair. Dry and soft, like the dead flower petals littering the floor under their feet.  
 
    Aurora tried to speak and found herself strangled by emotion. A riot lived inside her chest. Aurora couldn’t love–wasn’t made to love, but she was doing something and it was terrible and wonderful and eating her alive. For a second, she let herself think it might be good enough.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes from the gas. She wanted to tear her eyes from her head but they were winning, Lord Aurelius was motionless, captured in the thorny vines. The line of soldiers seemed to waver as the people pressed forward through the pain, fueled by adrenaline and desperation and the bone-deep all consuming desire for change for life for freedom.  
 
    And they weren’t just cheering, anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Some say hell is down below 
 
    Some say it’s six feet in snow 
 
    But I reckon it must be right here 
 
    ‘Cause you’re a sight to see, my dear!” 
 
      
 
    Their voices were loud and messy and the most beautiful thing she had ever heard and they were singing. The children were singing their anger, their suffering, their persecution. They threw their song at the soldiers like so many joyous bricks.  
 
      
 
    “You raise your temples to’a God above 
 
    Say he preaches truth and love 
 
    Burned down my aunt Rosa’s farm 
 
    Your God’s love ain’t worth a damn!” 
 
     
 
    They sung through the gas, through the tears pouring from their eyes, through the starvation and the injury and the burning of the air.  
 
      
 
    “Say you keep your lord, I keep mine! 
 
    And if in hell tonight I dine 
 
    I’ll raise my glass and sip my wine 
 
    ‘Cause folks it’s better than Valtine!” 
 
      
 
    Some were pushing through the rows of soldiers, but they weren’t fleeing for the exits. They were staying, escape within sight, grappling with soldiers for the sake of those still cornered inside.  
 
    And some crumpled to the tear gas but some rose up through it, grabbed others and lifted them up.  
 
    Aurora had a gun in her hands. Her clumsy, golden hands. But she could do enough. She could pull a trigger. She could pull a trigger so she did, because she was young and desperate and dying anyways.  
 
    A soldier crumpled before her while the gunshot rang in her ears. She turned to shoot another and the gun clicked hollowly. She whipped the barrel across his face as he ran at her. 
 
    “You have to reload! More bullets!” Briar yelled over the singing from beside her. Aurora let her take the gun and watched as she flipped some compartment of it open and loaded more ammunition, fingers deft as she snapped it shut and handed it back. She was so close that Aurora could feel the warmth of breath ghosting across her cheek. 
 
    Aurora fired again. And again. And again. 
 
    The Beast–because that must be what it was, what he was–roared as it tore through kingsmen. Ravens dived through men, beaks bloody and gleaming. Imani was a hurricane with a blade, sword slashing every which way while she kept Dorian secure in her arms. Rose thorns pierced hearts. 
 
    And the singing children had their magic and their fists and the stones they pried up from the floor, and the soldiers crumbled before them. 
 
    Morning sun crested through a window as the last kingsman fell. Refracting through the remains of tear gas in the air, a rainbow shone through the room. 
 
    For a moment, there was complete peace. Swords dropped from hands. Rocks clattered to the floor. The song, which had concluded moments before, still hung as a grand and impenetrable memory protecting all those who had raised their arms and voices to it. 
 
    And then in an instant, the peace broke.  
 
    “I think I’ve been shot,” said Corey before falling forwards, human again, blood pooling rapidly around his head.  
 
     
 
     
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
    DARLING 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Darling was dead. Darling had been dead for a very long time. So long that their make-believe body sometimes forgot that hearts were supposed to beat and joints were supposed to pop and bones were supposed to ache.  
 
    Of course, this was not most of the time. Most of the time, their body behaved as they thought it should, and they remembered the pounding in their chest and the soreness of muscle because even though they did not always remember life itself, they could remember remembering. 
 
