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For T, G, and B.

And for those looking for light in the darkness.







“The difference between treason and patriotism is only a matter of dates.” 

—Alexandre Dumas, 

The Count of Monte Cristo 







THE

PARSON

As far back as he could remember, Parson Rainier Worthington had -been more comfortable around the dead than the living. They spoke rarely, argued less, and drank nothing at all. Which meant his whiskey was safer from wraiths than from his elderly neighbor.

This evening, deep in the northern reaches of Niveaux, Worth raised a scarecrow onto its cross and tightened the tethers against the wind. Lavender from the straw man’s stuffing infused the evening with calm but did little to fight the parson’s malaise. Worth leaned the scarecrow against his cottage and glanced toward the mountains as the setting sun painted them pink.

He’d made twenty straw men today. The herbs in their stuffing would ward off wraiths for locals until Worth could be called to settle the poor spirits into their bones and bury them somewhere restful. It was a skill few chose to hone, but it kept the Old God relevant. Many in Niveaux were turning from the old ways to the Silent Gods. The Mother and Father of the younger religion promised security and wealth. Whether they could deliver had yet to be seen, but faith was fragile with the armies of Brouillard gathered just over the mountains, ready to invade.

Worth scratched at the dark stubble along his jaw and rounded the porch to the worktable he kept outside. At the moment, it was littered with bones. He ran a finger along an aged ulna, and darkness seeped from its edges to hover over the table like a cloud of pipe smoke. A deep longing reverberated from the wraith and made Worth’s breathing hitch. He closed his eyes, the emotion no less real because it wasn’t his.

As long as people died in fear and pain, there would be wraiths in the world—their inability to let go tying them to their bones. Despite the discomfort of their lingering grief or anger, wraiths caused no physical pain to those who encountered them. No lasting injury. Under the control of bone-wielders, however, the spirits became weapons of madness and fear, against which Worth’s scarecrows did nothing.

And Brouillard’s battalions were built on bones.

The math was simple: when an army had wraiths, it needed fewer men. Niveaux had no way to combat the psychic attacks of bone-wielders. Even the most highly trained infantry would freeze, minds overrun with anguish, as Brouillard’s human soldiers stepped in to cut them down. Worth’s research for the crown had uncovered rumors—legends of wraiths of light with bodies of straw able to combat the dark. But no matter how Worth experimented, the technical aspects of turning a wraith from dark to light eluded him.

The wraith on the table shuddered and sank gratefully into the bone as Worth whispered peace over it. The soul was tired, much like his own, and the parson sighed. He refused to submit these spirits to more testing. The king wouldn’t like it, but Worth was not a wielder. And he wouldn’t torment wraiths as if he were.

Frantic yelling and the baying of warhorses cut through the air, and Worth squinted toward the road. Half a troop of the king’s guard burst from the forest and made straight for him. If visitors were rare, given Worth’s distance from the capital, then royal visitors were unheard of. Dread pooled in Worth’s stomach as the company clattered to a stop in the yard, blue uniforms practically black with mud and blood.

“The capital was attacked,” said the captain from the back of her frothing horse. The woman’s long blonde braid was frayed, her sword nicked along its edge with furious use.

Bella Charis, captain of the king’s guard, swung out of her saddle. “Three days ago, at least seven bone-wielders entered Tuteurs unchallenged.”

“How could that happen?” said Worth, reaching to steady the woman’s horse.

“They walked in with morning traffic dressed as merchants,” said the captain. “No one noticed until they called their dead.”

“We got out with the princess,” said a towering soldier with a braided beard, “but three wielders aren’t far behind.”

A girl, perhaps ten, pushed her way forward. Mud covered her dress, but Worth could never mistake the vivid green eyes of House Tristain. A soldier led the girl into the cottage and Worth turned on Captain Charis, heat rising from the collar of his loose tunic.

“Wielders have our capital, and you brought our only hope straight toward the mountains where they are known to hide?”

“We brought her to you.” The captain’s tone shifted a shade toward pleading. “We can’t fight what’s behind us.”

“My duty is to the dead,” hissed Worth. “What do you expect me to do?”

“Serve the crown!”

Worth bit back the curse rising like bile in his throat. His reputation had always been bigger than he deserved—as if the knowledge he’d spent twenty years accruing could save their small corner of the world. Maybe it could, if he’d had answers instead of theories—weapons instead useless straw men full of herbs. His monarch had trusted him, and he had failed.

Today it was going to get them all killed.

Without warning, three bone-wielders charged out of the woods with a roiling ocean of wraiths. Dressed in variations of black and gray, the three humans were quickly lost to sight as the spirits they had enslaved dodged and circled, cries shrill and unforgiving. Claws and teeth took shape at times only to drift back into the tide like mists made of nightmares. These wraiths were strong, the images of death and pain they planted in the mind reaching Worth from across the clearing.

Fire and blood.

Fathers unable to protect their homes.

Children hidden, overrun by an endless wall of darkness.

The parson shook his head to clear it, and as he watched the tide of souls race over the field, his chest tightened with grief. These had been people once. His people. And if Worth let the anger in, he would be next. The soldiers around him cowered in fear, no more ready to fight than if they’d been dreaming.

If they froze, this fight was already over.

Worth tore the wooden cross from the nearest scarecrow and broke away the arms so that all he had was a staff. He spun the makeshift weapon in his hands, wishing for the first time in his life that he’d learned to use a sword.

“What they’re showing you isn’t real,” he bellowed, hauling the nearest soldiers to their feet and shaking them. “You can’t fight the dark. Go after those wielding it! Remove their source. Amulets. Weapons. Anything on them that looks made of bone.”

He’d read of the infamous tools of Brouillard’s wielders. Small bones turned into knives or rings gave a wielder control over a single soul. Others were made from innumerable ground bones, allowing one wielder to control multitudes without dragging carts of skeletons into battle.

Beside Worth a young soldier whimpered, eyes wide. The parson gripped the man’s uniform and pulled him close.

“If they can’t touch the bones, they can’t wield the wraiths,” said Worth. He turned, staff spinning, as the wall of darkness overran them.

Soldiers brandished blades, but wraiths split around steel like oil to water and re-formed, menacing shadows unscathed and unhindered. The king’s guard staggered beneath the wraiths’ mental attack, but momentarily held. A flash of silver cut through the darkness to Worth’s left—twin swords in the hands of one wielder. Worth cried a warning, but the wielder felled several of the company before facing Worth with a wolfish grin. Wraiths flung tortured images toward his mind, their anger threatening to become his own. The parson inhaled deeply, focused instead on protecting the soldiers beside him, and cast the wraiths’ images away before they could penetrate.

This wielder was young, lacking control. The inexperience of the king’s guard made them easy targets, but this wielder was no match for Worth’s years of study. The parson held his staff before him like a battering ram and charged, bursting through the last of the wraiths and into the wielder’s personal space. The man staggered as Worth jabbed his staff into the wielder’s throat. Worth tore a white amulet from the man’s neck as he lay crumpled and choking, and the closest wraiths calmed with an anguished sigh, present but no longer attacking. 

Captain Charis stepped to Worth’s side, breathing heavily.

“One wielder to the north,” she said, “but the other—”

Movement in the trees caught her eye. Worth heard the twang of a bow and Captain Charis sidestepped, putting herself between him and the tree line the second before an arrow protruded from her chest. The captain of the king’s guard sank to the ground with a rueful smile. Worth screamed and dropped to his knees beside her, looking for cover. He dragged Charis behind a rain barrel, frantically scanning the forest. Blood pulsed through Worth’s fingers as he pressed them against the wound in vain.

“No,” he breathed, as more wraiths assaulted his mind.

Blood and fire.

Desperation.

Loneliness and despair.

But the captain smiled weakly up at him.

“Do your job, parson.” Captain Charis coughed, blood staining her lips as her eyes went dim.

“No!” Worth cried, adjusting the grip on his staff, now slippery with the woman’s blood. The darkness of wraiths tinged the edges of his vision, but he focused on the tree line. He may take four arrows before he reached the wielder, but Worth was going to get in one blow before he succumbed to them. 

One blow was all he needed. 

Before Worth could go after the wielder, however, Captain Charis’s body erupted in light. Worth fell back as her flesh dissolved into white ash. Misty tendrils rose from the dust, the hair on Worth’s arms and neck with them. Pearly and translucent, the mist pulsed with a warm energy. Memories flickered through Worth’s mind. Not pictures, necessarily, but feelings. Emotions. 

His father’s kindness after he’d fallen. 

His mother’s pride as she’d taught him to settle the dead. 

Worth was filled with a hope he knew was not his own, and as he marveled, the mist drifted toward the ground, solidifying into a single bone shaped like a human heart. The captain’s body was gone.

Around him the fight raged. Wraiths attacked soldiers, fewer and fewer of whom stood against the tide. Worth could charge the tree line, as intended, but the heart pulsed before him and his plan shifted. In her death, Charis had given him an answer twenty years of study had not.

Wraiths could not be turned from dark to light. They were born one way or the other. 

Worth squeezed his eyes closed, legends pouring through his mind. Around him, soldiers screamed in terror. To his right, another fell to an arrow fired from the trees. Without a miracle, they were all about to die.

He needed a straw man. 

With a prayer of desperation, the parson scooped Charis’s heart from the ground and ran. An arrow skimmed his shoulder and Worth dropped to the ground, rolled, then found his feet again. He slid around the corner of his house, grabbed the first scarecrow he found, and shoved Charis’s heart into its burlap torso, closing the opening with a hastily bound knot. 

Nothing happened. 

Screams rent the night behind him, but the pounding of Worth’s heart nearly drowned them out. The hope he’d felt from Charis’s spirit flared again, and the air pulsed, a concussion of rowan stuffing forcing Worth back. Rowan—the ultimate plant of protection—was fitting. Paired with hope, it was exactly what they needed. 

Then the burlap began to shift, smoothing to skin, muscle forming where only moments before fabric had hung limp. The scarecrow fell from its cross and stood as Captain Bella Charis—flesh and blood—with the fury of battle in her eyes. She flashed Worth a bewildered smile. 

The parson’s knees turned to water, but Charis took his elbow in a firm grip and shook him once. 

“No time for that, parson,” she said. An arrow hit the side of the house just over her head and she laughed, light and loud. 

Worth struggled for words, but Charis bent to pick up a discarded sword. 

“Don’t stop moving,” she said. Then she spun the blade and charged back into battle.

Worth glanced around the corner of the house. Wraiths no longer hovered near the woods but had congregated in the yard. Few soldiers remained, only two wielders visible among them. Charis was already engaged with one, a bow slung over his shoulder while he fought her with a short sword. Worth tore another staff from a scarecrow and edged toward the fight, horrific images assailing him yet again. 

An endless tide of darkness. 

A woman stood in his yard wielding what must have been a thousand souls, her bladed staff tearing at the remnant of the king’s guard where they blocked the way to the princess. 

Worth stepped between the wielder and a dazed soldier. Their weapons clashed, and the contact was the sickening crack of wood against bone. Around them wraiths shuddered and screamed, but he focused on the woman and her weapon. Lines wound through the wielder’s staff where it had been reinforced with metal to add strength, and the woman parried against Worth’s attack, whipping her staff around and catching him in the ear. 

Pain exploded in Worth’s head and he staggered into a defensive stance, bringing his staff between them. Wraiths dove at him, their cold biting through his thin tunic, images assaulting his mind. 

Shoulder burning where the arrow had grazed him earlier, chest catching with half breaths, the parson burst toward the wielder. She met him with a grin and parried two blows easily before Worth used his bulk to shove her off-balance then swept his staff behind her feet, sending her to the ground. The woman scrambled to rise, slipping in the mud, but Worth was on her, tearing the bone staff from her loosened grip. 

For a split second, he felt them—wraiths hovering, just beyond reach. Startled to a halt by their incapacitated wielder, they waited, their darkness less an assault than a question. In answer, Worth breathed a prayer of peace and the wraiths stilled completely, settling back into the staff that had become a simple weapon in the hands of someone unable—or unwilling—to wield the dead. 

Finally on her feet, the wielder screamed in fury, then ran toward the cottage, and Worth followed, cursing. She was already scrambling at his worktable, grasping at any bone she could wake to give her an advantage. He’d be tangled in hell’s roots before he’d let her wield those bones. 

Worth threw the bone staff in the opposite direction, then reached the woman in four strides. He gripped the wielder’s robe and slammed her into the side of the cottage, pressing his staff into the softness of her throat. She gasped for air, lips tingeing blue, but a wicked grin split the wielder’s face as a searing pain tore through Worth. The parson glanced down—barely registering the knife buried to the hilt in his chest. 

He tried to tell the bones he was sorry. That he had done his best to help them. To stand between them and this wicked fate. Instead, the parson coughed. Blinked twice. And died.

Before his untethered soul, two paths diverged in the darkness.
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That night, thirty-seven members of the king’s guard gave themselves up for one another and their kingdom. Twelve of them, and one parson of the Old God, chose to remain—to protect—and woke as wraiths of light. These thirteen stood side by side, leading the campaign to retake the capital. It took five years—a period of time known as the Wraith Wars—to rid Niveaux of Brouillard’s armies, track down every wielder, and reinstate the Tristain line to the throne. These thirteen replaced the king’s guard as the Order of Guardians, serving faithfully in times of peace, standing ready should the darkness return. 








200 YEARS LATER







1

CHARLOTTE
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Lady Charlotte Sand had been born to calm the restless dead. -Morning dew slicked her favorite boots as she walked through the wraithwood. The runes embroidered along the edges of her deep blue settling robes shimmered silver in the sunlight. White pointed flowers covered orange trees like tiny, bundled stars. Their smell curled around Charlotte, so thick and sweet that she would swear the air was nectar. Here, in the quiet of her family’s citrus groves, the bones of local wraiths found solace. This place should calm her spirit, too, as it had every one of her eighteen summers. Instead, Charlotte moved through her duties at double her normal pace as if the next moment held something infinitely better than the last. 

Her ceremonial garment was heavy in the humid air, and she wished in vain for breeches and a simple shirt. Charlotte sighed, then began humming the settling tune as she searched for wraiths that may have been agitated in their rest. Even once they’d been settled, exposure to the anger or pain of others could rouse them again. But the wood was quiet, as usual, Charlotte’s skill unneeded. 

A horse whinnied, and Charlotte turned to see her grandmother in the road at the edge of the wraithwood. Lavender smoke from the old woman’s smudging stick drifted across the spring grass and through the orange blossoms, filling Charlotte with a sense of home. And longing. 

“Every creature from here to town can feel the discontent rolling off you,” called Grandmother. “You’ll wake the wraiths on your own, if you aren’t careful.” 

“It’s not discontent,” grumbled Charlotte. But Charlotte didn’t know what to call it either—this feeling akin to emptiness. Maybe it was emptiness, just not the desolate kind. It was a vessel waiting to be filled. A place in her chest, wide open and ready for possibilities. 

From the ground, a shard of white caught the sun, and Charlotte knelt to touch the bleached bone. The wraith inhabiting it gave a small shiver. Charlotte forced a smile, encouraging the wraith to rest. Its weak consciousness grasped greedily at the edges of the peace she offered before quieting as Charlotte pressed the bone deeper into the loam. This wraith would remain settled for a long while, as long as no one disturbed it. When she stood, her grandmother called again. 

“Come, Charlotte.” The weight in the woman’s voice spoke to every one of her seventy-four years. “A wraith’s risen in Sparrow’s Glen. If we leave now, we might settle it before dark.”

Sure enough, Charlotte’s old horse, Iris, was saddled and ready beside her grandmother’s. She mounted, and Grandmother passed Charlotte’s rapier to her. Charlotte belted it over her robes and nodded her thanks. She always preferred to meet the dark with her blade, even if it wouldn’t do an ounce of good. Blades did nothing to either fight or settle wraiths unless they were wielded by a Guardian of the Order. But Charlotte’s sword gave her courage and reminded her of her father. It was like carrying his memory on her hip. 

The two of them rode toward the small hamlet of Sparrow’s Glen. Charlotte’s family owned most of the land for a day’s ride in any direction from Sand Manor. The town closest to their home, just beyond the orchards, was Braedon, and Charlotte had spent her childhood running through its streets with the local children. Sparrow’s Glen was one of many villages not large enough to have their own people to settle the dead. When they encountered wraiths, they called on Grandmother and, more recently, on Charlotte.

“I know this isn’t what you want, Charlotte,” said Grandmother, “but only you could have felt that wraith’s need so quickly.” The pity in the old woman’s eyes made Charlotte’s chest burn. 

“You don’t have to remind me,” said Charlotte. “I’m doing my duty. I’ll keep doing my duty.” 

Her grandmother was right, though. Charlotte was not good at settling wraiths. She was brilliant. Even on her worst day, she’d never met a spirit she could not help. That wasn’t to say it was always easy, but she hadn’t had to ask Grandmother for assistance since she was fourteen. The empty feeling within Charlotte yawned wide, her heartbeat picking up with the terror of a future unvaried. 

Grandmother nudged her horse close enough to rest a thin hand on Charlotte’s arm. 

“You have always done what is asked of you, child,” she said, not unkindly. “But the dead can feel when you work from duty rather than mercy. Don’t give what you must. Give what they need.” 

Charlotte resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She knew her role. What they did was more than important. It was imperative. Others could learn to settle the dead, but not many chose to. It was damned uncomfortable to be around them sometimes, but Charlotte’s family had a history. Even so, being pushed into a shape that felt like someone else’s never sat well with her. No matter how many spirits she helped. 

“Things would be so different if—” Charlotte caught the last words before they could escape, but her grandmother heard them all the same. 

“When Worth wakes, it will be for your brother,” she said. 

Charlotte wished desperately for another glimmer of an agitated wraith among the shadowed orchard. Anything to give her an excuse not to have this conversation. 

Since their father’s death ten years ago, Charlotte’s elder brother had run their home, the estate, and her life with a consistency that drove her mad. At only twenty-six, Lord William Sand was thoroughly entrenched in life as a country farmer. Which was fine. The estate wasn’t the part of her brother’s inheritance she resented. 

No, that honor belonged to the sleeping scarecrow warrior currently hanging in the yard. Parson Rainier Worthington—the wraith of light who had partnered with her father, and generations of Sands before him. More than two hundred years ago, the Parson had helped create the Order of Guardians—a small group of elite soldiers who used their powers against wielded wraiths to protect the throne of Niveaux. Though the Guardians were essentially immortal, when cut down in battle their bodies reverted to their scarecrow forms, unable to wake until they’d been mended. The Guardians became vulnerable, their hearts at risk of being picked up by any friend or foe, and so human partners became imperative. 

And simply because he was older, that was William’s future. With all the glory and adventure it entailed. He would see the world. He would make a difference. 

And Charlotte would spend her days with the dead. 

Pushing her frustration away, Charlotte focused on the job at hand. 