    They knew what happened when a sword ran through a person’s stomach. Pain, sharp and deep as they could ever recall it being. Black spots at the corners of their vision. The warmth of blood soaking through their pale silks. Darling fell as gracefully as they could, because the one thing their make-believe body would never recall was being clumsy. It had never been allowed.  
 
    They fell, and the floor was cold against their skin, and they could hear screaming, the scraping of claws against stone.  
 
    The Knight’s arms were strong as she lifted them. The beastie’s sister. Braids long. Eyes dark through her purple-blue mask. She held them almost gently as she carried them, and they were so dizzy they could not see and darkness was closing in. The not-boy-not-girl who had once walked into the forest wondered why they had not yet died and then oh, they remembered. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, darling. I really do love you,” said the boy with the sad smile, the boy with a glass bottle in his hands and snow in his hair while Darling died on the ground.  
 
    No one forgot the last words they heard, or thought, or said. Not unless they went fully foul over fair, nameless in the wood of the Nether. That was where names came from, when you could not remember the sound of your mother’s voice, much less what she had called you once upon a sunny day. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, darling. I really do love you.” 
 
    Darling had never remembered the boy’s face, before. Had never remembered that his eyes were hazel and his hair was brown, that his lips were turning blue and his cheeks were stained with tears.   
 
    It had been snowing. It had been snowing, and their fingers had been cold, and so had his, and they had been holding hands. They had been holding hands, after Darling had dropped to their knees from exhaustion. Just for a quick rest. A quick rest, and then they would walk all the way to Savaria.  
 
    Back at the place with green walls and constant dancing, they had had only two pairs of clothes to themselves. All the pretty clothes were shared–not that Darling would have wanted them. They wore both their shirts and both their sets of trousers, one over the other, but the extra layer was not a coat.  
 
    The boy’s stomach rumbled. A bag of their shared rations swung at Darling’s side. They were both famished already, weak from hunger and dehydration. They knew with quiet dread they would not have enough food to last them the long journey through the forest. 
 
    They were sitting on the forest floor, snow soaking through their knees. Darling watched the boy take a heavy glass bottle from his makeshift bag, watched him toss it from hand to hand.                              
 
    And they knew what he was going to do before he raised the bottle. Maybe in another life. Maybe Darling could have run. If they hadn’t been so tired and cold and starving and alone. Maybe if they didn’t love him so. But they were, and they did, and so they stood still while the glass came swinging down and cracked against their skull. 
 
    They didn’t die right away. They lay there in the snow, not feeling the cold anymore. They felt his hands brushing the tears from their cheeks, saw his fingers come away bloody. One of their eyes was a well of pain and red where glass had gone through it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, darling. I really do love you.” 
 
    That was the last thing he said before he leaned down to kiss them for the first and last time. He sat with them while they died, fingers in their hair and tears falling onto their face, freezing there while snowflakes fluttered down. 
 
    “I have to go. I love you so, I love you so.” 
 
    When they next opened their eyes, it was to a violet sky. 
 
    And they remembered dying, and so they remembered being dead, and so they remembered that they could not die again. The sword had only pierced their body because they knew it was supposed to, and it had only hurt because that was what swords generally did. Darling remembered, and then did their best to think that there was not a hole in their stomach and that they were not in agony, and so their skin began knitting itself back together and their flesh began mending and their heart began beating once more, even though they had not noticed that it had stopped. 
 
    The world came back into focus and they struggled from The Knight’s arms at the same moment she forgot they existed, letting them fall as she dashed across the room. Dashed across the room to where Corey was bleeding on the floor.  
 
    Darling struggled to stand.   
 
    Corey. Corey with his ink black hair and kind earth eyes, Corey with his easy motion and long, gangling limbs. Corey who had painted Darling’s arms full of sunflowers and starry skies, who had never kissed Darling and left them to die with snowflakes and glass in their eyes.  
 
    It hurt to walk beautifully. It would have been easier to slump against a wall and drag themselves along, to stumble with hunched shoulders and clumsy steps, to collide with the mob of people. But Darling had been a dancer before they had been anything else, and they were dead anyway, so they simply contemplated the perceived pain as they glided on feet lighter than feathers.  
 
    People were crying and gripping at each other’s arms, embracing lost family and strangers alike. Staring at the open doors with wonder. Looking up at Aurora with open awe and crowding around where Corey had fallen. 
 
    They were not children of the Nether in the eternal way that Darling was, but they had been sanctified and blessed and bound to the earth. Darling was glad to see them free. No living thing was meant for a cage. No living thing was meant for suffering.  
 
    Darling was even beautiful as they fell to their knees at Corey’s side.  
 
    Darling had been dead for longer than they could recall. They had been dead for so long that without trading dances for secrets, even the faintest impressions of life would have alluded them. 
 
    They were not unhappy. They were not unhappy, but they knew they had been. They knew that it had been painful, and that The Night Parade had been confusing, and that it was easy to tip foul over fair in the Nether. They knew that not everything wound up under the lavender sky after things went dark. 
 
    But most importantly, and above everything else, they knew that they had lost something. What it had been, Darling couldn’t be sure. But one thing had ended and another thing had begun, and they no longer had a place in the hot fast mortal world that they must have loved dearly, once upon a time.  
 
    To make a complicated thing simple, Darling did not want Corey to die. Because Corey liked going to school and hanging out with Xiomara and being a little bit unfair, and you couldn’t do any of those things if you were dead.  
 
    Corey breathed heavily as he gazed blankly up at the ceiling. Darling could see where the bullet had hit him–no, grazed him. Thank the Nether–Along the side of his head and leaving his left ear a mangle of flesh and pouring red. Corey’s eyes looked like foxholes in a velvet shadowed forest. Careful, oh careful, you’ll fall in and twist your ankle. He was not gone, yet. The wound did not look dire, but the blood-loss, the infection–they were killers. 
 
    Darling pried Xo’s hands away and moved closer. Her eyes were wide as she scrambled away, though not so far that she could not squeeze Corey’s hand in her own. Imani was at his other side, hands on his face and staring at him like she had never seen him before.  
 
    Dancing had always been magic, even before Darling died. Spin and smile and it’ll keep you alive. Sometimes it felt like breaking and sometimes it felt like bending, but it was always special. Especially when they did it for themselves.  
 
    When they had watched the feeling leave their fingers and their breath float away, it had become something else. That was the secret of dead things. Their art. It was powerful. It was what they had left to offer.  
 
    Darling’s hands moved through the air, and they drew upon all the stillness of something which had been buried under the cold hard earth for many, many years.  
 
    Corey drew in a shaky breath as the blood ceased its rushing, as Dorian took the golden thread of mending things and taught him to sew himself back together. Corey’s grin was lopsided and pale when they finished. He ran a hand through his hair anxiously as he sat up.  
 
    He would keep half the ear, maybe. Darling was not sure they could do anything about the vivid red scaring, or the way Corey tipped his head as though the ear was ringing.  
 
    “You can give me a chicken bone, if you’d like us to stay even. Or you can stop making me wear shoes. Either way is quite continental.” It was a funny word, and Dorian could not remember where they had heard it, so they got stuck on it. Continental. Continental. Continental. Corey was speaking again.  
 
    “You were dead.”  
 
    Corey’s fingers were soft as they felt tentatively for a pulse on the golden-brown skin of their slender wrist, despite the fact that Darling was clearly doing fine with or without one.  
 
    “Don’t be silly. I’m always dead.”  
 
    Xo tackled Corey sideways with a hug. He laughed as he brought his arms up around her.  
 
    “Ha ha. You like me.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re like my best friend. I love you.” 
 
    Imani helped Corey to his feet, helping him balance with one arm. He seemed disoriented and off kilter, still. 
 