“What happened to wake this wraith?” she asked, watching her grandmother as they left the orchards and urged the horses into a canter. In these parts, new wraiths were most often born unintentionally. A farmer embittered by a poor harvest or a lover scorned might meet with an accident, their spirit unable to let go of the dark emotions and move on. Sometimes, the wraiths were suicides. These were the most difficult settlings for Charlotte to shake afterward, the emotions roiling with each spirit a mixture of fear and despondency. 

Charlotte’s father had joked that Grandmother was as stuffed with lavender as the Parson was—that was how much peace the woman usually carried. But something shifted with Charlotte’s question. The old woman released a sigh that rattled like bones in a breeze. 

“Tale as old as breath, I’m afraid,” said Grandmother. “A troop of the Cardinal’s Watch are moving through the county. A soldier wanted a woman, and she wasn’t interested. It didn’t go well.”

Charlotte’s face grew hot. “She’s—”

“Fine. Physically.” The older woman took a deep breath and shook her head. “Her brother stepped in. The wraith is his.”

Charlotte’s vision went misty as she watched tears weave over her grandmother’s time-etched cheeks. Instead of sadness, anger hovered beneath the surface. She wanted answers and justice. Every religion had extremists—history was full of them. But the Cardinal’s Watch had never been brutal. The faith militant of the Silent Gods, their main purpose was to guard the cardinal, as the Order guarded the royal family, and to keep peace in the streets of the capital. True, they often skirmished with members of the Order, but the stories Charlotte’s father told had always been full of good-natured rivalry. No one ever got hurt. 

“The soldier will be punished, of course,” said Charlotte.

Grandmother’s mouth kicked up at one corner, releasing a bitter laugh. “Years ago that would have been the case,” she said. “No doubt the incident will be twisted so the cardinal can blame anyone but her own.” 

“The Order never would have let that happen,” said Charlotte, swiping at her nose. 

In the ten years since the death of the last king and queen, much had changed. When wraiths had been wielded with fearsome regularity, the power to drive them back made the Old God and, by extension, the Order of Guardians, necessary. But the presence of bone-wielders had waned over the years, and the people of Niveaux had turned to gods promising health and prosperity. Then the king and queen had been killed, Charlotte’s father along with them, and blame for the assassination had been laid at the Order’s feet. They’d been sentenced to ten years’ exile from court. Ten years during which the Guardians themselves were not allowed to wake and take their human forms. 

Ten years that were almost up. 

The want in Charlotte’s chest opened up again, and she inhaled slowly to calm herself. Not for the first time, her grandmother seemed to hear her thoughts. 

“You think everything will be fixed when the Guardians wake, but we must be cautious,” she said. “The people, and the crown, still remember their failure.” 

Charlotte opened her mouth to argue, but Grandmother cut her a look. 

“They failed,” said the woman simply. “The Guardians will wake. And hopefully they will rebuild what was. For the last decade, however, they have not been here, and people tend to rely on what they can see.”

“So they turn to the cardinal?” The title soured in Charlotte’s mouth. “A woman claiming holiness as she grapples for power?” 

Her grandmother smiled sadly. 

“Cardinals of the Silent Gods have historically been women with the favor of the people. This cardinal is no different. Lorraine the Pure gives alms, lowers the price of grain, and demands allegiance for it.” 

This was the crux of the shift in worship. When it came down to it, people didn’t want to connect with a greater power. They wanted to align with something—anything—based on what it would do for them, and the Old God seemed to have ceased giving back.

“If she cares so much for the people,” said Charlotte, “why allow violence in the name of those same gods?”

Her grandmother’s mouth closed into a grim line, but her grandmother said nothing. Charlotte drew a breath deep enough to stretch her lungs and swiped angry tears from her cheeks. She had a job to do. A wraith’s family did not need her frustration. They needed solace.

Charlotte and her grandmother reached a small cottage on the outskirts of Sparrow’s Glen, the peaceful scene belying their reason for coming. The garden was green and reaching for the sun, lambs in the field called for their mothers. A man came from the house to help Grandmother from her horse. Charlotte dismounted, nodding toward three other family members lining the small porch—a mother and two young boys, all with tearstained cheeks and red-rimmed eyes.

Charlotte straightened her settling robes, brushing dust from the runes as she stepped toward her grandmother and listened to the man’s story. 

“Geoff was already angry,” he said, wringing large hands on a hammer he seemed to have forgotten he was holding. “Our daughter works the tavern in town, and last night a troop of the Cardinal’s Watch were restin’ over.”

The farmer swiped at his wet eyes. One of the young boys tried to speak, but his voice buckled as his mother hauled him to her side. 

“Geoff kept a man from takin’ what wasn’ his, and everyone calmed down,” said the father. “But on their way home, the man followed. Sylvie ran. . .”

Charlotte’s grandmother nodded sagely, and though both she and Charlotte knew what had happened next, she asked anyway. 

“Then?” said the old woman. Retelling a loved one’s transformation made it more real somehow. If something was real, well, something could settle. And settled things could heal.

The farmer’s wife inhaled deeply, as if donning armor. 

“We lay him out on the table for the watchin’,” she said. “But his body wasn’ even cold before he . . . came back.”

Charlotte’s heart sank. A wraith so angry that its creation was practically instantaneous could be difficult to settle. She and her grandmother may have a long evening ahead. 

“I am so sorry for your loss,” said Charlotte. “The Order of Guardians will wake soon. These attacks will not be allowed to stand.” 

Charlotte, however, saw the truth in her grandmother’s eyes. The Order might try to stand up to the cardinal and put the Watch back in its place, but it would be an uphill battle.

The mother smiled weakly before ushering them inside. As they crossed beneath the kind face of the Old God carved into the door’s crossbeam, Charlotte noticed another, smaller symbol had been added beside it. A tiny crooked bird Charlotte had never seen before, the same blue as her robes.

The cottage was unnaturally cool for spring. Wraith cool—prickling the skin like burning embers. There were few windows, but lanterns threw dancing light throughout the space. In the corner, a girl sat staring at the table, tears streaming down her face.

“Hello,” said Charlotte kindly. The young woman made no move to acknowledge them but stared at the candles surrounding the body stretched out on the large kitchen table.

Charlotte barely contained a gasp of horror as she examined the boy, perhaps fourteen, half of his face bashed in by something heavy. He had been washed of blood and dressed in clean clothes, but above him, as if it had sprung from the dead boy’s heart, drifted a shadow blacker than any naturally cast. The wraith was vaguely humanoid in shape, and as Charlotte pulled a bundle of lavender from her pocket, its head cocked toward her like that of a curious animal. It had no facial features other than a pair of onyx eyes reflecting the surrounding candles like stars. 

Then came the images. Those vile enough to wield the dead could hear wraiths’ voices, but people gifted to settle only saw the wraiths’ memories. Pictures, either echoes of their death and misery or pleadings for peace. As prepared as Charlotte was, she still winced every time her mind was peppered with images.

Darkness. An alley. 

A monster’s smile.

Angry words and something heavy.

Wet, stinking cobblestones. 

Charlotte accepted the images, then took a calming breath and set them aside. It was a bare echo of what a wielded wraith could do to assault the mind, but it could still be damned uncomfortable, even for those who were trained.

Her grandmother lit a bundle of lavender and whispered as she walked circles around the table. Whispers of calm. Of hope. Reassuring the boy’s spirit that it could let go, as though the rage holding him on this side of death was little more than a bad dream. Charlotte swallowed thickly and used the nearest candle to light her own lavender. Then she began her own litany of encouragement. 

As always, Charlotte chose an older tongue. Languages called to her heart, and speaking their ancestor language drew her spirit toward the earth. It connected her to everything, and she pressed into that connection as she circled the table. No matter the language, the meaning was the same. Charlotte and her grandmother halted, one on each side of the table, and began to sing together.

Run from the monsters, run from the dark,

run toward the light, let it flicker and spark. 

Leave us for peace, but if you remain

allow me to give you a calming refrain. 

Charlotte sank beneath her grandmother’s melody with a low harmony. Sweat broke out in the hollow of her throat, and Charlotte felt it trickle beneath her heavy blue robes. She struggled to keep hold of her song as she reached to comfort the wraith. Losing focus would mean starting over, stretching this settling into the night. 

Luckily, though the boy’s spirit was restless, it was still that of a child. It began to move to the odd lilt of their ancient song. As it swayed, the wraith’s edges frayed even more, smudging into the air around it. Then the spirit began to settle, lowering itself gently toward the boy’s body and the bones within. Charlotte waited. For some reason, the wraiths always chose her in this moment. 

Only the wraith’s head was visible when panic spiked. The wraith pushed toward Charlotte, its eyes flashed, and a new picture entered in her mind. 

Water, filtered sunlight, and the laughter of children picking wild summer berries. 

She nodded once.

“I see you,” she whispered, and the wraith disappeared into his bones. 

A small sniffle from the mother behind Charlotte was the only sound. She pulled the lavender smoke deep into her lungs and closed her eyes, soaking up the silence and peace a successful settling brought. Then she turned to the family. 

“Is there a stream?” she asked. “With blackberry brambles?”

The father swiped tears from his cheeks and met his wife’s weak smile with one of his own. 

“At the back o’ the property,” he said. 

“Bury him far enough from the river that flooding won’t reach him,” said Charlotte’s grandmother, leading the parents back outside. “If you ever move, call on us. We will help you take him along or resettle him in holy ground.” 

Charlotte made to follow, but behind her someone spoke. 

“Scars.”

Charlotte turned. The boy’s sister had not stopped crying, but her eyes met Charlotte’s with resolve.

“What?” said Charlotte. 

“The man who did this,” said the girl. “His face was covered in scars.”

Out in the yard, the family thanked them, then Charlotte and her grandmother turned their horses toward home. They rode silently along a little-worn game trail until her grandmother peeled toward Braedon to record the location of the boy’s burial at the Old God’s chapel. Charlotte wasn’t in the mood for market crowds, so she turned toward their orchards and Sand Manor.

Charlotte crested the last hill near noon, and the calm she had initially felt as the wraith settled into its bones evaporated. As always, she had harbored hope that helping the boy would somehow settle her, remind her how important the work was, but the shadows of that cottage had seeped into her bones. Charlotte tried to swallow her frustration. Caring for wraiths was necessary and noble. It was how Worth, their Guardian, had started, after all—settling bones and building straw men in the shelter of the mountains. Her grandmother said the dead deserved mercy, and Charlotte didn’t disagree. 

She also couldn’t help but think that, sometimes, the living deserved to pay. 
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Charlotte turned Iris onto a wider path, humidity coating her nostrils as the countryside opened up before her. To the south lay the sea, sapphire blue and rimmed with white cliffs. To the northwest, though she couldn’t see it, was the capital city of Tuteurs—the court of the prince who would soon be king. If Charlotte squinted, she could see the haze of mountains far beyond. Long ago, bone-wielders had descended those mountains and terrorized her people. Though it had been ages since anyone dared wield a wraith within Niveaux’s borders, those mountains still stretched their shadow toward the capital in a way that chilled Charlotte on the brightest day. 

Like always, the chill produced an inexplicable pull, frightening Charlotte more than any spirit of the dead. She told herself that her abnormal skill in quieting wraiths drew her to where there must be many in need of rest and shook herself to dispel the shadows. Dwelling on darkness was dangerous. 

Especially when it seemed to call your name. 

A far-off rumble turned Charlotte’s gaze toward the ocean. Miles away, a line of dark clouds hung low over the water. It would take hours to make landfall, but tonight’s storm was going to be wicked. Charlotte picked up her pace, struggling to leave her discontent with the wind. She urged her horse into a trot, eager to be home. The road curved sharply, and Charlotte’s horse nearly ran its nose straight up the backside of a huge mare blocking the path.

“Whoa!” Iris reared and Charlotte tightened her grip on the reins, glaring at the rider in the road. “Are you a complete fool?” 

The young man reached to help steady Iris. 

“Sometimes, yes,” he said. “To the dismay of the gods.” His voice was a clipped and steady tenor even as he struggled against the strength of two frightened horses. “Please accept my apologies, I should’ve pulled out of the road.” 

“It’s fine,” said Charlotte, breathless. “I’m fine.” 

“You might not have been,” said the soldier, for that was undoubtedly his profession. Even in the heat he wore a military-issue traveling coat, brown and bulky over his gear. His saddle was standard military issue as well, the crowned crow of House Tristain etched into the pommel, and Charlotte felt the peal of solidarity as she took in his boots. Solidly made, well-worn near the toes, and spotlessly maintained. The exposed white skin of his neck was pinking in the southern sun, which he was obviously not used to. 

Charlotte swung out of her saddle to join the soldier near his obviously agitated horse. As she approached, his eyes locked on her face and widened. The young man’s hair was almost black but shone deep silver in the sun, which was odd on someone so young. He’d cut it short, in the old military style—longer in the front and made to lean, just barely, to one side. A son of Niveaux, straight to the bones. 

He was far from conventionally handsome, nose a bit too prominent with an angle that showed it had been broken at least twice. A narrow hoop earring with a tiny red stone hugged the middle of his left ear and, though he couldn’t have been much older than she, the soldier’s eyes seemed to hold a hundred years. At this distance they were the color of moss-covered granite, and the soldier’s gaze was pinned on Charlotte as if he was trying to figure her out. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Charlotte, nodding to the mare.

“I’m not certain,” he said, focus shifting to the mare. “My own horse threw a shoe, so I borrowed this one from an inn. She’s been off all morning.” His slight smile was self-conscious, though the rigid line of his shoulders didn’t relax. “I don’t always bring out the best in people, but this is worse than usual.”

A laugh rang from Charlotte, and a blush crept up the soldier’s neck. Again, his eyes searched hers as if he thought he recognized her. Charlotte and her grandmother had helped so many families over the years, it wasn’t uncommon for people to feel as if they knew her. Charlotte gestured to the horse. 

“Do you mind if I have a look?”

“Be my guest.” 

She handed over Iris’s reins, then gave the nervous mare her hand to sniff. 

“It’s all right,” she cooed. “What’s the trouble?” 

When Charlotte tugged on the saddle strap to make sure it wasn’t too tight, the mare squealed and danced away. Charlotte watched the horse, confused until she remembered how the soldier had first spoken—to the dismay of the gods. Plural. 

Charlotte studied the soldier more closely. The traveling coat covered his uniform but, beneath it, he was likely wearing a brown jacket embroidered with the crimson symbols of the Silent Gods. With incidents involving the Watch on the rise, those who worshipped the Old God weren’t above a bit of petty retaliation.

She loosened the buckle and ran a hand beneath the blanket, pulling out six chestnuts still sheathed in their spiky outer layer. Someone had wanted to make this man’s life difficult, and she knew her next words might not be taken kindly. Charlotte stepped back, putting just enough space between herself and the soldier so she could react if needed. She stopped just shy of placing a ready hand on the rapier at her hip. 

“Were you in Sparrow’s Glen last night?” Charlotte tried to keep the blame from her voice but wasn’t entirely successful, and the soldier’s attention sharpened. 

“I wasn’t,” he said, “but some from my regiment were. Why?” 

Charlotte bit her lower lip to keep it from wobbling as heat filled her eyes. It had been a long day, and she was too tired and heartsore to worry about a stranger’s feelings. 

“Because a member of the Cardinal’s Watch killed a fourteen-year-old boy,” she said. “Dropped him in an alley because he dared stand up for his sister.” 

The soldier shifted on his feet and leaned closer, as if he wanted to grab Charlotte. Instead, he dipped his head until their eyes were level, his sharp and demanding.

“Who?” he snapped. Not a request—a demand. This man was used to getting his way. 

“If I knew, he’d already be dead,” said Charlotte, satisfaction warming her when the soldier’s eyes widened in surprise. “Apparently he has a face full of scars.”

She slapped the chestnuts from his horse’s saddle against the soldier’s chest and, as he fumbled to catch them, their fingers tangled. 

Charlotte pulled away, but not before it happened—a sensation like the snap of a bowstring. A memory, just out of reach. And a pull eerily similar to that of the mountains. Charlotte had to get away from this man. The exhaustion of the day was making her delusional. 

She swept into her saddle and turned Iris just enough to speak over her shoulder. The attack hadn’t been his fault. He didn’t deserve her ire.

“You’ll want to be off the road before night falls,” she said. “There’s a storm coming.”

The soldier studied the blue sky, disbelief quirking his brow.

“The sky’s often fickle, but the sea doesn’t lie,” said Charlotte.

“Fitting,” he said, eyes a bit sad. He swung up into his saddle, the mare dancing happily at her newly found comfort. “Thank you.”

He looked as if he wanted to ask a hundred questions but didn’t speak again.

“Iris, get!” Charlotte took off, leaving the soldier with searching eyes in the middle of the road. 

She took a shortcut home through the orchards and pressed Iris until they broke out of the trees and onto the drive. Charlotte swung down from the saddle and led Iris the rest of the way.

Sand Manor sat snugly in a valley between rolling hills of countless citrus trees. It was small—but grand for a rural lordship. Her family had been here for two and a half centuries growing citrus and settling wraiths, serving the surrounding villages and the throne of Niveaux as best they could. Most of what Charlotte’s brother did, outside of managing the orchards, was collect rent and settle disputes. He was fair and kept things in good repair, and the people were loyal. 

The sight of home lightened the burden of the day, and by the time Charlotte entered the gate and turned toward the stables, she was able to give the attendant who reached for Iris a tired smile. 

“Thank you, Eva.” 

Charlotte intended to go straight to her room for a bath, but when she noticed her cousin’s horse tied nearby, those plans evaporated. Instead, she careered down the final hill, skidding in the gravel as she turned toward the manor and slowing only when voices drifted through the open window of the study. 

“Hear anything good?” She whispered the words toward the sleeping Guardian hanging from his cross in the side yard and looking to all the world like a simple straw man. 

Charlotte could smell his lavender from where she stood, and she took a moment to reach out with her skill until she felt the sure, warm presence of the scarecrow’s Guardian heart. Like it always did when she was near him, her heart began to pound. It had been more than two hundred years since the Parson had discovered that wraiths could not be changed from dark to light—that Guardian spirits must be born. They were the products of a death of sacrifice instead of anger and grief. People still called him the Parson, though he’d not held a parsonage in centuries, but to Charlotte he’d always been Worth—her father’s Guardian partner who’d kept Charlotte and her brother in line as often as he’d helped her father keep his temper. 

Worth had fallen asleep the night her father died. When the Order was subsequently sentenced to ten years of sleep the loss became doubly painful. One day soon, however, word would arrive that the sentence had been served. Worth would wake, and when the crown summoned the Order to resume their duties, Charlotte’s brother would finally put on the blue jacket of the Order of Guardians. She would stay behind, caring for the orchards and the dead. And she would be damn proud. Even if she wished the road to the capital was hers to follow instead.