    “I can’t hear you, my ear is being reeeeaaallly loud.” 
 
    “Your ear isn’t being anything, it was shot clean off.” 
 
    “What, really? That’s homophobia.” 
 
    A guttural scream rang out from the centre of the room, and they all went silent as they turned to where Lord Aurelius had tried to free himself from the thorns, causing them to tear through the flesh of his bad arm.  
 
    He saw them staring, saw them with all the people unchained and standing in unity, and he laughed, a bit of blood flying from his mouth and speckling the floor. “Well? Are you going to explain yourselves, or are you just going to kill me?” 
 
    “No. We’re not,” said Aurora. She had not let go of Briar’s hand. Briar, Briar, rhymes with fire. “Not today. Perhaps tomorrow, if you continue your barbaric mistreatment of these people. Not that we’ll give you the chance. Every innocent person is leaving here alive, tonight, and if you ever touch them again, I will burn you to the ground.” 
 
    The man scoffed. Darling wondered how he looked so confident. Darling had never looked confident while they were about to die. “This isn’t what we’re paying you for. The King will have your heads.” 
 
    Aurora smiled; a small, grim thing. “I suspected you had the Free People’s Militia eating from your hands, but it’s good to have the confirmation. No, we’re not with them. We’re not here to take your money or your blood or even your crown.”  
 
    She turned her attention from the defeated lord to the mass of people still wiping the hot tears from their swollen eyes and taking stock of the fallen soldiers, the dead and the injured.  
 
    “We’re here to take freedom for ourselves and for every person who has suffered for far too long under Valtinian oppression. We’re here because we believe that every person should have the right to freedom from arbitrary imprisonment and the freedom to exist and express themselves as they are. We are an organization that will continue to fight for all of these ideals, and our work is far from over. We swear to protect you from continued internment, and hope that those of you who can lend your hands to helping us will do so.” 
 
    And Darling thought she looked so powerful, their Never-Queen, with her layered skirts and her golden mask. Voice clear and strong, chin raised and shoulders squared. For a moment, they forgot that this was a fight that could never be won. 
 
    “Yeah,” Corey chimed in, leaning on a bloodied sword which he must have taken back from Aurora at some point. The color of his jacket was still darkened with blood. His human disguise had only partially returned. Through the holes of his mask, his eyes were that of The Beast. Perfect mirrors. “We’re the revo-fucking-lution, and we’re going not going to stop fighting ‘till it’s done.”  
 
    Lord Aurelius opened his mouth, features written with anger and scorn. Flowers filled his mouth, and his eyes bugged out as he turned red in the face.  
 
    Darling would not have been so merciful.  
 
    There were bodies–of course there were bodies. Some dead, some injured. Many of them were soldiers. The ones who were not–the ones who had been beautiful and bright, were covered in white. Iron was pressed into cooling hands. They would be buried by the way of the old god. The Nether would have new dancers. 
 
    Through the crowd, Darling could see the shifting. The sharpening of eyes and the growing of hope as the sunlight grew and the people turned as a mass and stormed from the prison, Aurora at their centre. 
 
    There were songs of rebellion still ghosting ‘cross their lips, angry and bright and bloody for change. The people took Aurora’s gloved hands under the rainbow made of tear gas, and for every one that turned away, nine swore themselves to her. 
 
    This, this was the story they were made to dance.  
 
    The Golden King would rise, rise, rise.  
 
    Darling almost felt alive. 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    This is the story of a promise made and broken in silence. Esperanza has been angry for a very long time. She has been angry for over sixteen years, unwavering and unrelenting.  
 
    She has been angry, but she has also been just a little bit regretful. And when she comes to understand, in the littlest of ways, that the red-haired girl before her is her daughter, she makes the quiet promise to stay.  
 
    It is this same promise that she breaks only hours later, slipping away from the crowd that swarms around the prison, fleeing from the song.  
 
    She does not entirely understand why she leaves. Again. 
 
    Perhaps it is shame.  
 
    Perhaps it is cowardice.  
 
    But most likely, it is that she is not done being angry. 
 
    She will never be done. 
 
    But enough of bitterness. This is also the story of a promise made out loud and never broken. The promise was “I love you,” and it belonged to an old woman as she broke open the royal seal of a letter from the princess of Amory.  
 
    She has all her things packed away within the hour, and by nightfall she is staring out the window of a coach as it turns onto the road that will take her across Amory. To Sentra. To the palace. To the little girl she has raised and loved and never stopped looking for.  
 
  
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
    XIOMARA 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    The morning was so young that it was still dark on the west side of the mountain. The world rolled by slowly; the long shadowed fingers of trees stretching out towards her as she leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the coach window. Rain hit it relentlessly, running down like tears while it hammered at the roof. They were all deathly silent barring Corey, who had always talked more when he was terrified.  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to follow what he was saying. Something about highway gangs in the east. The fingers of his free hand twitched nervously where their hands were clamped together. His other hand tapped against the wheel as he drove. Aurora and Briar were whispering back and forth. Dorian’s soft humming melted in and out of song above the noise.  
 
    Xiomara wanted to drink herself to death. Wanted to go home and cry until she couldn’t anymore. Hug the mother she hadn’t seen in years and pretend her father hadn’t just tried to murder her cousin. Burn her tongue with Kavalian liquor and go out to a club (she didn’t even care if it was on fire) and just not think of anything but keeping her glass full to the brim.  
 
    Imani squeezed her hand. Her eyes were darker than the world outside the window, and she was the only reminder that they had done something fantastically wonderful. They had stood up and fought and won, and Xo tried so hard to feel anything but beaten down.  
 
    The castle torches were burning low by the time Corey pulled around the back and left them standing under a dark sky that emptied itself onto the world. Rain slammed against the pavement, bounced against the verdant green leaves, soaked through Xo’s dress with an icy permanence that could not be escaped. If only it had been like this when they set the Inn on fire. Thunder rumbled beyond the horizon, the flash of light unseen somewhere up above the thick clouds.  
 
    Corey hugged her, and she wanted to disappear into memories of being young and foolish and bright. His dark hair hung lankly, flattened by the rain. She remembered his twisting edges and eldritch teeth and could not reconcile that beast with the boy she knew.  
 
    “I’ve got to go home, tonight,” he told them. “My mother shouldn’t be alone in the house.” His eyes flicked to Imani and Xo understood the unspoken agreement. “I’ll be around in the morning. Darling?” 
 
    “I am not your shadow, but I follow where you tread. What am I?” 
 
    Xiomara was struck by the painful urge to keep them all together. Corey moved on to say his goodnights to Aurora and Xiomara found herself with her arms full of Dorian. The knot in her chest unwound itself a little bit. She smiled into their black curls and kissed the golden-brown skin of their cheek before they followed Corey back into the coach and vanished into the darkness of early morning and the veil of rain. 
 
    The last clicks of the coach faded away. All she could hear was the downpour. 
 
    The four girls stood in silence on the castle steps for a moment, suspended in the uncertainty of transition. Briar’s dark red hair fell limply around her shoulders. She was so delicate. Had she always been? She seemed to be more bird than girl. Xiomara offered her an arm and Briar smiled as she linked their elbows.  
 
    Xiomara was consumed by earth shaking gratitude for the lives of the girls beside her. Her cousin took Briar’s other arm with the sort of reverence that belonged in a churchyard. Imani’s eyelashes caught crystal beads of water. Her smile was white bone as she offered Xiomara her elbow. All the stars were getting lost in her eyes.  
 
    They stood in their wavering row for just another moment before starting up the steps to the servant entrance of the castle. 
 
    Xiomara should be planning…something. How were they supposed to explain Briar being with them again? How were they supposed to keep her from being thrown straight back into another jail? 
 