Charlotte barely pulled the front door closed before charging into her brother’s study. Though the window was open, the room was full of the musty smell of old books and piles of correspondence. Their old yellow dog barely opened its eyes, choosing its place near the cool hearth over people, as usual. Charlotte wrapped her cousin in a hug, and Micah LeBeau choked out a snicker and lifted her a full foot off the ground. He filled the room with his height, his dark hair contrasting with eyes the color of winter ice reflecting the sky. Micah’s riding clothes told Charlotte that her cousin had both just arrived and did not plan to stay. If he were staying overnight he’d have bathed and changed into one of his ridiculous silk jackets. 

Disappointment dropped Charlotte’s stomach, and she tried not to let it shift into resentment. The two of them had been nearly inseparable until Micah started spending most of his time in the capital city of Tuteurs. In Charlotte’s opinion, the courtier’s life had made him soft and a bit stupid.

“I’ve missed you,” said Micah, stepping back to take her in. “You’ve stopped growing.”

“Ass,” said Charlotte, landing a spectacular punch to Micah’s muscled shoulder. She hadn’t grown an inch since she was fifteen, unless you counted her backside, which was actually the only part of her body she felt truly good about. That and perhaps her strong shoulders, which looked brilliant in any dress with as little sleeve as possible. 

Micah tugged at Charlotte’s dull braid, and she turned to where her brother stood glaring at a pile of papers on his desk. William glanced at her with a strained smile and shoved the letter he’d been reading beneath the others. Not, however, before Charlotte recognized the blue seal of the king’s Order of Guardians. 

“Is that it?” she asked, eyes wide. “Have they recalled the Order?” 

William shook his head once and sighed. 

“Nothing so exciting, I’m afraid,” he said. “How was the settling?” 

Charlotte scoffed at the deflection, but William’s tired wink wheedled a smile from her anyway. Their father’s eyes, which on Charlotte managed to look like mud, looked like chocolate diamonds in William’s olive face. And while her hair had been likened to chamber pot water by a childhood bully, his glowed in loose, light brown curls. On William, their features were stunning. When he’d married Marta last spring, half of Niveaux had gone into mourning. 

“The settling was what it usually is.” Charlotte sighed and tried to push the memory of the wraith aside, but her fingers curled around the delicate pommel of the rapier still hanging over her heavy robes. 

William met Charlotte’s eyes, brows raised. “Are you so itching for a fight that you need your sword to settle a wraith?”

“Father never left the house without his sword,” said Charlotte. 

“Father died on the end of someone else’s.” 

Charlotte’s smile shifted to stone, but before she could snap back, Micah cleared his throat. 

“Hug me again, Charlotte,” he said. “I’m aiming to be back in the capital before tomorrow night.”

She wrapped her arms around him briefly. 

“You’ll have to ride without stopping,” she said.

Micah shrugged, then leaned in to whisper. “Dark times are coming, Char. Don’t let the memory of your father make you stupid.”

Micah gave William a nod, then left. The harried hoofbeats of his horse had barely faded when William pointed at Charlotte’s sword yet again. 

“If you insist on taking it everywhere, we should work on your defense.” 

Charlotte’s eyes brightened.

“Really?” 

William followed her out the front door, and the two of them circled to the side yard, which was open except for the straw Guardian hanging in its center. A smile tipped Charlotte’s lips as she circled her brother, blade drawn.

William swiped at her with his sword, dodging behind the scarecrow for cover. Charlotte lunged and whipped her blade at her brother’s head, but she misjudged the distance. The burlap near the scarecrow’s mouth split with the contact, and Charlotte didn’t even try to hold in her curse.

“He’s going to skewer you for that,” said William, trying not to laugh.

“The bastard is welcome to try.” Charlotte threw her retort at the Guardian instead of her brother. She knew the Parson had a basic understanding of what went on around him while he slept, but did he feel? She used the point of her blade to tickle a spot just below the Guardian’s rib cage, but William used his own to bat it away. 

 “Fight someone who’ll push back. I won’t go easy.”

Charlotte’s excitement leaped into her grin like lightning. 

“To the hilt, then?” she asked, using the phrase the two of them had conjured as children to signify a no-holds-barred competition. William bared his teeth. 

“To the hilt.” He sliced at her without warning, almost gutting her right there in the yard. “Come, Charlotte. Show me I was right to give you combat training instead of sending you to finishing school.”

“You did send me to finishing school,” said Charlotte with a mock curtsy. “I am the paragon of a highborn lady.” 

“Obviously.”

Charlotte lunged at William’s stomach, but he blocked and forced her to spin, the momentum nearly ripping her sword from her grasp. They sparred, neither scoring a touch and neither slowing, and Charlotte’s joy ignited. William was a genius with a blade but was often too busy to train her. He was twice as good as their father had ever been, and Jonas Sand was a legend. Charlotte, however, was not. Before long, her sword arm was burning and flashes of the afternoon intruded on her focus. 

The boy-wraith. 

His tearstained sister haunted by a man with a scarred face. 

Charlotte’s wandering mind caused her guard to slip and William’s blade grazed her right shoulder. Charlotte cried out and tore away from William as he stared, stunned. 

“God, Charlotte, I’m sorry.” He reached for her arm, his face white as a sheet. She shoved him away, hissing through her teeth, but William hauled Charlotte close and searched her eyes. 

“Where in hell’s roots is your head?” he snapped. “That blade never should have come close, let alone made contact.”

Slipping out of William’s grip, Charlotte glanced at her shoulder. The wound didn’t need stitching, but it was going to sting for a few days. Her blue settling robes were another story. She’d have to patch them before Grandmother saw that she’d been sparring in them again. 

Charlotte flicked her gaze to the Guardian hanging on his cross.

“I was thinking about Father.” Charlotte bit the inside of her cheek as tears threatened. “It’s been ten years. The wraith today . . . was a boy. A child. The people need the Order.”

William’s jaw tightened, but he closed the distance between them and pulled Charlotte into a powerful hug.

“I know,” he said. William’s words were not without kindness, but there was no encouragement. No platitude promising brighter things around the corner. William couldn’t hide his doubts from her so, as usual, he said nothing. 

But there was more at stake than whether her brother got to be part of the Order. The Parson was the only person alive who knew what truly happened to their father the night the king and queen were assassinated. Sure, people talked. Some said he’d died failing to protect the young prince—that he’d been overpowered because Worth had left him alone. Others said he’d been part of the assassination plot. Thankfully, that had never been proven. Otherwise, the Sand lands and title would have been taken from William and given to another deemed more worthy. Whether treason could be proven or not, the smallest possibility tainted the memory of Jonas Sand, just as the assassination had tainted the Order’s reputation. 

Even if the Order never regained their place at court, Charlotte could not imagine a world in which she never spoke to the Parson again—a world where her questions were never answered. 

William kissed Charlotte’s head and stepped back, pressing his clean handkerchief against her wound. The W. S. embroidered in its corner blinked like sapphires in the sun.

“I know you’re restless, Charlotte,” said William with a sigh. “You were made for more than settling old bones. Whatever the future holds, we’ll see it together. I want you safe. No matter how banal that sounds.”

Charlotte smiled through her sigh, searching for a quip to lighten the mood, but the sound of hooves turned their attention toward the road. Trotting down the hill from the orchard were no fewer than twenty soldiers. Beside her, William swore, and when she looked at him her heart dropped into her stomach.

“Damn it,” he mumbled to himself, running a frantic hand through his hair. “I thought I had more time.” William’s outburst held an undercurrent of panic. Confused, Charlotte turned toward the regiment.

As the setting sun glinted off rows of uniforms, Charlotte saw the reason for her brother’s dread. Though their jackets were military brown, the embroidery across their chests was not the blue of the average military regiment. It was the unmistakable deep crimson of the Cardinal’s Watch—soldiers whose sole purpose was to do the bidding of the Silent Gods and the cardinal who claimed them.

At their head rode a man with a face full of scars. 
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What is the Cardinal’s Watch doing here?” asked Charlotte.

Beside them, Worth’s scarecrow hung silently, lavender stuffing cloying in its closeness. 

“It’s an edict,” said William darkly.

Charlotte crossed her arms against a sudden breeze from the coast, causing the scratch in her shoulder to stretch uncomfortably. “What kind of edict needs to be delivered by an entire regiment?”

William tapped long fingers against his thigh as he watched the approaching soldiers. “One they expect us to fight,” he said.

One after another, soldiers filed through the gate. Their uniform jackets fit tight across their torsos, falling to their hips, the leather brown, freshly oiled, and glistening. Despite all that it stood for, the symbol across each soldier’s chest was admittedly gorgeous—the crossed sword and scarlet lily of the Silent Gods embroidered in brilliant crimson detail. At the sight of all the brown leather, some of Charlotte’s trepidation dissipated. 

Brown was the color worn by standard military regiments and average recruits to the Cardinal’s Watch. The military’s elite were differentiated by brighter jackets. The Order wore the deep, vivid blue of House Tristain, like the king’s guard before them. The cardinal’s elite—warrior priests known for their ruthlessness in battle and rigid adherence to religious rules—wore red.

Though the sea of brown put Charlotte slightly at ease, her stomach knotted as she noticed the man leading the company. He sported a steel bracer on his left arm, marking him as a lieutenant, but it was his white, scar-riddled face Charlotte couldn’t look away from. 

“Grandier,” said William quietly.

The older lieutenant would have been handsome if not for his reputation. And that was before he’d killed the boy from Sparrow’s Glen. Charlotte had heard a million stories of Grandier—the man who got his hands dirty so Cardinal Lorraine the Pure never had to. The fabled lieutenant was almost as short as Charlotte, but the fear he spread stretched before and after him, as if a wraith had somehow been sewn to his feet. 

“Please, Charlotte,” said William. “Let me do the talking. I’ll get them out of here as soon as possible.”

Her brother turned toward their guests, his winning, Lord Sand smile plastered in place. Most of the troop dismounted, but the last soldier through the gate stayed on his horse, and Charlotte recognized him at once. On the road, he’d been struggling with the borrowed horse, kind at first, then something else entirely when she’d mentioned the murdered boy. Again, she felt it—something drawing her. Beckoning. The sensation was so strong Charlotte almost stepped forward, but she bit the inside of her cheek and rooted herself to the ground. 

Even so, she couldn’t help but lean. 

It was unlike anything she’d encountered, either with the living or dead. The way the northern mountains made her feel was the only thing close, and it was as terrifying as it was exhilarating. Charlotte knew enough about attraction to know this wasn’t it. This had nothing to do with how the soldier looked, or even how he’d treated her. It was as if something fundamental about the both of them called to itself. 

He was simply a man on a horse, but the straight line of his back and the fluidity of his hips as he brought his horse to a standstill told Charlotte he was always in control. Even in the evening heat his long traveling coat was closed tight around his lean torso. When his eyes finally locked onto Charlotte’s the sadness in them pulled, like a string between them threatening to snap if she failed to close the distance. Since their meeting on the road, his entire demeanor had shifted, pressed down, it seemed, by some enormous weight. 

Charlotte’s brother approached Lieutenant Grandier, hand extended. The older soldier took it, scars stretching with bored disgust. The setting sun glinted off the man’s earlobes and Charlotte noted a pair of stunning ruby studs. His gaze roamed over Charlotte and bile stung her throat. Charlotte was still in her settling robes and she realized, belatedly, that some in the Cardinal’s Watch might take offense. There was no more obvious sign of her dedication to the Old God and her skill with wraiths. That there was a huge difference between settling them and wielding them didn’t matter to some. 

“Lord Sand, is it?” said Grandier.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” said William, words more at ease than his eyes. “This is my sister, Lady Charlotte.”

“Only one sibling?” said Grandier. “The way you people worship, I expected more.”

Charlotte shifted, but William loosed a charming laugh. “We’re not ashamed of physical love, Lieutenant, but I assure you it is not part of our worship.”

The soldier in the back dismounted and made his way forward, the regiment parting like water around a ship’s prow. Charlotte wasn’t sure how she’d missed it this afternoon, but the man was a full head and a half taller than she was. Most soldiers kept their eyes on the ground, but a bold few watched him approach with a fervor fearsome in its intensity. His sadness had flown, but there was no trace of the politeness, either. In its place was a resolution to succeed Charlotte had only ever seen in the mirror. The young soldier peeled off his traveling coat, handing it to the nearest soldier, and Charlotte’s eyes went wide. 

Instead of brown with red embroidery, his jacket’s leather was the deep red of fresh blood spilled in the sun. Not one bracer, like Grandier, but two covered his arms from wrist to elbow, and they were plated with captain’s gold. At the young man’s belt was no sword, but a spectacularly infamous set of knifelike claws. Recognition rocked Charlotte back on her heels.

Before them stood Luc de Montaigne, the youngest man ever elevated as Captain of the Cardinal’s Watch. Charlotte heard William swallow as he bent his head respectfully. Though they technically outranked a military captain, Charlotte had the sense to lower her chin and bite her tongue. 

“You’ve been away from Tuteurs a long while, Lord Sand,” said Montaigne. His gaze flicked toward the Guardian hanging just past Charlotte’s shoulder, then caught on her injury. Blood trailed from the small wound, staining her robes and making it appear worse than it was. Montaigne stared until William’s voice recalled his attention. 

“The Sand seat on the king’s council was done away with last year,” said William, a bit of authority leaking into his words. Gone was the affable country lord, and affection for her brother unspooled in Charlotte’s chest. “I’ve had no reason to be in the capital and plenty to stay here managing our orchards. Why are you here?”

Captain Montaigne took a paper from inside his jacket and stared at it heavily before raising his stony eyes to Charlotte and William.

“I’ve brought an edict from Her Eminence and the prince,” he said. Once, Charlotte might have expected an edict reinstating the Order, but nothing about this interaction gave her hope. William cocked his head before echoing Charlotte’s question from earlier.

“What kind of edict must be delivered by the cardinal’s own right hand?” 

On the other side of Montaigne, Lieutenant Grandier scoffed, scars twitching on one side of his mouth. He picked his teeth with a gloved finger and leered at Charlotte, who had never wanted to hit someone so badly in her life.

“I know what soldiers use their right hands for,” she muttered.

William’s eyes closed in resignation as shock rippled over the face of every soldier in the yard. Grandier’s eyes went wide, and his short bark of laughter was pure glee as he stepped purposefully toward Charlotte. Montaigne stopped the lieutenant with a raised hand, his neck turning the same shade of crimson as his jacket.

He coughed, avoiding Charlotte’s eyes once again, and unfolded the paper in his hands. The wind kicked up, dark clouds gathering over the orchards, and Captain Montaigne raised his voice enough to be heard throughout the yard.

“Gerard Petras, Captain of the Order of Guardians, has been found guilty of treason—”

“What?” breathed Charlotte. “That’s not possible.” William pulled her close with a hand on her waist, silencing her with a shake of the head as Montaigne continued. 

“In light of his actions against the crown, it is declared by joint proclamation of Cardinal Lorraine the Pure and Prince Artus of House Tristain that the ten-year exile of the Order of Guardians be extended indefinitely.”

William went still and Charlotte waited for Montaigne to elaborate or correct himself, because surely she’d heard wrong. 

“The hearts of sleeping Guardians—” continued Montaigne, his eyes flicking toward Worth’s scarecrow, “will be surrendered immediately as proof of loyalty. The crown will keep them until such a time as it may again have need of them.”

Montaigne folded the paper as Charlotte fought to take a single, slow breath. Then another. Tears pricked her eyes, belying her boiling blood. They couldn’t. They simply couldn’t. She gripped the fabric of her settling robes in sweating hands, and the ceremonial garb seemed to mock instead of comfort. Her brother tried to bring her closer, but Charlotte pushed away. 

“The Order has protected the kings and queens of Niveaux for hundreds of years,” she said, throat aching and constricted. She would not cry here.

“They were created to fight an evil that is all but extinct,” said Montaigne. “The Cardinal’s Watch protects the prince now, and after his coronation, we will protect him as king.”

“You can’t—”

William stepped between Charlotte and Montaigne. 

“Apologies, Captain. My sister is young and easily riled.”

Charlotte searched the yard for her sword. She was going to kill her own brother. 

“Of course we will obey the edict,” he continued. “I will follow behind you and hand the Parson’s heart to the prince myself.” 

“William!”

“Charlotte, be still!” Spit flew from William’s mouth, and the silence of the yard around them was complete. Never had he chastised her in front of strangers. A small, spiteful part of Charlotte hoped Marta was watching. The woman may have married William, but she and Charlotte had a similar fire—a need to act. She would agree with Charlotte, and she would lay into William for his lack of spine. 

Montaigne nodded, then mounted his horse. The older lieutenant turned to follow, his eyes meeting Charlotte’s as he dropped a finger to caress the sword at his hip. It was a long, slender rapier, the guard a spiral of twining branches and orange blossoms. The blade was one of a kind. And the man who had carried it had been dead for ten years.

“Where did you get that?” Charlotte took a purposeful step toward Lieutenant Grandier. 

William tried to intervene, but she pushed him away. The look in his eyes wasn’t anger as she’d expected, but defeat. She had wondered what had happened to their father’s sword in the aftermath of his death. All this time, could William have known? In that moment, as she watched her brother surrender their legacy, Charlotte’s astonishment hardened into something useful. She turned to Grandier.

“That belongs to us,” she said.

Lieutenant Grandier’s mouth stretched into an innocent smile as he touched the sword protectively. 

“I earned this blade,” he said. “It’s mine by right.” 

Fury flared in Charlotte’s chest. There were only two ways to earn a blade. A general could award it based on performance in battle. Or you could pry it from the hands of a defeated enemy.

“Charlotte, please,” said William, strain tightening his voice. 

Montaigne’s horse danced sideways in response to the mounting tension, but Grandier’s eyes narrowed at Charlotte. Then the ass winked. 

“That was my father’s, you bastard!” Charlotte charged Grandier, fist hauled back and ready as the lieutenant drew the fated sword to meet her. 

William was faster. 

He wrapped his arms around Charlotte and threw her sideways as Grandier lunged, sending their father’s sword through William’s ribs. 

Charlotte hit the ground hard, the wound in her shoulder on fire. Her brother’s eyes widened as the bloody blade emerged from his chest, and the sun of Charlotte’s entire world went dark.

“Grandier!” Captain Montaigne moved as if to dismount, but his horse kicked, scattering soldiers and nearly throwing him. Grandier looked at William as he staggered, still skewered with his own father’s blade.

“Now that’s a shame,” he said. And Charlotte knew Marta was watching, because the young woman’s scream ripped through the evening like a serrated blade. 

Montaigne’s horse reared and spun as the captain tried to regain control. Charlotte took two steps and planted the heel of her boot into Grandier’s chest. He flew backward, sword tearing from William’s corpse with a spray of red, and Charlotte was on the lieutenant as her brother’s body hit the ground. She landed three solid punches before Grandier threw her off. He rolled to his feet and leveled the sword at her, dirt clogging the blade along with William’s blood. 

“Grandier!” barked Montaigne, mount finally under control. “On your horse, now.”

William’s eyes stared blankly at the sky, and they were simply going to leave? She’d be bound in hell’s roots before she’d let them. Charlotte backpedaled, drew William’s sword from his scabbard, and ran at Grandier with a feral scream. The scarred man spun to meet her with a wicked grin, but strong hands hauled Charlotte away by her robes. Jerked roughly around, she found herself fighting to see Montaigne through her tears.

“Are you quite finished?” Montaigne’s voice was firm and absolutely, sickeningly void of emotion.

“Is that murderer dead?” Charlotte brought her forehead crashing toward Montaigne’s nose, but he raised a golden bracer to take the blow. Pain splintered across Charlotte’s hairline as he shoved her away. Blood flowed freely into her eyes. 

Charlotte tried to clear her head as the captain turned back toward his horse. Those eyes, which had so recently seemed haunted, were colder than the north.

Alarm chimed somewhere inside Charlotte where instinct reigned. She was supposed to fear Montaigne—to recognize that this man was more dangerous than a pack of starving wolves. But Charlotte Sand was rage itself, and she feared nothing.

Charlotte knew where this path led. A flicker of an image. Blood and darkness. The body of a boy. The lingering grief of the wraiths awaited if she died fueling this anger. 

She didn’t care.

Charlotte raised William’s blade and rushed Montaigne. He met her with a calm that made Charlotte want to kill him more—this boy who hadn’t flinched as he watched her brother murdered. The captain deflected Charlotte’s first swing with his bracers and tossed it aside. She went at him, relentless, each attack guarded and flung away. Montaigne was neither wielding a blade nor moving his feet, and when emotion finally flickered in his eyes, Charlotte screamed in frustration. He was annoyed. 

Montaigne swiped at Charlotte with his right fist. She blocked but recognized the feint too late as the captain wrapped his left hand around her wrist and twisted until Charlotte’s grip faltered and William’s rapier fell to the ground. Charlotte dove for the sword, but Montaigne yanked her back and wrapped both of his arms around her like a vice, securing her back against his chest. She struggled, injured shoulder burning as she kicked out, making contact with any part of him she could reach. Still, he held. Kick after kick, their legs tangling in her robes. And though she couldn’t see him, Charlotte heard Grandier laugh. 

Charlotte drew a deep breath and screamed her frustration. 

Montaigne squeezed until Charlotte felt her ribs strain beneath the pressure, then lowered his face until his cheek was alongside her own. Blood and pain from her forehead clouded her vision and Charlotte blinked, trying to clear both.

“Stop,” hissed Montaigne. “You’re only going to hurt yourself.”

“Let me go.” Charlotte ground out the words through clenched teeth. “Draw a blade and fight me.”

But Montaigne adjusted his grip until Charlotte could barely breathe, let alone fight. She cried out again, but it fell to a whimper as her energy fled. This close to Montaigne, the strange sensation she felt between them shifted into something recognizable. A sadness unlike anything Charlotte had ever felt washed over her, buckling her knees and turning her cry into a sob.

“We’ll stay like this until you calm down.” Montaigne’s words were steady as steel as he kept her upright. Charlotte squeezed her eyes closed, wincing at the renewed pain in her head.

Her brother was dead. 

Charlotte’s brother was dead, and this man had let it happen. Now he was toying with her, his infamous knives safely sheathed as if she wasn’t worth the effort. 

Montaigne’s grip loosened a hair, and Charlotte spun in his arms and aimed a knee between his legs. The captain blocked, but the movement sent the two of them stumbling into the cross on which Worth’s scarecrow hung. Lavender filled Charlotte’s nose, but if the flower was supposed to fend off darkness, it had no effect on Charlotte. She wanted Montaigne hurting. And she wanted Grandier dead.

Regaining his balance, Montaigne pressed Charlotte against the scarecrow and dipped his head to find her eyes—his own as dark as the twelve hells he believed in. Montaigne took a deep breath through twitching nostrils—the only sign he wasn’t completely at ease. 

“Treason won’t bring him back,” he said so only Charlotte could hear. A heaviness flickered in his eyes so quickly that Charlotte was certain she’d imagined it. “And it won’t make you feel better.”

A laugh escaped Charlotte, but Montaigne’s grip tightened, cutting it off. 

“Won’t know till I try,” she croaked. 

“No one defies the Silent Gods.” Montaigne’s voice carried an infuriating tinge of sympathy. Charlotte closed her eyes and willed her lip to stop trembling. “No one bests the cardinal. Open your eyes.”

She didn’t want to open her eyes. Charlotte could feel him. The sadness, the frustration. Whatever this was between them was confusing enough. She didn’t want to see false sympathy in his expression. As if he knew her pain. As if he cared. 

“Sand,” said Montaigne, “I need you to look at me.”

Charlotte opened her eyes, and her breath caught. Captain Montaigne’s lower lashes were lined with tears. 

“Good,” he whispered. Then he raised his voice for all to hear. “Lady Charlotte Sand, you have raised your blade against the Cardinal’s Watch. As you were under duress, I will not arrest you, but you are expected to fulfill your brother’s promise. You will deliver your Guardian’s heart by the end of the week, or arrest will be the least of your worries.”

“Under duress?” Charlotte’s voice cracked. She wanted to laugh. To scream. 

“Bring the Parson’s heart,” said Montaigne, quiet once again. “Return home. Marry a pretty farmer. Live to be old and be thankful I have chosen mercy. I rarely do.”

Grief and hatred closed an unforgiving fist around Charlotte’s heart. She sucked at every bit of moisture in her mouth and spat in the captain’s face. Montaigne’s eyes closed in something unfairly like regret before he released Charlotte, showed her his back, and returned to his horse. Grandier watched them both, head cocked at a curious angle, mouth twitching toward a smile. 

Charlotte collapsed against the lavender scarecrow, breath coming in gasps, blood and tears mingling on her face, and she knew one thing for certain: she did not want Luc de Montaigne’s mercy. 

She took three strides toward the captain, reaching for one of the knives at his belt, but Grandier was faster. The man grinned through his scars, fist rearing back, and though Montaigne reached to halt him, Grandier made contact with Charlotte’s face and all was dark.
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Rage had never been a problem for Captain Luc de Montaigne. But as he swayed with the gait of his stupid, borrowed horse at the back of the regiment—as he watched Lieutenant Grandier laughing and swearing in the light of torches—Luc felt a heat within him spike. He smiled grimly as he imagined throwing a knife through the back of the lieutenant’s skull. 

It would be an easy shot. Even at this distance. In the dark. 

Instead, Luc released the barb on his left bracer, pressed until it pricked the inside of his wrist, and prayed that his famed self-control would not fail him. 

But it was not his gods who answered. His mother’s whisper, long dead and more haunting than any wraith could be, wove through his mind.

Run from the monsters, run from the dark. 

Run from the rage that would swallow your spark. 

Run from the monsters, run from the one 

who would swallow your heart as he swallowed the sun.

The lines of her face—even the color of her eyes—had been lost to a childhood spent in hardship. But her voice was in his blood. As he pressed his horse into a canter, Luc wished he found it a comfort.

Threatening clouds rolled toward them in the night sky—the storm Charlotte Sand had known was coming. Southeastern Niveaux bore a punishing humidity. Luc’s travel coat was no comfort over his uniform, covering all but a sliver of the blades at his belt. If he peeled his coat off, he might be able to breathe, but today he deserved the punishment. 

It was beautiful this far from Tuteurs, Luc had to admit. The capital was glorious, but its beauty was in strength and age, not freshness of air. Though he could appreciate this region objectively, the southeast had always made Luc nervous. Too much open space. Too much sky. He preferred the tall trees of a northern forest or the towering shadows of the mountains. Something on the horizon to remind a person how small they were in light of the rest of the world. A northern wind wouldn’t be amiss at the moment, either. 

The captain swallowed his irritation. How had the setting sun managed to kill what little breeze there had been, making the heat somehow more oppressive? He hadn’t planned to travel so late into the night, but staying close to Sand Manor would have been a mistake. He wouldn’t put it past the Sand girl to attack them along the road. 

Twelve hells, he’d almost let her kill Grandier. From what little he’d seen of her with that rapier, she could have done it. It had been too heavy for her, and her defense was almost nonexistent. Still, Grandier wouldn’t have stood a chance. But then Luc would have had to hang her. As it was, she’d openly attacked the lieutenant, before he’d put a blade through her brother. And Luc was going to have to account for not arresting her then and there. 

Grandier had taunted her, certainly. The girl, likely raw from the news of the disbanding of the Order, reacted without thinking. Luc’s soldiers did not have that luxury, and Grandier would suffer the consequences of his deplorable behavior. For the love of the Gods, he’d knocked the girl out cold. The image of Sand crumpling to the grass beside her brother’s body would haunt Luc for a long while. 

He ran a hand roughly over his face. When he’d met Sand in the road, surprise had swept the breath from his lungs. She’d not recognized him, which was understandable. Especially given that the priests of the Silent Gods had changed his name when they took him in. Luc had spent only a year in the town of Braedon before his mother died, and though Charlotte Sand had been his only friend, the rest of the children had orbited her like the sun. He’d been one of many. And even then, he’d been too much shadow for her light. 

Regret pooled in Luc’s chest, and he shook his head. This whole situation was more than infuriating. Sand may not have recognized him, but he’d felt it—the pull of her calm assurance, in such opposition to his turmoil. And though it may be inappropriate in light of his vows, all Luc wanted was to be close to her. 

It was all he had ever wanted. Even at seven years old. 

He shook his head and pushed his horse into a gallop. None of this mattered anymore. He had chosen a different path. Rather, Jonas Sand and his Guardian had chosen it, and Luc had done his best with where he’d landed. 

Luc sighed and focused on the more immediate problem. Grandier.

Since coming under Luc’s command two years ago, the older lieutenant had twisted himself beyond recognition. Assumed next in line for the captaincy, he’d not taken kindly to being surpassed by a teenager, and the cardinal had solved the problem the same way you end feral dogs scrapping over a bone. Stand back and let them fight it out. 

Anyone unhappy with Luc’s elevation had been encouraged to challenge him. So, at seventeen summers, he had stood in the palace’s training arena and bested twenty-one soldiers, men and women, within an hour and seven minutes. The rest had offered him their loyalty without question. He’d since proven that the cardinal’s trust in him had not been misplaced. At nineteen summers, not only was Luc de Montaigne unbeaten in combat, he was a master of strategics. Which was why the cardinal should have used him to plan and implement the edicts against the Order of Guardians instead of making him a glorified nursery maid for a lieutenant who couldn’t remember his place.

A cry from ahead signaled the end of a long day. Nestled alongside the road, the inn where they would spend the night sent smoke into the treetops like wraiths. Luc shuddered and urged his horse toward the stable. The ride had been long, but at least he could meet up with the company he’d sent farther west, to another family of the Order. Another sleeping Guardian. And he could finally return this blasted horse. 

Before Luc could dismount, a messenger approached, the seal of the cardinal shining red on the paper in his hand. Luc dismissed the man to a hot meal as the stable boy took his reins.

“Thank you for letting me borrow her,” said Luc, swinging down from the saddle. He raised an eyebrow sardonically. “You might tell whoever washes your saddle blankets to check the rest for chestnuts.”

The boy turned white before dragging the mare toward the stables. Luc sighed and tore open the missive. The cardinal’s writing was lovely and trained, but he could read impatience in the severe slant of the letters. Two Guardians’ hearts had already arrived in the capital city of Tuteurs, but at least one was in the wind, the family responsible for keeping it nowhere to be found. Luc had warned the cardinal that this would happen. She’d agreed there might be pushback when they attempted to gather the Guardians’ hearts, but Luc had known better. You couldn’t dismantle a centuries-old brotherhood and not expect something much greater than pushback. 

Especially from worshippers of the Old God who fought like drunkards and bred like rabbits. 

Luc flipped the page over, but the back was blank. The cardinal had not responded to his request to reassign Grandier. Sending the man to a border detail at some remote fort was an easy answer. The lieutenant was sullying the Silent Gods with undeserved violence, and it needed to stop. And that was before the dead boy from Sparrow’s Glen. Luc crushed the paper into his pocket and stomped dust and disappointment from his boots before stalking toward the inn. 

The carved face of the Old God seemed to watch from the lintel as Luc passed beneath it. When he opened the door, the captain was hit with the suffocating warmth of a roaring fire in the hearth. His leathers had to come off. Soon. The room was full of soldiers drinking, brown jackets mingling with the red of the elite group he had sent west. Hopefully their errand had gone more smoothly than his own. 

The murmur in the room was relaxed, if a bit somber. Except for Grandier, who already had a woman on his lap, his hand wriggling its way into her corset. The man needed to be punished for what he’d done at Sand Manor. It would happen here, before the cardinal could step in to make an excuse for her pet. Lorraine the Pure had always had Luc’s loyalty. Then again, she’d always been right. Whatever this new fervor against the Order of Guardians was, it was not what he’d signed up for. He swallowed the spike of traitorous anger and handed his coat to a large woman with a cheerful face who directed her question to the golden lily and sword embroidered on his chest. 

“Will you need a bath, Captain?”

“A washbasin will be fine, thank you. No need to heat it.” 

She bustled back to the kitchen as Luc fought the twisting in his gut. How in the name of the gods could he be sick at the thought of what had to be done? It was his job. Luc’s best lieutenant caught his eye, her half-shorn red head a welcome sight. 

“Sharp,” said Luc. “All well?”

The lieutenant grimaced.

“We made good time, but when we reached the estate it was empty.”

“They fled with the Guardian?” Luc almost cursed. The edicts had been sent out simultaneously so the members of the Order couldn’t warn one another. How were these people getting ahead of his soldiers? 

“If they fled it wasn’t recently,” said Sharp. She tipped her half-full tankard as if to check its contents, then let it fall back to the table, beer sloshing over the rim. “The estate looked to have been abandoned for a while. Perhaps a year.”

The muscles in Luc’s jaw twitched. Pol Baudin, the Guardian known as the Avalanche, was formidable. One of the strongest Guardians had left their estate and gone into hiding and Luc’s people had been completely unaware. Along with the one from the cardinal’s note, this made two missing Guardians. Luc was going to have to tackle that problem as soon as he returned to the capital. 

“Sir?” Sharp glanced toward Grandier, as if she would slit the man’s throat if Luc would only ask. He shook his head once. He was grateful for her loyalty, but felt a pang of guilt; Luc often wished someone else would take care of this problem. Preferably with a knife to the spleen in a dark alley. 

As he watched Grandier across the crowded room, Luc pushed regret to the corner of his mind reserved for pasts he could not change and emotions he did not have the luxury to examine. He’d learned long ago that the best way to control any situation was to control himself. It put people off-balance, and uncertain people made mistakes. They also assumed his stoicism came from confidence in his ability to put them down if necessary. 

It was rarely necessary.

He’d employed this tactic with Charlotte Sand, and he would do it now with Grandier because, twelve hells, he was good at it.

Dregs of a legacy he couldn’t quite outrun, perhaps.

Luc stalked through the common room, stopping a few feet from where Grandier fondled the less than enthusiastic woman. 

“Excuse me, miss,” said Luc, voice light and kind. A replica of the one he’d used with Lady Sand along the road. Had that only been this morning? “I need a word with my lieutenant.”

The girl ducked a frenzied curtsy and fled to the kitchen. Grandier spat on the floor between his captain’s feet, and Luc grabbed the older man by the front of his brown jacket and hauled him out of his chair. Luc’s words seeped through bared teeth, plenty loud enough for every soldier in the room to hear.

“Five lashes, Lieutenant, for insubordination.” 

A smirk snagged the scars on one side of Grandier’s face, and Luc lifted the much shorter man until his eyes widened in panic, toes searching desperately for the ground. 

“And seven lashes for dealing death as if you were the Father himself,” said Luc. “That makes your total twelve.” 

“She attacked me,” choked Grandier. “The brother got in the way. You saw it yourself. The Sand girl was feral.”

“And you felt the need to match a small girl’s tantrum with your blade and fists,” said Luc, heat raising his voice. He took a breath in order to keep from throwing Grandier bodily across the room. The lieutenant sneered.

“I only did what you should have.” 

Murmurs filled the room behind Luc, but instead of emptying the man’s mouth of his teeth, he brought an easy smile to his lips.

“Five lashes for insubordination,” said Luc. “Seven for attacking the Sands. Five more for being a coward. Three shy of twenty.”

Grandier began to laugh, but Luc twisted the leather in his fist, choking off the lieutenant’s air supply. 

“Please,” said Luc, voice somehow as polite as if he were in a ballroom instead of a tavern. “Mock your way into the punishment I really want to give you.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” said Grandier. But the fear in the man’s face told another story. The cardinal might have her reasons for keeping Grandier alive, but she never stipulated he remain whole. And she wasn’t here.

“Try me.” Luc hauled Grandier toward the door and out into the yard as the common room emptied behind them, brown and red jackets mingling to watch. A cadet hurried to the stables for the whip Luc kept on his saddle. The captain allowed Grandier to remove his own jacket and undershirt before securing him to a lamppost. As Luc took up the whip, Lieutenant Sharp stepped to his side. 

“Only seventeen?” she said, careful not to let anyone else hear her question the captain. “I heard what he did.” 

“Yes, Lieutenant,” said Luc stoically. “More than seventeen and he would be unconscious in a wagon all the way back to Tuteurs. I’d rather he ride.”

Luc flung the whip forward through the torchlit night, and the lash kissed Grandier’s bare back with a crack. To the man’s credit, it took four lashes before he began to scream. 

When it was finished, Luc cleaned the whip himself and ordered his soldiers back inside. Then he untied a bloody Grandier and let him fall to the dirt. The man hauled himself into a sitting position, somehow still smiling. 

“The cardinal will make you pay,” he spat. “For this. For not taking that damned scarecrow’s heart while you could.” 

Luc scoffed. 

“Lady Sand lost enough this afternoon thanks to you,” he said. Taking the Parson’s heart would have simplified things, but for worshippers of the Old God, the Guardian’s heart was more than a piece of bone. For Charlotte Sand, the Parson was family. After all that had befallen the poor girl, Luc owed her this goodbye. 

He didn’t want to think about what he still owed her father.

“As far as your punishment is concerned,” said Luc, “it is my duty.” 

Grandier’s fingers flexed toward the dagger in his boot, but Luc engaged the mechanism beneath his left bracer and pointed a miniature crossbow between the lieutenant’s bloodshot eyes. It was a game they’d played when Luc first joined the Watch—a test between recruit and mentor of whose reflexes were faster. Lately it felt less like a game and more like a series of threatening promises. 