    Instead she said goodnight to her cousin and the magician and held onto Imani’s arm as the other girl stepped as though to walk away.  
 
    The hall was quiet. Lucky. Xo did not know what would happen if they were found like this, Imani in a dress and the pair of them with masks in their pockets.  
 
    “Come on. I still haven’t given you your shoe.”  
 
    The door clicked shut behind them and Imani sat heavily on Xiomara’s bed, absently running her fingers over the satin covers. Xo slid open the bottom drawer of her armoire and stared down at her hands as she unwrapped the glass slipper.  
 
    It was beautiful. More beautiful than she remembered. It was all the colors of the sunset, a perfect match to the shoe Imani drew from her pocket to cradle in her hands. 
 
    Faraway and through the rain, Xiomara thought she could hear a cavaquinho, stumbling and tripping through notes that had once come easily.  
 
    Through the eyes of a raven, she could see them. Briar holding the guitar steady. Aurora’s hands hesitant and faltering. Wrestling for a melody.  
 
    “I can’t do this. I told you I couldn’t play, anymore.” 
 
    “You’re playing right now.” 
 
    Another string reverberated through the night, half lost in the rain. 
 
    Xo folded, her knees hitting the brightly tiled floor as she knelt before Imani. Imani Adesia Grimm, the girl whose story told itself in silences.  
 
    Xo was gentle as she guided Imani’s foot into the glass slipper. It was a perfect fit, because there was no universe where it had ever been anything else. That was simply how the story went.  
 
    Shimmering blue and purple skirts fell around Imani’s ankles, blossoming around her on the bed like the petals of a flower. She offered Xo the other shoe with a silent hand, and the world raced where their fingers brushed together. 
 
    Xiomara rose to kiss her as thunder reverberated through the room. Her mouth was soft and gentle, and it felt like waking up in the morning, the second before a dream runs away. There were violets in her hair.  
 
    
      
 
     
 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    You know this story. A little boy is born. A little boy is never born at all. Iman Adesia practices the careful application of glittering powders at Lady Grimm’s vanity while she is ill in bed. The princesses in all the story books are not as dark skinned as he is.  
 
    The Grimms are not his parents. He is their ward. His father died in service to Lord Grimm during the height of The Conflict, and Lady Grimm pleaded his case after his mother passed away from an infection.  
 
    Lord Grimm hits Cortez (his brother, who gave him a princess book with the prettiest drawings in it) because he can’t hold a sword right and he cries when birds die against the windows and he once tried to borrow Lady Grimm’s skirt, and all these things together mean that he is too queer. 
 
    (Now, though, the suspicion sneaks in that it could have been something else, too. Imani remembers how The Beast crawled forth once Darling was hurt, once Corey couldn’t be Corey anymore, and thinks of how Lord Grimm would have needed actual sightings of The Beast, not just arranged ones. Did he know? Did he know? Did he know? The question hammers away at her mind. There may never be an answer. And maybe that is better. There is no answer that could ever be good enough to explain her brother’s scars.) 
 
    Queer is a complicated word. The first thing Iman knows about it is that it is a bad thing. It is a weak thing. Iman tries not to seem queer. He stops sneaking Lady Grimm’s flower shaped hair clips. He thinks that Corey might hate him now, because he tells Corey to stop being so queer and he doesn’t hold Lady Grimm’s hand when she cries. 
 
    Iman isn’t queer, because Iman likes girls. Xiomara does not look like a princess from one of his favorite pictures. Her skin is the same color as his. She looks pretty, anyways. He wonders if he can be the same.  
 
    Iman is queer, because she’s a girl, she realizes when she is fourteen. And her name isn’t Iman, either. She doesn’t have one for a very long time.  
 