Luc deployed the particular curl of lip he knew would both deflate and infuriate the older man. His voice was a fortress wall.

“Murder a man in front of me again, Lieutenant, and the accident I devise for you will make you wish you’d been drawn and quartered while burning alive.” 

Luc shoved away from Grandier and headed toward the inn. He ignored the eyes of his soldiers and quietly asked his medic to clean and bind Grandier’s back, then he climbed the stairs to his room.

Fire in the hearth cast a glow over sparse but cozy furnishings—a bed and dressing table. A couple of chairs. Thunder rumbled as a deluge dropped from the sky, and Luc opened the windows to allow the cool, heavy air to purify his thoughts. The chair near the fire was tempting, but first, as always, he saw to his blades. 

With a deep, steadying breath, Luc set to work removing and oiling his knives. His baldric, along with its large hunting knife. His belt, with the specialized blades everyone knew him for—shaped so that, when he held them in his palms, the blades protruded from between his knuckles like claws. There were two needlelike stilettos in each boot. The bracers on his arms with their hidden knives for throwing. He should practice, but the rain didn’t look inclined to stop and Luc doubted the innkeeper would appreciate holes in her wall. 

The miniature crossbow he would keep on, the bolt itself yet another knife. Luc could launch it across a room or pop it into his waiting hand to use at close range. Finally, he loosened the line of hidden hooks down the side of his crimson leather and peeled it off. Luc draped it over the end of the bed before standing over the washbasin on the dressing table and stripping his white undershirt from his sweat-slicked torso. The cool water on his face and chest was a balm after the stifling heat of the day. 

Droplets fell from Luc’s chin, and he scrubbed at his hands until they were red and raw. Only then, alone in some country inn, miles from anything, did Luc de Montaigne allow his hands to shake. 

The death of William Sand had been senseless and stupid. Things in the capital were strained enough since Captain Petras had been caught fleeing the city instead of turning over his Guardian’s heart. Once word of Sand’s death reached them, the families of the Order would be even more inclined to resist. If they had the numbers, Luc would worry about rebellion. Luckily the cardinal had been swelling the ranks of the Watch. Rather, she’d put Luc in charge and he’d done it. 

Luc sank into the chair and stared into the fire. He was bone-tired from a week on the road, but when he rubbed his hands over his face, every nerve in his body stood on end. He still smelled of oranges—of that reckless, brave girl. 

Something in his gut kicked up at the memory of Charlotte Sand nearly trampling him in the road. When their eyes had met, he’d left his own bare. At the time he’d thought it was the surprise of seeing her after so long. The more likely truth was that the girl’s entire soul had leaped out at him through her easy smile. Unlike the rest of the world, Charlotte Sand had made no effort to hide from him. And Luc had returned the favor.

He’d seen another side of her as she’d challenged Grandier. Despite her lewd manner of speaking, the proud lift of her chin had told Luc more than a year’s acquaintance would have. As had the tears Luc knew had very little to do with fragility.

He could still feel their phantom trails running hot down the inside of his sleeve. 

Luc buried his face in his hands, inhaling the smell of citrus and letting it fray his conscience. Seeing people clearly was a part of who he was. It was survival. Always had been. So why did seeing Charlotte Sand clearly so unnerve him?

Luc pulled a thin cord from around his neck and stared at the small, wooden figures of the Silent Gods. The Mother, for purity and prosperity, and the Father for protection. His gods had saved him from the monsters who would wield the dark, and Luc was grateful. Though he had deserved death when the cardinal had found him, standing in an alley, covered in someone else’s blood, he’d been elevated—chosen to come alongside as she steered the country of Niveaux until the prince came of age.

The Order had once fought the dark, and as a child Luc had been drawn to them because of it. But things had changed. The country of Niveaux needed a strength that the Old God—and the Order—had run out of. 

William Sand’s death flashed through his mind yet again.

Luc would do anything—had done everything—in the name of the Silent Gods. He only wished they would speak for once and tell him why the work no longer felt holy. Luc pressed his forehead into his fists and whispered into the night. 

“Answer me.” 

Luc was their blade. But, like the smell of oranges from the Sand girl’s skin, the blood on his hands lingered no matter how hard he tried to wash it away.
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For the second time today Charlotte and her grandmother stood in ceremonial robes on opposite sides of a corpse. Every piece of furniture in the sitting room of Sand Manor had been removed, the long table brought from the kitchen and set in the center beneath the dark chandelier. William’s body lay still, waxy in wavering light from the huge fireplace. Beeswax candles, lit to keep visitors from tripping over one another, loosed their honeyed scent to the rafters.

Marta had spent more than an hour readying William for his watching. She’d washed and dressed him, then spent a few minutes alone before opening the doors to Charlotte and her grandmother and retreating upstairs. Charlotte’s breath hitched as the sound of Marta’s wail reverberated through the ceiling. 

She bit her wavering lip, head throbbing from where Grandier’s fist had made contact. There was swelling along her cheek, and Charlotte had been out for several minutes. The bruising would set in by morning, and she would certainly have a black eye. Bitterness curdled Charlotte’s stomach and made her mouth run dry.

The cardinal had trained Montaigne well. Even in the face of Charlotte’s fury, his control had never wavered. The same couldn’t be said for Grandier, and Charlotte had no problem imagining the man accosting a young woman or killing a boy behind a tavern.

Charlotte clenched a fist and damned herself a hundred times for not being strong enough to finish what she’d started. 

“Let them in,” said her grandmother, pulling Charlotte back to the present. A servant opened the manor to the public. 

News of William’s murder had spread like blood spilled. Villagers came and went, paying respects to the lord who had led them well for ten years. Some stepped courteously to the edge of the room, heads bowed in condolence. Others stayed only long enough for their eyes to widen in shock as they confirmed the rumor of William’s death. These left immediately, likely to spread the news further. 

Among the second group were a handful of followers of the Silent Gods. They looked between Charlotte and her brother’s body in a way that suggested they were calculating. Would the hold of the Old God on this region slip if the Sands were knocked down a peg? Would Charlotte stay and attempt to take her brother’s place? Or would she retire somewhere quiet, care for her grandmother, and leave ruling to those better suited? 

Charlotte squeezed her eyes shut in an effort to ignore them all. They were petty and small-minded, and today was not for them. Let them assume whatever they wished. She watched her brother’s body, clinging to the dried lavender in the pocket of her settling robes and praying she would not have to use it. Charlotte braced herself against the table as the weight of her shame threatened to buckle her. Grandier had wielded the blade and ended William’s life as Montaigne stood by. But her brother’s death was no one’s fault but her own. 

Someone would have to tell their cousin what had happened. She should write Micah immediately, but the thought of him knowing—of having to answer his questions—made bile rise. His voice had not left her alone for hours.

Don’t let the memory of your father make you stupid.

He’d known what was coming. Had he told William? Would her brother have made everything clear had she been patient? 

A gentle hand on her arm made Charlotte jump.

“You are being spoken to,” said Grandmother quietly. 

Charlotte wiped her cheeks and turned an apologetic look on the village woman who took her hands. 

“I pray your brother rests in truth,” said the woman. “He deserves it.” 

“Your heart is kind, and your prayers welcome,” said Charlotte. 

The room was suddenly stifling as she watched the woman leave, and the people around Charlotte blurred together. There were more villagers in the room than she’d expected from the silence. Fear and shock were thick on each face, and Charlotte felt shame again as she remembered her promise to the wraith-boy’s family. Had that only been this afternoon? She had told them the Order would wake and restore balance, but she could see the question in each face as they watched her brother from the shadows. 

If Lord William Sand had not been safe from the cardinal in his own home, how could they ever be? 

His voice found her. Not as a wraith’s would, but as Micah’s had. As her father’s often did. Her own conscience speaking. Damning. 

Charlotte, be still!

She hadn’t. And now William was gone. 

Charlotte watched his eerily still chest as the night deepened and the room emptied. There was no sign that her brother’s spirit had remained tethered to his bones. She would not have to contend with a wraith or relive his death from his point of view and for that, Charlotte was thankful. Until now she hadn’t realized that a very small part of her had hoped he would return. Not as a wraith of shadow, but one of light—a Guardian. He’d taken that sword for her, after all. 

But though it would have given Charlotte more time with him—time to apologize, to do better—no wraith of light had appeared since the thirteen woke at the start of the Wraith Wars. Still, Charlotte had hoped. She brushed her fingers along William’s cold cheek and her breathing fluttered erratically, loss a chasm before her. There was no bottom. No other side.

It was well after midnight, and Montaigne’s command to turn over their Guardian’s heart echoed through her thoughts. William would not be this day’s only casualty. 

“Come to bed,” said her grandmother, pulling gently at Charlotte’s waist. “He’s found rest in heaven’s branches, and the night grows cold.” 

Charlotte couldn’t feel the chill. The fire burned low as coals flickered with the breeze from the flue.

“I will be up soon,” said Charlotte. I have to finish turning our legacy to ash. 

Charlotte turned her back on William and left the house. One of the stable hands stood on the front steps, leaning against the wall in the shadows. 

“Lady Sand,” he said, voice low as he nodded in greeting. “The two soldiers the Cardinal’s Watch left behind surveilled the house for a while, but they’ve gone with the last of the mourners. My brother says they’re at the tavern, already drunk.”

“Thank you,” said Charlotte. “You don’t have to stay here all night. We’ll be fine.” 

The man dipped his head and left to find his bed as Charlotte circled to the side yard. A faint glow from the manor window was the only light, and the sleeping scarecrow warrior looked more forlorn than usual in the murk. She hadn’t had time to mend the small slice in the Parson’s lip from her earlier sparring with William, but she supposed it didn’t matter now. Charlotte stood near him and felt the girl she’d always been surface and begin to break.

The cardinal had no idea what she was asking the Order to do.

Worth wasn’t a simple bodyguard. He’d been part of this family for generations. A dear friend. Sure, Worth forced Charlotte into extra lessons. More languages. Different strategies and weapons. But he’d also snuck her cake when one misadventure or another sent her to bed early.

“If only you’d been here,” she whispered. 

Charlotte leaned her head against Worth’s chest. While awake, the Guardian had often offered his shoulder. Not to catch her tears, but to impart strength, his lavender seeping around her like an embrace. Over the centuries, many Guardians had learned to stuff themselves with herbs other than what they’d woken with. Some plants added speed or strength. Others the ability to confuse or entrance. Worth had retained his lavender. 

“I’ve always loved that about you,” Charlotte said, pulling at a loose thread in the Guardian’s shirt. 

Others chose heightened skills in battle, but Worth exuded a calm strength. He’d always been a Guardian of peace. The thought of giving him up wrenched Charlotte’s heart in half. Could she run? Take him into hiding? Surely there were others who would dare exactly that. Perhaps she could find them. 

Then what? This estate was linked to the crown. If she left, would their home disappear as well? Charlotte couldn’t leave her grandmother and Marta to uncertainty. Neither could she ask her grandmother to live a life on the run. Grandier’s sword—her father’s sword—had spoken a hard truth. The cardinal would not let them rebel. 

“We need you.” Charlotte looked up at Worth’s burlap face. The tear near his lip gave him a roguish air. “There is darkness here, and more is coming. It may not be what you were meant to fight, but we can’t do this alone.”

Charlotte knew what she was asking was dangerous. Ten years ago, the Guardians had failed and the king and queen had died. Now she was asking him to wake against a royal decree, something that would knowingly pit Worth against the crown he had always served. The breeze rose gooseflesh on Charlotte’s arms and she stepped back, watching. Waiting. Her next words were a force in the dark. 

“If you are truly done—then wake only for a moment.” Her voice wavered, then hardened. “Look me in the eye and admit you’re giving up.”

The scarecrow hung, burlap ends snapping in the wind of the coming storm, but lifeless all the same. Charlotte’s heart faltered, the lavender failing to soothe as something other than peace took root in the void William had left. Something dark and brittle, cold as a sword of ice. 

Fine. If this was how it was going to be, Charlotte would take Worth’s heart to the capital, heat it to a molten brand, and shove it down Luc de Montaigne’s throat. 

Grandier she would not let die so quickly. 

Charlotte leaned her forehead against Worth one last time. She reached up to cup his cheek, and rain began to fall. Heavy drops cooled the back of her hand, but beneath her palm the Guardian’s face twitched. Charlotte gasped as burlap warmed beneath her fingers. 

Worth’s woven shirt fluttered in the breeze, and lavender pulsed. Then, before Charlotte’s eyes, the chest of the Guardian rose. 

And fell. 

Rose. 

And fell. 

Rain came in torrents as the sky opened above her, but a heartbeat throbbed beneath Charlotte’s palm, stumbling from weak pulse toward steady rhythm. Then Worth’s power finally and truly woke. Lavender crashed over Charlotte, pushing her back. She inhaled greedily, heart racing to match the pulse of the waking Guardian. Arms and legs thickened as Worth took his weight from the hawthorn cross onto his own bare feet. Burlap smoothed to skin, and the Guardian wavered slightly before grasping the post behind him for balance and standing to his full height. 

Charlotte threw up a prayer of thanks as her eyes filled with tears of furious joy. William had been waiting for ten years—

But William wasn’t there. 

Charlotte sobbed, heart broken anew. She stepped toward the Guardian and began to shake. Had the Parson woken earlier, everything could have been different. 

“How dare you?” Charlotte swung wildly, unshed tears clouding her vision. The wind and rain snatched her words away as Worth caught her fist and the smell of lavender surged. Strength. Peace. 

She lashed out again, but Worth turned her momentum against her and wrapped her in his arms. Unlike Montaigne’s grip that had made her want to fight, Worth’s embrace was the immediate warmth of an old friend. When he dropped to the ground, they both went down, knees in the mud. For the first time since she was eight, Charlotte looked into the human face of the Parson and her rage caught in her throat. 

Worth had woken as she last remembered him—a middle-aged warrior with gray beginning to show at his temples. His stubble was dark, eyes the same startling gray-purple as a lavender blossom—but those eyes held none of the laughter she remembered. They shone with a grief deeper than any Charlotte had ever seen. Not just for William. Not for the ruin of the family, or the brokenness of the girl before him. It was the compounded pain of a quarter millennium of living and loss. 

“Hello, Charlotte.” 

His voice was a deep river over stones—the smooth surface belying the strength of the current. Charlotte closed her eyes and released a shaky sigh. 

“You’re too late,” she said. They sat in the muddy grass, evidence of the cardinal’s horses already washed away by the storm. Suddenly the idea that Worth should wake in the face of the cardinal’s edict felt like the stupidest idea she’d ever had. He was here, but without a partner he’d be vulnerable. She was in no position to take that mantle, not that he would want her to.

She didn’t deserve it. 

“I can take you to the capital,” she said quietly. “My cousin might know if there are Guardians in hiding. We could find them. Keep you hidden until you choose a partner.”

Worth ducked his head so that Charlotte had no choice but to meet his eyes, his hands on her arm warm beneath the frigid rain. 

“I’ve never woken for anyone who wasn’t my new partner,” he said. “Weren’t you just lecturing me about giving up?” 

Rain matted Worth’s dark hair into thick cords, and one sloughed a steady stream down the bridge of his nose. Even so, he watched her without blinking. Charlotte swallowed, certain he couldn’t mean what he’d said. 

“Of course I mean it,” said Worth, and Charlotte flinched.

“Father never said you could read our minds.”

“I can’t.” Worth shook his head. “I sense emotions, the undercurrent of thought, and you’re unguarded.”

“My brother was waiting for you.” Her voice cracked beneath the weight of the accusation. “He was worthy.”

Worth’s violet eyes flashed with regret, but he did not waver.

“Are you worthy?” he asked.

“Absolutely not.”

“Good,” he said, releasing a shaky sigh. “Neither am I.” Worth hauled them both to their feet and raised his hand between them. Charlotte had only seen one bonding. She’d been present when the clover Guardian had woken for a new partner twelve years ago, and the impact of the pair’s clasped hands as the Guardian shared its power had rippled like thunder over those in attendance. Charlotte held her breath.

Worth’s outstretched hand offered everything she’d told herself she could never have. He stood patiently, waiting. Charlotte’s settling robes were heavy with rainwater and mud, matching the weight of responsibility she’d always equated with her duty to the dead. She closed her eyes and saw the light from the flickering fire as it washed over her brother’s lifeless body and the hopeless fear in people’s faces. She saw the boy’s wraith, wavering and sorrowful, and his brothers who might follow his path in their anger and confusion. She heard the sobbing of her brother’s widow, which no doubt had yet to cease.

Would partnering with Worth be abandoning them all? Or could it be the answer? Grandmother said the dead deserved mercy. But in that moment, Charlotte knew William had been right. She had been born for more than settling old bones. 

Charlotte Sand had been born for a fight. 

The cold, sharp thing inside her prodded Charlotte toward the edge of the chasm. Empty though the future seemed, she finally had the power to do something. The dead would keep. 

Vengeance would not. 

Charlotte pressed her palm to the Parson’s, and a shock erupted through her body as he shared his power. It flowed up her arm to her heart and exploded toward her extremities. Her heart rate slowed and every vein in her body widened hungrily, feeding charged blood through spreading capillaries—her muscles tautening with efficiency and purpose. 

Soon the shift settled to a buzz. Charlotte’s skin was a hive, the swarm within barely contained, ready for war. Worth almost smiled as he said the words of the bonding. 

“For the throne we stand waiting.”

Charlotte bared her teeth in a feral smile and finished the phrase. “Ready in the dark to make the monsters run.” 

Grandier. Montaigne. The cardinal herself. 

There was nowhere dark enough for them to hide. 
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Before the sun rose, Charlotte was in the kitchen packing for a three-day journey. She stepped around the dog lounging before the hearth and winced. The ache along her jaw, where Grandier had hit her, had subsided somewhat, but the cut on her forehead from her attempt to headbutt Montaigne was angry and sore. 

Last night, after bonding to Worth, Charlotte had gone to William's study. It only took a moment to find the letter Micah had brought, the blue seal of the Order of Guardians broken but easily recognizable. Inside was a scrawled note from the captain of the Order: 

Defy the cardinal. Protect the prince. 

MAKE THE MONSTERS RUN.

In light of the message, the idea that Captain Petras could have been convicted of treason seemed much more plausible than it previously had. Protecting the prince was something the Order had done for centuries. Instructing them openly to defy the cardinal, however, insinuated that Lorraine the Pure herself was the danger. 

The one thing Charlotte and Worth had agreed on was that they could not protect the prince while hiding at Sand Manor. Nor could they decipher the true meaning of Petras’s message without attempting to see him before any kind of sentence was carried out. So they were on their way to the capital city of Tuteurs. 