    But that’s alright, because everything feels good enough. She can still impress Lord Grimm with her sword, and he trusts her, and she thinks that’s enough. He calls her ‘son’ sometimes, when she has done very well, and that is better than nothing at all. She wishes Corey could learn to pretend just a bit better. She wishes he could be more like her, and stop being hurt. In class at The Cecilia School, she practices her illusions.  
 
    She can make herself look the way she thinks she’s supposed to look. Or close enough, at least. She spins around in front of mirrors in the washrooms of clubs and admires how her make-pretend dresses fall to her ankles. She looks halfway beautiful.  
 
    She meets a girl in red with pearls at her throat. She loses her glass slipper. The rest is a fairy tale until it isn’t, and she’s fighting soldiers in bars and running into burning buildings to warn the people inside. Until she’s getting shoved into a prison wagon and being carted away to Cielste knows where. And then there is fury and flowers, and she would know that girl anywhere.  
 
    Xiomara is the fire and the flood. She is a rebellion inside a ribcage. She is the moment of waking after having fallen in a dream, breathless and ferociously alive. Imani kisses her, and the world is overthrown.  
 
    
      
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
    AURORA 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    Aurora’s hands shook as she drank her coffee. The gold of them was stiff, scraping against the pale Zalmish cup as she balanced it carefully. 
 
    She had been playing again–ugly and stilted, but playing. Coaxing notes from string with her graceless golden hands while Briar watched and listened and sometimes leaned her head back and hummed along. Everything else seemed easy by comparison. 
 
    Briar sat at Aurora’s right hand, while Xo sat at her left. While some may have assumed it was indicative of her favor, Aurora was ambidextrous in matters of power and allegiance to her friend and cousin.  
 
    Corey looked drained of everything even after three days of rest, his eyes shadowed and his knuckles white as he gripped the edge of the table. He still hadn’t regained hearing in his left ear, and so he sat with his head tipped oddly in order to listen. Still, the smile he occasionally threw Imani’s way was soft, and Aurora knew that peace had come from war.  
 
    There was something different about him, today. His features seemed sharper, and for a moment, Aurora saw herself perfectly reflected as his eyes became mirrors. Cold wrapped around her heart, and she could think of nothing but The Beast, of the inhumanity they now knew lived inside him. But then the moment passed, and his eyes were the same warm brown they had always been, and she made herself remember that he was no different than he had been when they played together as children. 
 
    They ate in silence, barring the sound of Darling’s constant fidgeting. The Green Room had been made for revelry, but quiet seemed to suit it better. 
 
    “They’re done,” said Xo, her eyes clearing as they always did when she came back to herself. Corey looked up sharply. He had been the most anxious about what would be decided during the council’s deliberation.  
 
    “And?” Aurora prompted, handing Xo her coffee. Her cousin looked worn out from using magic so soon after she had last run herself into the ground.  
 
    “They’re going to continue with internment, except in…” Her eyes flicked towards Briar. “The Royal Magician’s case.” 
 
    Briar looked torn between agony for the thousands in danger and astonished celebration of her own sovereignty. Aurora was the only one unsurprised. 
 
    All it had taken was the promise of absolute compliance in her marriage to Prince Julian. An easy thing to do, in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    “What about the Sickle Corps?” Imani asked, crossing her arms over her chest as though bracing herself for the worst.  
 
    “They’re dissolved,” Xo assured her. “It seems Sam Gitlow passed on our message. We won that fight. But…they’re going to continue raiding any establishments suspected of condoning deviant activity.” 
 
    Xiomara spit it out like it was acid in her mouth. Imani’s fork clanged down loudly against her plate. Something irreversible had changed between them–had changed between all of them.  
 
    “They can try,” Said Aurora. “We’re still here.” 
 
    The curtains billowed in the wind. Darling reached out and tangled their fingers in the fluttering white, spinning up from their chair as though meeting a dance partner. Darling. That was their name, and she was getting used to it. They had given it to her–to all the members of their strange and motley crew–in a hushed voice the morning after the prison break. 
 
    In a way, it suited them better than anything else ever could have. 
 
    Aurora took another sip of her coffee. It was almost sweet enough to calm her nerves.  
 
    “We need a name.” Said Corey. 
 
    “We’ve already got names. Corey, Xiomara, Darling–that’s me–” 
 
    “No, you’re right,” Aurora announced. “We need a name for all of us. For us six and for everyone who’s in danger because they’re too poor or too queer or too Amorian to be safe in this corrupted system that Valtine has put over Amory. For everyone who wants–needs–to fight back.” 
 
    “So we’re doing this? Fighting?” 
 
    Xo didn’t sound nervous. She sounded like she was giving them all one last chance to back out.  
 
    No one spoke.  
 
    “I am. It’s my duty to my people and to myself.” And I might as well do something worthwhile, with the little time I’ve got left. But her cousin didn’t need to hear that. No one did. No one needed to know that she only had a few months left. 
 
    Everyone else called out similar assent. Darling showed her a little golden band that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, and Corey interpreted that as agreement.  
 
    “Okay. The Coalition of Cool is now in business.” 
 
    Xo rolled her eyes. “Corey, no. We’re not calling it that.” 
 
    “The Hot Thots Club.” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “It rhymes.” 
 
    “Slant rhyme if we’re being generous.” 
 
    “Yeah, these aren’t my best. Back to the drawing board.”  
 
    Aurora pulled her slender golden mask from the folds of her dress, turning it in her matching hands before fastening it over her face, Briar’s magic winding the ribbons together behind her head.  
 
    When she looked up, she saw the eyes of her comrades dark through the holes of their curving carnival masks.  
 
    “We’ve already got a name.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Aurora nodded, and she knew that they were going to be beautiful. 
 
    “The Heretic Crown.” 
 
   
      
 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    Briar Anderson turned seventeen in the ending days of the velvet season. It was raining sheets of pale silk. They were soft against her skin, and against her lips when she tilted her face up towards the great white sky. 
 
    She could almost taste the chill of coming winter. 
 
    There was guitar playing in discordance with the drumming of the heavens against the earth. Aurora would never sound the way that she used to, but Briar still danced along with it on the balcony outside the princess’ bedchambers.  
 
    There was a hand on her waist, metal warm through the black satin of her dress. She turned into Aurora’s arms and leaned their foreheads together. The guitar was sitting alone, now. 
 
    “I can’t remember where I’ve seen this flower, before.” Aurora ran her fingers along the lightly serrated edges of a pink bud. It might have been the last flower of the year.  
 
    “I like them. And look, it matches the squigglies on your dress.” 
 
    Briar twisted the stem and snapped it off from the branches of a tree that had been climbing from between the stones of the castle. She twirled it around playfully, brushing Aurora’s hair to one side with a gentle hand and tucking it behind her ear. 
 
    “Ow. Shit.” 
 
    Aurora looked down in time to see blood blossoming from the tip of Briar’s index finger, where the flower had bitten at her skin.  
 
    “Did you put a sharp flower in my hair?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was…” 
 
    Briar swayed on her feet, smearing the blood against the skirts of her dress.  
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Briar listed to the side, catching her weight against the railing before dropping to her knees. Aurora went with her, clutching at her to keep her head from hitting the tile.  
 
    “Sweet Nether, are those poison? Briar? Briar!” 
 
    The magician didn’t answer. Rain hit her still face.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the water and under the rain, a ship sets sail; a boy departing into the comforting security of the story all children are promised and bound by. The Princess will fall in love with the Prince.  
 
    Prince Julian Moore has magic and money and an idea of how things must be, a dangerous combination in anyone’s hands. His blonde hair whips around his ice blue eyes as he looks out at the horizon.  
 
    Under a flipside sky, The Night Parade dances on. 
 
    The autumn whispers its end to the stars.  
 
    This is the story you will never know.  
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