Marta hadn’t flinched when Charlotte introduced her to the woken Guardian. Instead, she dipped her head with respect, then moved through the kitchen stuffing a bag with far more food than was necessary. Her usually warm, tawny skin seemed washed out with grief, and the long, dark waves of her hair had been secured in a severe bun. Every movement was sharp. Deliberate. But the slack line of Marta’s mouth was evidence of a deep quenching. 

Charlotte, on the other hand, was on fire. 

They had readied William’s body for burning in the small hours. Charlotte wouldn’t be there to send him on his final journey, but as the last of the pyre had been stacked, a spark settled in her chest. It caught on helplessness and grew in intensity until she knew there was no end but to have her enemies turned to ash at her feet. The edges of her vision went dark, as if it had been too long since she’d eaten and needed to sit. Charlotte felt the press of multiple minds—the nearest wraiths, settled deep within the orchards. They should have been too far to sense, but a coolness kissed her skin, beckoning. 

The back door opened and Worth stomped the mud from his boots, eyes trained on Charlotte. Marta started, then turned abruptly away, and it was as if she and Charlotte shared a soul. For a fraction of a second, she too had expected William. The Guardian had dug his old clothes from the attic space that had always belonged to him—military-issue pants and a loose linen shirt. He’d decided on a black jacket instead of the blue leather of the Order of Guardians, and the sight made Charlotte melancholy. She had packed settling robes but would travel in leathers—durable pants and a black jacket over a lightweight white shirt, along with her favorite boots that came almost to her knees.

“My horse is ready,” said Worth in the predawn gloom. “I’ll saddle yours if you’d like.” 

“I’ll take care of it,” said Charlotte. 

Worth nodded, then rinsed his hands in a bowl as Charlotte’s grandmother entered the kitchen with her own small traveling bag. She knelt near the hearth to scratch the old dog behind her ears before addressing the room.

“I will be away for a while, too,” she said in answer to Charlotte’s raised brow. “I’ve received word of a disturbance in a wraithwood farther north. I will settle the wraiths, if needed, and return.”

“The soldiers who were watching the house are still at the tavern,” said Marta. She opened the store of herbs and tinctures she kept as a healer and began packing yet another bag. “They drank too much to be of use today, but there may be others along the road.”

“We’ll remain hidden when possible,” said Worth. Charlotte had hung another scarecrow in the yard before dawn. Anyone who didn’t know better would never guess Worth had awoken. 

Charlotte turned and took her grandmother’s hands. The idea of the old woman traveling alone filled her with trepidation.

“Be careful?” 

Grandmother scoffed. “You first. I’m glad to see you, Parson,” she said, reaching to pat Worth’s scruffy, tanned cheek. His dark brown hair wasn’t quite long enough to be tied back, and his somber lavender eyes were at odds with the youthful spark it seemed he couldn’t quite help.

Charlotte’s grandmother gave the Guardian a look of sly appraisal. “You look better as an old man,” she declared.

“I am an old man,” said Worth as he wrapped the elderly woman in his arms and kissed her silver head. 

“You know what I mean,” said Charlotte’s grandmother. “I want to see white hair this time around.”

Charlotte’s grandmother had known Worth longer than any of them. She’d seen him partnered with her own mother until the woman was almost as wrinkled as she, but Charlotte’s father had died far too young for the Guardian to truly show his age. Charlotte heard her grandmother’s true charge. Keep my granddaughter safe for a long, long time. It reminded Charlotte of Montaigne’s admonition to stay safe by standing down. The moment turned sour and Charlotte snatched her bags and headed for the stables.

When she led her horse into the yard, Worth gaped. 

“You’re riding Iris.”

Charlotte nodded and led the shaggy, dappled gray mare to where her bags lay waiting. Iris’s coat was patchy in places, but this horse knew Charlotte. More importantly, this horse had known her father. She ran her hand along Iris’s neck and hoisted herself into the saddle as Marta emerged from the house, crossing the yard to hand Charlotte a handful of leather and brass. 

“William’s baldric?” said Charlotte. The long belt had rarely left its place across her brother’s chest. It held knives, when necessary, but more often it had carried his ledger, small and worn, leather darkened by the oils from his hardworking hands. 

Marta stared at Iris’s shoulder. “It will be too big, of course,” she said, handing Charlotte another bundle. From the weight, Charlotte knew it was steel. “Adjust it. You’ll need more than your sword to make this right.”

“Marta, I can’t,” choked Charlotte. William had left very little behind. She could not take any of it as her own. 

“You can.” Marta’s eyes snapped to Charlotte’s in challenge. She swiped at angry tears before disappearing into the house. They’d both loved William, but Charlotte was the one in the position to avenge him. 

Worth coaxed his horse to Charlotte’s side. “Ready?” he said. 

“Not at all.” 

“Neither am I,” said the Guardian. 

They flicked the reins and followed yesterday’s storm toward the capital. 
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Morning broke over the orchards. The sun pierced the canopy, refracting through dewdrops and turning clusters of white blossoms into stars. Beside her on his chestnut mare, the Parson, too, was startling. No longer burlap, his skin was smooth and nothing but his strange lavender eyes would make people think he was anything more than human. Well, that and the fact that his very aura bled otherworldly strength. He turned those lavender eyes on her, returning Charlotte’s scrutiny. 

She sighed and pushed Iris into a canter. If Worth was sizing her up against her father’s memory, he could get in line. That was something Charlotte herself had done every day for the past ten years. 

The Guardian caught up and adjusted his rowan staff where it hung slanted across his back. It was just over four feet long and secured tightly to the leather baldric Worth wore over his jacket. The Guardian knew how to use a blade but had always preferred the weapon he’d first wielded in service to the crown. The Parson’s frame was broad but not monstrous. He was taller than Charlotte but didn’t tower, which was so strange. As a child, Charlotte had thought him a giant. 

Worth raised his brow, his steady bass cutting through the morning calm. “You going to catch me up on the past ten years?”

“You first,” said Charlotte, voice clipped. “What happened the night my father died?” 

Worth straightened in the saddle.

“That’s fair.” He rubbed roughly at his stubbled cheek and stared ahead. “You know the circumstances surrounding that night?”

Charlotte gave a half shrug. “The royal family was on their way to meet with the king and queen of Craigan to discuss trade agreements. They never made it.”

Worth nodded. “It should have been a simple trip,” he said. “There and back within three weeks, traveling through relatively safe forest with a few small towns along the way. Everything was routine until that night.”

Charlotte wanted to ask a hundred questions, but she waited. The Parson’s eyes narrowed, a spear of sunlight turning his irises to amethysts. Worth shook his head as if perhaps he still did not fully understand what had happened ten years ago. When he spoke again, his eyes were distant, as if he were beneath pines instead of cypress, a harvest moon instead of the bright, spring sun.

“Your father was with the royal family as they ate in the king and queen’s tent,” said Worth, his words measured and quick, as if they were standing around a table in a war room and not riding through the countryside. “Raquel St. Claire and her Guardian were assigned to the tent perimeter, but when Artus started screaming, St. Claire was nowhere to be found. Someone had drugged the prince’s meal, and he was seeing things. He was terrified. Violent. Your father and Bella Charis got him away from his parents and back to his own tent, but they needed help. I called for others, but the moment our posts were compromised, bandits attacked.”

Charlotte knew this part. The king and queen, left with little protection as their guard rushed to help their son, were overrun. But how had her father—one of the best in the Order—taken a blade to the throat when most of the fighting had reportedly been outside? Especially with the Guardian Bella Charis beside him?

“The king charged me not to leave the prince,” said Worth. “In the mayhem, I was drawn outside to protect the tent entrance.” 

“Was that a mistake?” asked Charlotte. The Guardian closed his eyes, his face crumpling for the barest moment as if he were in pain. 

“I would do it again,” he said. “Had I not fought the bandits from the entrance, Artus would be dead, too.”

“What happened inside that tent?” said Charlotte, voice low. It was the question she wanted answered more than any in the world, and her heart raced as she waited. 

“I wish I could tell you,” said Worth. His eyes met Charlotte’s and the regret in them struck her like a blow. “No one got past me, so they must have cut their way in from the back. One moment I was fighting, trying to discern where the attackers had come from—” Worth’s voice hitched, and he coughed. “Then I was unraveling.”

Worth pulled his horse to a stop and Charlotte mirrored him. His gaze locked on hers.

“Know this, Charlotte. When a Guardian is not expecting it, the sudden emptiness signifying a bonded partner’s death is worse than watching your own guts spill.” Tears rimmed the Parson’s lashes, turning his purple irises deep blue. 

Charlotte knew Worth was not speaking in hyperbole. When Guardians were critically injured, or if their bonded partner died, they reverted to their scarecrow forms until they could be rebuilt to wake again. Worth had lived for more than two hundred years. How many battles had he seen? How many times had he been forced to feel his partner’s death?

The Guardian cleared his throat and urged his horse forward. 

“The next time I woke,” he continued, voice more steady, “your father was dead and I was in front of the king’s council being sentenced for negligence with the rest of the Order.”

Charlotte watched the jagged mountains appear on the horizon as the horses made short work of the country road. There had always been questions regarding that night. No wonder, since instead of using the only firsthand witnesses they had, the king’s council had sentenced them to ten years of exile. She may not agree with the reasoning, but Charlotte could see why some considered Worth and her father, by extension, traitorous.

“You defied the king’s direct order to stay by Artus’s side.”

Worth’s chin dropped to his chest, fists tightening around his reigns. “I broke my vow to obey the crown in order to protect it.”

Worth’s obvious pain made Charlotte want to close the space between them and wrap him in a fierce hug.

“You broke a vow in order to keep it. How does that work?” 

Lavender pulsed through the air as he threw her a rueful smile. “Apparently, it doesn’t.” 

Again, Charlotte felt the sadness his smile did its best to hide. She still had questions, but the hitch in the Guardian’s voice had her swallowing them. Her own tears hovered below the surface, and she would not open those floodgates. She forced a deep breath and ran a hand along Iris’s neck.

“My turn. What can you sense while asleep?”

Relief radiated from Worth, his herbal power turning from earthy to slightly sweet. “It’s like searching through a heavy fog,” he said. “Things are visible, but unreliable.”

Charlotte rummaged through her mind for pertinent details. 

“The struggle for influence between the Order of Guardians and Cardinal’s Watch ended the night the king and queen died,” she said, voice catching.

Until then, the two branches of Niveaux’s military had often disagreed, sometimes coming to blows, but it was mostly good fun. One group was older, revered, with obvious power gifted by the Old God, and the other only recently elevated to protect the cardinal and police the city. There were, after all, only twenty-six members of the Order of Guardians—thirteen Guardians, including Worth, each one with their human partner. They couldn’t do it all. 

With the rise of the newest cardinal, however, what had once been lighthearted rivalry was stoked to derision. Charlotte recalled her father and Worth discussing rising tensions in muted tones while she hid in the study. 

“After the king and queen died,” continued Charlotte, “the cardinal took control of the council. The prince had only seen ten summers, so she was made regent. With the Order sentenced to sleep, reputation tainted with the rumor of rebellion, our influence dwindled to almost nothing.” 

Worth’s lavender eyes whipped to Charlotte’s as if she’d accused him. And maybe she had. His rebellion, however small. That there were noble reasons behind the choice had not made any difference when it came to powerful players in the capital.

 “Captain Petras was allowed to remain on the council,” she said, “but only if his Guardian followed the edict to sleep. Prince Artus turns twenty-one at the end of the growing season,” said Charlotte. “That should end the cardinal’s regency, but he hasn’t shown much initiative beyond his own pleasure, until now.” 

“What’s changed?” Worth watched her carefully and Charlotte tried not to squirm beneath his gaze. 

“I’m not sure,” she said. “But his signature was on the edict disbanding the Order of Guardians and demanding your hearts.” 

It finally hit Charlotte how devastating that action could be. This wasn’t just the cardinal pushing for more influence. If Lorraine the Pure collected all thirteen hearts, she would lock them away. Without straw bodies, they might never wake again. 

“There’s been an uptick in violence of late as well,” said Charlotte. “Most of it, against worshippers of the Old God, can be connected to members of the Cardinal’s Watch, but no one is being held responsible.” 

They ducked beneath a low-hanging branch. When Charlotte spoke again her voice was quiet.

“Many hoped the Order would wake and set things to rights.”

Worth met her gaze and rubbed at a spot in his chest. “Isn’t that always the case?” he said, struggling for a sad smile as they crested the Eastern Hills.

There was something more beneath Worth’s sadness now—an anger that felt akin to Charlotte’s own. Worth had woken for her, and she’d felt certain about their path when she’d accepted the bond. But this darker version of her old friend felt off. Worth was a living legend, but he was obviously uncertain, and that made Charlotte’s stomach sink. 

They covered miles toward the capital in near silence, the quiet anything but companionable. A tension Charlotte couldn’t name grew between them as Worth sank into himself. It made Charlotte wonder if, perhaps, the Guardian was uncertain about her. 
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That night as they made camp, Charlotte built a fire while Worth saw to the horses. She watched the flames dance, not realizing her thoughts had veered to William until the settling song slipped through her lips in a smooth, undulating hum. She choked on the melody as longing tore through her. Charlotte wanted Grandmother. Someone to hold her. To cry with her, as she had done with Micah when his brother Oliver had died. Instead, she leaned toward the flames, eyes drifting closed.

Something hit Charlotte hard between the shoulders and she sprawled forward in the dirt, landing inches from the fire. She cried out, the cut from her last training session with William stretching painfully. Marta had bandaged it, but no doubt it had reopened. She rolled over to see a satisfied smile split Worth’s face as he spun his staff.

“That,” said Charlotte, “was not fair.”

Worth scoffed as Charlotte stood and rolled her shoulders, certain her back was already a blossom of red and purple. William never would have made her spar after a full day’s ride, but the truth was that, even in her exhaustion, her new connection to Worth had her limbs itching to move. Worth must have sensed her eagerness because gone was the brooding Parson. Perhaps this was as much for him as it was for her.

Charlotte drew her blade. She crossed the clearing in two steps and stabbed at Worth’s stomach, but his deflection sent her stumbling. She rolled, lashing at his ankles, but he blocked and clipped Charlotte’s chin with the end of his staff. Blood coated her tongue, and Charlotte swung blindly toward the Guardian’s head. When he countered, she caught the staff on her forearm with a painful crack and rotated her blade toward his hip. Worth spun and brought his staff down onto her knuckles. 

Charlotte cursed and flipped the rapier into her left hand. She shook out her fingers as the Parson’s laughter rang around them like bells.

“You don’t have to make contact with big targets to cause damage,” he said. “Take the small shot to the hand. The wrist. The back of the knee. Sensitive areas yield results.”

The last time Micah had laughed at her like that Charlotte had sliced through half of his hair, forcing him to cut the rest. Her vision darkened at the edges as the presence of a wraith nearby pressed against her consciousness. Not because she was seeking it, but because it sensed her anger. Charlotte took a step back and tried to breathe. If her father had taught her anything, it had been how to control the Sand temper. Since William’s death, that temper had been straining against Charlotte’s control. The wraiths’ darkness, which had always been a gentle, needy friend, felt as if it was stalking her. 

Charlotte feinted left and, when Worth moved to block, swept her sword over her head and poured every bit of anger and frustration into a crushing blow. The Parson was faster. Before her sword had time to sweep down, his staff hit Charlotte square in the chest. She careered backward, losing her sword and her feet, lungs refusing to draw air. 

Worth was no longer smiling as he kicked Charlotte’s blade toward her. “Stop trying to use your rage as strength.”

“Then stop making me angry!” She rolled to her knees, gasping. 

“I didn’t say you can’t be angry,” said the Guardian, voice level. He reached to help Charlotte, but she batted his hand away. Purple eyes flashed. “Be as angry as you like, but plan instead of reacting. Wreak controlled havoc instead of blind rage.” 

“I am rage!” Charlotte scrambled to standing.

“Then you’re dead,” said Worth. “And so am I. Rage is chaos. It narrows your vision and hands your enemy an easy weapon you’ll never see coming.” 

Charlotte’s breath slowed, the ache in her chest ebbing. “I’m going to feel that hit for days.” 

“You know what will help?” 

“What?”

“Block it next time.”

Charlotte tried to relax her clenched jaw as Worth crossed his arms, studying her. When he spoke again, his voice held no shadow of its previously mocking tone. 

“The men who killed William,” he said. “Who were they?”

Charlotte’s eyes filled with angry tears. 

“It was the Cardinal’s Watch,” she spat. “Lieutenant Grandier and Captain Montaigne.” 

Worth’s head quirked. “Luc de Montaigne?”

“You knew him?” 

Worth grunted in affirmation, and Charlotte realized how much she’d missed that sound. “You seem surprised he was involved,” she said. 

“I’m not surprised that he’s been elevated to such a position,” said Worth with a shrug. “The boy wanted nothing but to serve, and he was a hard worker. Determined.” The Guardian tossed another branch into the fire and shook his head. “I am surprised he’s wearing red. The last time I saw Luc de Montaigne he was nine summers and following your father around like a lost puppy.” 

Charlotte’s brows contracted, and she cocked her head toward her Guardian. “He was one of Father’s projects.”

Worth stared at her flatly. 

“He hated when you called them that,” he said. 

Charlotte turned to the fire, but instead of watching the flames she was searching her past for anyone remotely resembling Luc de Montaigne. Her father was always collecting unfortunate children and doing his best to deposit them in better situations. Surely, she would remember someone as striking as Montaigne. Unless he’d lived in the capital or hadn’t been around for long. Perhaps both. 

Beside her, Worth sighed. 

“We will get justice for William, Charlotte. Just remember that anger must be harnessed, or it tints justice toward ruthlessness and makes us no better than they are. There is a time for that, but it is rare. Mercy has a place far more often.”

Sword hanging loosely by her side, Charlotte stared into the flames, barely resisting the dark urge to laugh. Grandier deserved death, and she didn’t give a whit what form it took. As for Captain Montaigne? He and the cardinal he served were an illness. Marta had taught Charlotte that, if you didn’t do the unpleasant task of digging out an infection, it spread. Painfully. Then it killed.

Beside her, Worth unrolled his bedding. 

“We need to get to Petras before they carry out his sentence,” he said. “If we can manage that, he can tell us what’s happening. What he expects us to do.” 

Charlotte pulled her bedroll from her saddlebag. 

“How are we supposed to do that?” she said. “I assume he’ll be under guard. We don’t want anyone knowing you’re awake.” Or that she’d defied the cardinal’s edict. 

Worth collapsed onto the pallet and draped an arm across his eyes. 

“There are a number of taverns between us and the capital,” he said through a yawn. “We’ll gather information and decide how to best reach Petras.”

Then Petras could explain himself. Defying the cardinal they could do—there was no way the Order would let that woman have the Guardians’ hearts. But how did Petras expect them to protect a prince who had openly proclaimed them worthless? As far as Charlotte was concerned, there wasn’t a simpler way for Artus to tell the Order to go to hell. 
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On the crest above the capital, Luc reined in his horse, glad to finally inhale the cool breeze of spring instead of the oppressive heat of the south. Beneath scattered clouds, Tuteurs stretched eastward from a bend in the River Bouclier, gray walls stained with time. As he watched his soldiers ride toward the city, Luc felt a shift as palpable as the storm Charlotte Sand had warned of. The cathedral of the Silent Gods was so full during services that more old churches were being converted—roots and rot giving way to pristine marble. Fields before him had finally been turned, and instead of heretical herbs used for interacting with wraiths, food grew. Corn. Wheat. Crops to sustain their people more than the Old God ever could. Things were changing.

Luc hoped the cardinal was right and that it truly was for the better. 

He owed his gods his life, so seeing the country turn to them en masse should have had him burning with pride. Somewhere along the road from Sand Manor, however, something deep beneath Luc’s ribs had begun to ache. The captain closed his eyes and pulled crisp air into his lungs again before digging his heels into his mount. He was going to be late.

 The city of Tuteurs was shaped roughly like a many-pointed star, and as Luc entered the Merchant’s Pointe, irritation at the cardinal’s summons licked at the edges of his mind. His temper—passion, the priest who had finished raising him had called it—had been his ever-present companion once. He’d beaten that monster down until it cowered in the corner of his being where it couldn’t write his emotions across his face or share his secrets. 

Pressure built in Luc’s ears as a sudden cold brushed over the exposed skin of his neck, and he yanked his horse to a stop in the midst of morning traffic. Darkness edged his vision. His chest tightened, and sweat broke out despite the otherworldly breeze. He eyed the alleys, fighting the familiar call to lean into the shadows and root out the sinister source. 

It had been years since he’d felt the dead, and Luc fought mounting panic and the urge to turn his horse toward the cemetery where holy ground promised absolute silence, if not peace. Instead, the captain of the Cardinal’s Watch closed his eyes and breathed slowly through his nose, taking a moment to reinforce his mental armor. Wrestling this fear into submission was exhausting. Which was why Luc had worked hard to ensure it was second nature.

His gaze locked onto the cathedral, its multitude of spires stabbing at the sky, statues and frescoes new compared to the foundations. The place still had the Old God’s bones beneath new skin, and Luc could feel the hedonism. That’s what tested his calm like the scrape of razor blades against glass. Not a restless spirit. 

Wraiths were a fact of life, but they did not roam Tuteurs unchecked. They were settled, their bones removed from the city and buried deep in the wraithwood. The Order’s captain, Gerard Petras, had kept the wood, along with the Settling Guild. Given the current state of affairs, the latter was going to have to step up. 

Luc left his mare in the royal stables and made his way to the palace foyer. Two soldiers of the Cardinal’s Watch stood at attention near the base of the famous, curving staircase that led to the throne room and council chambers. Luc gave them a curt nod in passing.

“They’re in the small chamber today, sir,” said the nearest soldier, lips barely moving. 

“Thank you,” said Luc. “Summon the head of the Settling Guild, please.”

“She’s already here, Captain,” said the soldier. 

“Good.” Luc gave the man’s shoulder an affirming slap then took the stairs two at a time. He made his way to the chamber where a deep mahogany table stretched the length of the room, paralleling a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. Today it was practically empty. The meeting wasn’t official, then.

Luc caught sight of the Master of the Settling Guild, obvious in her blue robes. They reminded him of Charlotte Sand. 

At the far end, lounging at the table’s head as if he had fifteen places he’d rather be, was Artus Tristain, Crown Prince and rising heir to Niveaux’s throne. Beside him sat Viscount Micah LeBeau, the most persistent of the prince’s lackeys. But Luc saw through the man’s charm to the truth. He sneered before he could catch himself.

LeBeau had abandoned his post in the military, only dodging court-martial and imprisonment because his father was the general. The man had spiraled out of control after the death of his elder brother. Whether he’d collapsed beneath the weight of his grief or the unwanted title was up for debate. Either way, LeBeau’s desertion had been neatly swept away. Even if he’d managed to retain the title, Micah LeBeau was not a lord. He was a roach—scavenging what he could and impossible to eradicate. Though his ridiculous white silk jacket trimmed with gold painted a different picture. 

Luc dipped a curt nod as he walked the length of the room. Artus didn’t make an effort to sit up. The prince’s jacket wasn’t as ostentatious as LeBeau’s, but the bright ocean blue of House Tristain bent sunlight like a prism. The prince’s fair hair was swept back from his face. His bronze skin was abnormally ashen, but at least his eyes were clear. Their shade of green, startling on any day, was unsettling if the prince’s attention sat on you too long, but Luc would not break eye contact. There were, after all, very few people who dared to meet his eyes. 

Lady Charlotte Sand’s golden, tear-filled gaze flashed in his memory, and Luc swallowed thickly. Sand had stared straight through his eyes and into his soul. The ache in Luc’s chest deepened because, though she looked at him, there had been no hint of recognition. He could not blame her, but he also could not deny how much it hurt. 

“Captain,” said Artus brightly, a smile playing on his cleanly shaven face as he hefted a boot onto the table. “I am glad you’ve returned. These meetings have been wretched without you.” 

“Highness.” Luc ducked his chin and pulled out the chair two down from the prince’s left, skipping the one that had, until very recently, belonged to the captain of the Order of Guardians. Though Luc’s words toward his prince were respectful, the flash in his eyes and twitch in his jaw expressed what he wouldn’t say aloud: Get your foot off the table. 

Artus received Luc’s message loud and clear—and raised his second ankle to cross the first, a fine layer of dust falling to the polished wood.

Refusing to react, Luc turned to the woman across from him. Her name escaped him. 

“I am glad you are present this morning, Guild Master,” he said politely. The woman dipped her chin in acknowledgment and loosed a grim smile. 

“Tuteurs has restless bones, Captain,” she said. “In more ways than one.”

A court page jogged silently into the room to hand the captain a stack of reports from his time away. The settler cleared her throat. 

“Captain, the digging in the Olde Pointe—” she began, but Luc held up a hand. 

“We’ll discuss this after Her Eminence arrives.” 

He flipped through the stack of papers, making note of what could be passed off to one of his lieutenants and dismissing others altogether. Across the table, LeBeau raised his hands to untie and retie the ridiculous silk cravat peeking from the neck of his jacket. 

“Gods,” he muttered, “my valet is worthless.”

“At least you can call your valet your own,” quipped Artus.

It was true that the cardinal frequently rotated Artus’s attendants. Serving the prince was not a task easily borne. He enjoyed many comforts forbidden to Luc’s Red Jackets and often amused himself by making others uncomfortable. His addiction, in particular, was a well-known vice within the palace, and it seemed to be making the prince even more erratic of late. 

“I hear my tiny cousin gave you a bit of a problem, Montaigne.” LeBeau chuckled lazily, but his eyes cut across the table, the laughter in them a feint. Luc could feel the hate like a blade. He knows about William Sand’s death. Which meant the prince knew. 

“I hear you punished Grandier for his part in this mess?” said Artus, confirming Luc’s suspicion.

“I did, Highness,” said Luc, wishing they would not discuss this in front of the Master of the Settling Guild. If too many details surrounding Lord Sand’s death leaked to the public, it could stir dissent. “Grandier will answer to the cardinal also.”

“As will you,” said LeBeau, his grin tipping toward insolent as he leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “The cardinal is going to rage when she finds out you don’t have the Parson’s heart.” 

Luc tapped the table with his long fingers. He didn’t want to dwell on how differently that day could have gone—William Sand alive, the Parson’s heart safely in the cardinal’s hands. 

Confusion creased the Settling Master’s brow. “Why would you need the Parson’s heart?” she asked.

Thankfully, the arrival of the cardinal saved Luc from having to respond. Lorraine the Pure entered the council room flanked by four Red Jackets, white dress shifting with her gait and a matching cloak flowing from her shoulders.

Even Artus sat up and gave her his full attention. At just shy of thirty summers, the cardinal had been regent since the death of the king and queen ten years ago—leading the king’s council and facilitating the prince’s education as well as leading the religion of the Silent Gods. Her platinum hair hung loose and long, framing a face that was almost as pale, and swaying in rhythm with her purposeful stride. Instead of taking a chair, she faced the wall of windows, her back to the table as she looked over the valley toward the Bouclier Mountains. It was Luc’s favorite view. It was also one that haunted his sleep. 

Pasts were often contrary things. 

Luc gave the head of the Settling Guild an encouraging nod, and she picked up where she’d left off before the cardinal’s arrival. 

“Eminence,” she said. “My guild continues to monitor the excavation in the Olde Pointe, but there have been setbacks.” 

“Excavation implies exploration,” said the cardinal, turning her dark brown eyes on the woman. “This is an eradication. The wraiths buried in the Olde Pointe have been allowed to remain for far too long and are creating problems.”

The Settling Master’s jaw twitched.

“With all due respect,” she said, “these wraiths were ancient. No one knew they were there until you decided to dig.”

The cardinal’s eyes narrowed, but the other woman rushed to continue.

“My best settlers are trying to do what you’ve asked, but these wraiths are not what we were trained to deal with. They’re darker. Stronger, likely due to their age.”

The cardinal smiled. “Are you telling me you aren’t good enough?”

The settler sighed. “I’m telling you this task is doing more harm than good. The people living closest to the digging are . . . uncomfortable.”

Prince Artus cleared his throat. “Your Eminence,” he said, leaning back in his seat but not meeting the cardinal’s eyes. “You remember the chill I reported last week? And the shadows the week before that. In the palace? Perhaps we should let old bones lie.”

The cardinal’s mouth picked up on one side, her smile kind. 

“Highness, I expected you to be the one person supporting my efforts to rid the city of every last wraith. If the shadows you’ve seen are connected to these bones, getting rid of them will bring you peace.”

LeBeau scoffed. “If you really wanted the city empty of wraiths, you’d have employed the Order instead of disbanding them and demanding their hearts,” he said, as if he were pointing out that the cardinal had something in her teeth. 

“What?” said the head of the Settling Guild, eyes wide. “You’re disbanding the Order of Guardians?”

“I’m sorry,” said LeBeau. “Was that not public knowledge?”

The cardinal’s smile stretched to show one canine. She turned to the head of the Settling Guild and nodded toward the door. 

“You may go. Thank you for your report.”

The woman’s disappointment was evident in her swift exit as the cardinal leaned against the chair to Luc’s right. When she spoke, her words were soft, but the look she leveled at LeBeau was anything but. 

“The Order has shown its true colors,” she said. “At one time, they were necessary, but their power went to their heads.” She turned to Artus. “Ten years ago, your parents died because of them. Their captain fled the city instead of following your order to hand over his Guardian’s heart. William Sand attacked one of my Watch—”

“No,” said Luc. The word was quiet but firm, and the cardinal halted mid-sentence. She was too close for the captain to meet her eyes without leaning back. “William Sand did not attack Grandier,” he said. Though Luc did not want to say what came next, he did. “That was his sister. After Grandier provoked her.”

Across from Luc, LeBeau stilled. 

“Do you allow your soldiers to attack one another every time they are provoked, Captain?” said the cardinal.

The captain’s jaw worked, but he did not answer. Experience had taught him that, when her dark eyes locked on him like this, Lorraine the Pure didn’t want his words. 

“The Order has made its bed.” The cardinal looked to Artus. “If we are to guarantee peace in the capital as you come of age, we cannot have them stirring dissent. Collecting their hearts will remove the possibility that they might attempt rebellion.”

Micah LeBeau shifted in his seat. 

“You have proof, I assume?” he said. “Of this supposed stirring of dissent? For all we know, Petras left town to care for the wraithwood. What was his side of the story?” 

“He wasn’t alone,” snapped the cardinal. “His Guardian rode alongside him. Awake.” She bent over Luc’s shoulder and slammed a wrinkled piece of paper onto the table. “This was his story. He had more than one of these letters in his saddlebag, which means he was intending to distribute them, likely to the families of the Order.”

Luc reached out to take the missive, its blue seal already broken and a jagged tear down one side. When he unfolded the paper, the words scrawled across its center made his mouth run dry. 

Defy the cardinal.

MAKE THE MONSTERS RUN. 

The last line was an echo of the Order’s bonding oath, but the first had nothing to do with wraiths. This was a call to arms, and for Petras to allow himself to be caught with it . . . had the disbanding of the Order made him desperate?

“The Order cannot stand the thought of falling into obscurity.” The cardinal straightened. “All they know is fighting. Tell me, Major. Why would I wait to see what they have planned?”

LeBeau shuddered at her use of his military title, then cleared his throat. “Viscount or Lord will suffice,” he muttered. 

The cardinal glanced at Luc before turning to pace the length of the table and back, elegant fingers drumming along her upper arm.

“This city is perched between peace or insurrection,” she said. “I expect the Guardians’ hearts delivered within the month. Your lieutenants have collected all but three. Send them out as soon as possible to look for the hearts of Pol Baudin and Bella Charis.”

From the end of the table, Artus laughed. 

“What an absolute waste of resources.” The prince cocked his head like a curious spaniel. “They may be on the run, but it won’t last for long. When the Guardians resurface, Montaigne will take care of it.”

Micah LeBeau coughed nervously, picking at his cravat. “My valet really was raised by pigs . . .” 

Lorraine the Pure met the prince’s eyes, and Artus lowered his chin, though Luc caught the slight twitch of the young man’s jaw. LeBeau dropped his cravat with a sigh. 

“His Highness raises a valid concern,” he said, tossing Luc a languid smile. “Pol Baudin and Bella Charis may be on the run. More likely, the families caring for them have heard the edict and are on their way to the capital in order to capitulate. Either way, the Cardinal’s Watch is already stretched thin. Sending soldiers who should be guarding the prince away from the city is a horrible idea.”

Luc hated to admit it, but LeBeau spoke the truth. The Watch was overstretched. Which was why the idea that the cardinal would siphon off any more of his soldiers made Luc grind his teeth. So he did the unthinkable. Luc supported LeBeau.

“The Order is done,” he said. “Those two hearts will make their way to the capital as you’ve demanded. Give it time.”

Lorraine the Pure stopped her pacing to hover near Luc’s elbow. “And the Parson?” 

The cardinal let the words hang, and Luc shifted in his seat to face her more fully. He would not be cowed into regretting his mercy for Charlotte Sand. Not after the horrors Grandier had unleashed. 

“The Parson’s heart will be here within the week,” said Luc, doing his best to keep his words light. “Charlotte Sand is bringing it herself.” 

Artus released a sound more suited to the nursery than the king’s council. “I would like to point out that all this is fairly moot.” 

Luc bristled. William Sand’s death was moot? Why was Artus suddenly challenging every blasted thing? He almost asked, but an infinitesimal flash in the prince’s eyes made Luc bite his tongue. Perhaps the prince had developed a penchant for trying on his authority. Luc wondered how long it would be before the prince discarded this hobby alongside any number of others.

Then Artus’s eyes landed on the cardinal, and the challenge in them was startling. 

“The Order will be handled,” said Artus. “Captain Montaigne is seeing to that. I would like to know what you are doing about Grandier. Whether or not we believe he provoked the Sand girl, our soldiers do not mete out punishment of their own accord. Add that to rumors surrounding his behavior and it is clear that he is a menace.” 

Lorraine the Pure waved a hand toward the prince.

“Grandier is under watch in his rooms,” she said, abandoning the table in favor of the wall of windows. 

The prince’s lips flattened at the dismissal, but he nodded, and Luc was suddenly very tired. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

“My instructions were to lock him in a cell, Your Eminence,” Luc snapped, and he swore he could feel the cardinal’s glare on the back of his head. 

Micah LeBeau released a low whistle.

“You do not give me instructions, Captain,” said the cardinal, voice melodic yet unyielding. “I will decide Grandier’s fate after I have examined the facts.” 

Luc dipped his head. “Of course.”

“When Charlotte Sand arrives—bring her to me.”

“Eminence?” said Luc, barely reigning in his surprise.

“She’s said to have a gift,” the cardinal replied, already heading toward the door. “A distasteful one, but powerful. Perhaps she can help the Settling Guild clear wraiths from the Olde Pointe. And Captain?” The cardinal didn’t slow her exit, flinging her last words over her shoulder. “Take a bath.”

Luc’s chin dipped to his chest and he realized how much dust had settled into every crease of his clothing. He probably smelled of horse and sweat. The cardinal’s footsteps faded, and movement at the end of the table pulled his eyes to Artus. The prince, who only moments before had seemed cowed, wore a look of triumph. 

“What is this?” asked Luc, the words cracking like his whip had against Grandier’s back. 

The prince raised a single eyebrow. “What?” 

“This sudden show of interest,” said Luc. 

LeBeau busied himself with his limp cravat.

“You heard the cardinal, Captain,” said Artus. “We need peace as I approach the throne. As far as I’m concerned, that means not sending the Watch on silly errands or allowing Grandier to sow violence.”

Artus hauled himself to his feet, and his left hand began to twitch. “It shouldn’t surprise you, Captain,” he said. “I’ve never been much of a fighter.”

But as the prince left the throne room with LeBeau, he threw Luc a wink he could only describe as wry humor coated in chain mail. Luc’s stomach dropped. If Artus was going to play the part of prince, why in the twelve hells had he waited until now?

Luc ran a restless hand through his hair and stalked to the windows to look out over the city. Like a mountain blizzard materializing in the distance on an otherwise lovely day, something hovered just over the horizon. And something within Luc told him it wasn’t going to be easy to weather.

The cardinal was right to worry about Artus ascending. A new king was a weak king. Change was instability, and if the Order rebelled, the people would follow if they didn’t feel they could trust Artus. This country could not afford anarchy. 

The darkness Luc had felt while passing through the city nudged against his thoughts, cool and insistent. His mind’s usually stable walls shuddered, and his ears felt as if he were underwater. Luc pressed his head against the window and squeezed his eyes shut.

Run from the monsters.

One thing was for damn sure—the cardinal had better be right about the Order of Guardians being unnecessary. Because no matter how much faith she put in Luc, the members of the Order were the only ones who’d ever been any good at truly fighting the dark. 

A knock sounded. Luc turned to see Lieutenant Sharp in the doorway and waved her forward. 

“The surveillance we left behind has sent word from Sand Manor,” she said. “It was addressed to Grandier, since the men were in his unit, but I told them to bring future reports straight to you. Sand’s grandmother is headed north to check on a wraithwood.”

“Good,” said Luc. “And the girl?”

“Could be here as early as tomorrow.”

Luc tried to ignore the flutter in his stomach. 

“Watch the gates,” he snapped. “When she enters this city, I want to know.”

Sharp nodded curtly and left.  Luc remained at the window, watching the sun creep westward and wondering if the cardinal was right to worry. 

Defy the cardinal.

MAKE THE MONSTERS RUN. 

Luc felt the world still with the familiar peace that fell just before battle, because something about Captain Petras’s words felt like a promise to raise all twelve hells. 
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CHARLOTTE
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Three days after leaving Sand Manor, Charlotte and Worth reached the outskirts of the capital. The Guardian kept his wary purple eyes hidden beneath a hood, though without the blue jacket of the Order, Charlotte wondered who would look closely enough to recognize him. Precautions were necessary, though, because Charlotte had been ordered, in no uncertain terms, to deliver the Parson’s heart to Captain Montaigne by the end of the week. Obviously, she had no intention of following through. 

 They had spent the past two nights in roadside taverns, hidden in dark corners, listening for news. People farther from Tuteurs had either yet to hear about Petras’s arrest, or they were too afraid to talk about it. The closer Worth and Charlotte got to the city, the more the Cardinal’s Watch populated the towns, and Charlotte’s jaw tightened like a slowly wound spring each time she and Worth left the road to avoid contact. Each delay felt like yet another chasm between her and a future where Grandier no longer drew breath. 

Darkness descended on the final day before they would enter the capital, and Worth reigned in his horse at the edge of a copse of trees facing another inn. Charlotte pulled Iris to a halt and twisted to stretch her back. Tucked away from the road, the inn looked more like a hut than a tavern, but the traffic they’d seen over the last hour had been steady.

“Remember,” said Worth. “Keep your head down. Be polite. Say as little as possible.”

Charlotte sighed. 

“Are you sure you won’t come in?” she said. 

Worth grunted. “This close to the capital someone may recognize me, cloak or no. It’s only been ten years.”

It wasn’t that Charlotte was worried about entering a tavern alone, but since William’s death she couldn’t deny that there existed—just under her calm exterior—a desperate desire to punch someone in the face. 

Charlotte had never been out of control when it came to a fight, but William’s absence burned within her, and her restraint was wearing thin. Sparring with Worth each evening was good training, but it didn’t take enough of the edge off. No matter how she fought to rein it in, her anger smoldered. 

Worth’s lavender washed over her, and she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, thankful for the way the herb pushed back the darkness. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

Worth dismounted and led his horse farther into the trees as Charlotte crossed the yard of the inn and tied Iris to a post. She entered the tavern, hood up against curious eyes, but no one took notice as she picked her way toward the far corner, nearest the bar. The large hearth flickered with merry flames, and the smell of rabbit stew had Charlotte’s stomach instantly clamoring for a bowl. 

The dining room was larger than she’d expected, and as Charlotte placed her order and waited, she listened to the buzz of conversation. The words exchanged were nothing she hadn’t heard over and over. Worry about the lack of rain. Plans for the next market day in the nearest village. The upcoming wedding of someone’s daughter. But this close to the capital, the tired laughter of citizens was layered with tension. These people were not fearful, but neither were they fully at ease. 

The barkeep sported a dark brown beard, the edges of which had been shaped flatteringly against the equally dark skin of his face. He brought Charlotte stew and ale, and as he turned to leave, Charlotte asked, “What news from the capital, friend?”

He turned a kind smile on her and took in her dusty traveling cloak. 

“Been away for a while?” he asked, wiping his hands on the heavy apron slung low over his narrow hips. One of his hands sported a tiny blue tattoo shaped like a bird. It reminded Charlotte of the carving she’d seen in Sparrow’s Glen. 

“I’ve been on a merchant ship in the Southern Sea,” she said, letting her voice fall deeper into the accent from the coast of the Sand lands, blending syllables and clipping consonants. 

“I don’t envy you that heat,” he said, grimacing. “I’ve only just returned myself. If you want news you’ll have to ask elsewhere.” 

Charlotte nodded, and the man turned to fill another tankard. She ate quickly, watching the room. Approaching a table was risky. It drew attention, and there was no way to know if it’d be worth the risk beforehand. Her hour was up far too quickly and she returned her dishes to the bar herself, hoping for one last opportunity for conversation. 

“You look disappointed,” said the barkeep, smile easy as he gathered her bowl and refilled her tankard halfway without asking. 

“That easy to read, am I?” said Charlotte. This close, she could see that his tattoo was indeed a bird. Instead of flying, it looked to be falling, one wing broken at a horrific angle. “That’s lovely,” she said, nodding toward the ink. “Lovely and harrowing all at the same time.”

The barkeep’s face turned thoughtful. He dropped his towel and rested his elbows on the bar. 

“Most things worth having are exactly that,” he said. A sadness settled into his eyes for a moment, and it mirrored Charlotte’s own so perfectly that she decided to take a risk. 

“Lovely and harrowing,” she said, looking into her ale. “Reminds me of the stories my gran used to tell of the Order of Guardians.”

The barkeep huffed a short laugh, but his eyes sharpened. 

“True,” he said. Then he muttered, “Bedtime stories come to fucking life.” 

Down the bar a woman yelled for three tankards, and the barkeep left to fill them. He stopped to take coins from one man and tell another he’d had enough before making his way back to Charlotte. She slid enough coin to cover her dinner across the scarred wood, and the man made a show of counting it.

“What do you know about the Order?” he said, so low that Charlotte almost missed the words over the din. 

“Nothing,” she said. “But the ten years are up, aren’t they? Should be waking up again.” She gave the man a sad smile. “I was hoping someone would have news if the rumors were true.”

The barkeep swept the coins into the pocket of his apron and laughed. 

“I haven’t heard any rumors.” Then he was gone, back to the bustle of other clamoring customers. 

Charlotte listened to the chatter a moment more, then wove through the crowd for the door. The torches burned low in the yard. As she untied Iris, Charlotte imagined she could smell Worth’s lavender from his place among the trees.

A voice in the dark made her reach for her blade, but the barkeep stepped from the shadows at the side of the tavern, hands raised in surrender.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to draw attention.”

Charlotte watched him approach. He raised a hand, a small piece of paper pinched between two fingers. 

“I wasn’t lying,” he said. “I’ve not heard a single rumor of a Guardian, waking or otherwise. But I know where you can find a member of the Order.”

He handed Charlotte the paper. 

“Why would you tell me this?” she asked. The barkeep’s smile was steel. 

“The woman owes me money,” he said. “Unless she wants to return the barrel of ale, of course. Good luck.”

He disappeared around the side of the inn, leaving Charlotte alone in the yard. 

She found Worth where she had left him. The thin light of the moon was just enough for them to read the note.

“This isn’t too far,” he said. “We’ll wait for morning.”
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The predawn mist was heavy as Charlotte and Worth followed the directions on the barkeep’s note through the woods. A slight chill in the air made Charlotte glad for her cloak, but she knew it was only a matter of time before the fog would be replaced by the heat of the day. The two of them crested a rise and slowed. Charlotte came alongside Worth and followed his gaze into a hollow overgrown with brambles. In a few months, the air of this place would be heavy with the sweet tang of blackberries. The bushes clambered over what looked to be an old wooden fence, attempting to wrestle the structure back into nature’s embrace. In the middle of the hollow a clearing had yet to be overrun, and in its midst, an ancient church sat, crumbling. 

The face of the Old God smiled down on them from the apex of the chapel roof as they drew closer, and a pang of homesickness twisted beneath Charlotte’s breastbone. Vines of wild jasmine sought purchase on the stone, and Charlotte made a note to return here when it was blooming. Jasmine always reminded her of orange blossoms. 

Suddenly, Worth’s arm shot out. He grabbed Charlotte’s reins and raised his other hand in warning. Purple flashed in the Guardian’s eyes as he combed the surrounding forest, pausing to tip his head, as if to listen. When he finally dismounted, Charlotte followed suit, tying Iris to a bit of exposed fence. 

“That barkeep lied,” said Charlotte. “This place is deserted.” 

“Perhaps,” said Worth with a shrug. “And perhaps not.”

Charlotte’s eyes darted to the trees, but Worth gestured toward the building itself. 

“Inside,” he said. “The good news? They’re nowhere near alert enough for this to be an ambush.” 

“Can you tell who it is?” asked Charlotte. 

Worth’s mouth pulled sideways and he seemed overly focused on anchoring his chestnut mare alongside Iris. Then he turned toward the stone parsonage and sighed. “An old friend.”

Despite its decrepit appearance, the church’s wooden door opened on silent hinges without much effort. 

Sunlight tried in vain to infiltrate thick layers of grime on the windows. One of the closest panes had been smashed, and what light filtered through illuminated what was left of the chapel. Rows of wooden pews, some cracked with age, lined a rectangular room. Instead of flagstones, the floor was packed dirt. Long ago, worshippers of the Old God had gathered here to connect to the earth. Some would have sought guidance or rest. Others would simply bask in the light from the sun near a window and sink their feet into the soil, giving thanks. Chapels like this were becoming a rarity, so followers of the Old God often sought that connection in the wilds. 

Worth froze, lavender pulsing, and Charlotte followed his gaze. At the end of the room, beyond the last pew tipped unceremoniously onto its side, stood an empty altar shaped like a tree. Charlotte saw a body slumped against it, as if the soldier had died failing to raise an offering. 

“Who’s there?” A woman’s voice, rich and deep, ricocheted around them as the figure rose unsteadily to its feet. 

Even in the gloom, Charlotte recognized Raquel St. Claire. Something in the woman’s tone had her reaching for her sword, but Worth stayed her hand. He peered into the farthest corners of the chapel and inhaled through his nose, perhaps searching for another Guardian. Then the Parson pushed his magic forward, filling the room with the smell of lavender and an overwhelming sense of calm. 

St. Claire stiffened.

“You.” She drew her sword and charged, face twisted with rage. 

Worth dodged the first attack easily, spinning to follow as St. Claire circled. The woman was taller than Charlotte by half a head, and she looked at least thirty years older, though Charlotte knew it was closer to twenty. Her brown complexion, once luminous, was sallow. St. Claire swung at Worth again, stumbling past Charlotte with the stench of sour wine. From afar, Charlotte had thought the woman’s hair was dark brown. Now she saw that the color faded at the ends to a brilliant dark blue. The same color as the leather uniform jacket the woman wore.

“How dare you show your face here?” St. Claire tried to balance her sword for another pass at Worth. 

Lavender magic pulsed, but the woman swatted her hand through the air as if to clear it. Worth’s power as such—directly aimed at an opponent—made Charlotte’s blood sing. It was power, connected to her, and yet out of reach.

“Stop,” said St. Claire, seething. “It won’t help.” The woman lunged again, and this time annoyance flickered in Worth’s face. He sidestepped, shoving St. Claire to the ground, his eyes still watching the shadows. 

“Charis hates it when you drink,” said Worth. “And you’ve gotten old.”

St. Claire struggled to stand. 

“Keep my Guardian’s name out of your traitorous, filthy mouth!” Something other than anger fought its way into her eyes, and Worth’s jaw clenched. Charlotte wondered if he sensed more than St. Claire showed. 

“Raquel, what’s happened?” said Worth. “Where is Charis?” He reached for St. Claire, but the woman stepped back and spat on the floor. 

She lunged toward Worth again, but he grabbed her wrists, twisting until St. Claire dropped her sword. His eyes searched hers as he poured more of his power than Charlotte had yet seen into the air between them. St. Claire’s anger shattered into pain, and Worth stepped away, releasing her gently. 

“She’s gone,” muttered St. Claire, swiping the back of her hand across her mouth.

Charlotte stepped closer. 

“The cardinal has her?” she said carefully, as if St. Claire was a toddler on the verge of a tantrum and not a forty-year-old drunk woman with a sword.

St. Claire’s dark eyes lost focus. 

“No,” she muttered, swaying on her feet. “Gone like Petras.”

“Charis has been arrested?” asked Worth, stepping forward to steady St. Claire. “Have they set a date for Petras’s trial?”

“There won’t be a trial,” said St. Claire.

“Why wouldn’t there be a trial?” said Charlotte. “He was accused of treason.”

Behind them a new voice echoed through the cold, stone chapel. 

“Because you can’t try a man who’s already dead.”
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Charlotte and Worth turned to see a boy with a burlap sack over one shoulder. He was lean with dark brown skin, the tight waves of his hair bundled into a knot on his head. The boy seemed younger than Charlotte. Perhaps sixteen, if the softness of his jaw was to be believed, but his brown eyes held flecks of gold, and he was more graceful than her by far. His footsteps had been silent enough to catch both Charlotte and her Guardian off guard.

“Petras is dead?” Charlotte asked. The boy lowered the bag and nodded once, not quite meeting her eyes. Instead of elaborating, he pulled a baguette and a block of strong cheese from the sack and held it toward St. Claire.

“I sent you for wine,” said the older woman.

“Once this hits your stomach there’ll be plenty of wine in it,” he said dryly. 

St. Claire snatched the food and turned to the altar with a glare that set Charlotte’s teeth on edge. The woman had been her father’s friend. Seeing her like this made Charlotte feel like she’d walked in on her parents in bed. 

The boy stretched a hand toward Worth, unable to help a small grin. “René Durand,” he said. “You must be the Parson.”

Worth nodded, refusing to take his eyes completely from St. Claire. Charlotte wouldn’t put it past the older woman to gut him just for the fun of seeing his lavender stuffing all over the chapel’s dusty floor. 

“This is my partner, Charlotte Sand,” said Worth. It was the first time he’d uttered those exact words, and Charlotte’s chest warmed. 

René took her hand. “Congratulations, Lady Sand,” he said. “Petras assumed when the Parson woke it would be for your brother.” 

Charlotte’s smile fell. She had thought the initial pain of losing William would be the worst thing she’d experience, but she was finding the guilt so much harder to bear.

“William is dead,” she said, trying to sound kind. It wasn’t the boy’s fault he didn’t know. 

At the altar, St. Claire turned toward the conversation, and Charlotte tried to find words to explain. Instead, Worth placed a comforting hand on her elbow.

“He was murdered last week by one of the cardinal’s lieutenants,” he said. “What happened to Petras?”

René rubbed the back of his neck, eyes falling closed. 

“We aren’t certain,” he said quietly. “There are rumors, but each is as ridiculous as the next.”

Sweet maple floated through the air as a man the size of a mountain flung the front doors open. Easily three hundred pounds of muscle with dirty-blond hair tied back in a loose tail, the newcomer also boasted an enormous, braided beard. Charlotte would know the Avalanche anywhere, even before she noted his eyes were an unsettling blend of red and yellow, like leaves in autumn. Though she had grown up with the stories, had met multiple Guardians as a child, she felt her knees weaken just a bit. 

“Pol.” Relief loosened Worth’s shoulders as he strode forward to meet the giant. The Avalanche grinned and wrapped him in a hug that would have crushed a typical person. Power spooled outward, the smell of maple and lavender joyously intertwining.

Charlotte leaned into the strength the maple Guardian offered, washing away the weariness of travel. René stepped closer to Pol, and seeing the two together tugged Charlotte’s mouth into a smile. On the outside, they were opposites in every way. But something about the way they stood together, hips cocked and mirth in their eyes alongside the heaviness, had Charlotte suspecting this was a perfect partnership. 

“Finally gracing us with your presence,” said the Avalanche. “Lady Sand, it is a pleasure to meet you. Your father was a good friend.” 

At the far end of the room, St. Claire laughed. 

“He wasn’t a good friend,” said the woman. St. Claire’s eyes may have been red with drink, but the hate she leveled at Worth had not dimmed. “He was a distraction, like every partner you’ve ever had. It cost us Charis.”

Worth’s amethyst eyes flashed. “I said it that night, and I’ll say it again,” said the Parson. “I’m not going to argue with a drunk woman.”

Charlotte placed a hand on her Guardian’s arm. “What happened to Charis?” she said. “You made it sound like she and Petras shared a fate.”

“She was being dramatic,” said Pol, voice low. “Charis hasn’t woken since we were sentenced ten years ago, but you know how she can be.”

“What do you mean?” asked Charlotte.

“Bella Charis has been known to refuse to wake, out of spite,” said Worth, matching the quiet timbre of Pol’s voice and glancing toward the altar and St. Claire. “She pouts.” 

“Like her partner,” said René, raising his voice toward the the altar. “Though the more appropriate word for St. Claire may be wallowing.”

St. Claire smiled at René, but there was nothing kind in the expression. 

Pol shook his head and spoke to Worth. “I’m really glad you received Petras’s summons before the Cardinal’s Watch got to you, friend.” 

Worth met Charlotte’s eyes, mouth drawn. 

“We didn’t,” she said. 

“The Watch came,” said Worth. “As I told René, one of them killed William Sand. Luckily they left my heart behind with only an ultimatum.”

Pol’s face fell. “I knew the cardinal wanted our hearts,” he said darkly, “but I hadn’t thought she wanted the families of the Order dead.” 

Worth scoffed, and though his eyes were kind, his next words cut.

“I don’t think it was planned.”

Charlotte rested against the edge of the closest pew and clenched her jaw to keep her lip from trembling. René sank to the ground beneath a window and leaned against the stone wall. 

“Even when things are planned,” said the boy, “they rarely unfold as intended.” 

The sadness in René’s words seemed to draw his Guardian closer. The giant loosed just enough of his magic to tint the air as he crouched beside his partner. 

“You are not at fault for Petras,” he said solemnly. “And you are not alone.”

“We’re all alone,” said St. Claire from the shadows. Though Charlotte desperately wanted to ignore the woman, the words echoed through her chest with the ring of truth.

Worth watched St. Claire as if he were contemplating fighting with a drunk woman after all. Instead, he turned back to Pol and René. 

“You’ve been partners awhile,” he said. No accusation. Just a fact. “You woke during the exile.” 

“I slept, like the rest of you, through most of the sentence,” said the giant. He scratched at his jaw through his beard. “Just over a year ago, Sarah got sick. Petras woke me so I could say goodbye.”

Charlotte watched the sadness crease Pol’s brow as if he were in physical pain. Sarah Dupont had been another contemporary of Charlotte’s father and Pol’s last partner. She’d also been the last surviving member of her family. In the Order, when a Guardian’s partner died with no next of kin, it was up to the Guardian to choose a new line to carry the Order into the future. Charlotte watched René Durand pick at a loose string on his shirt with careful concentration. 

Worth chuckled. “You never went back to sleep.”

Pol’s smile and half shrug made Charlotte want to wrap her arms around the Avalanche and never let go. He was sunshine incarnate. 

“Petras brought me René,” said the giant, nudging the boy’s boot with his own. 

“I was Petras’s page,” said René. “I ran errands in the capital. Kept his house and office in order while he worked on the king’s council.”

“And climbed every building in that blasted city by night,” snapped Pol, reminding Charlotte of a father who’d found his favorite whiskey beneath his son’s mattress. The maple Guardian turned to Worth and Charlotte, his eyes mostly red in the sun. “The boy was Petras’s spy,” he grumbled. “Gathered information almost before the palace had thought it. They don’t know who he is, but they call him the Ghost.”

“Monsieur Maple over here doesn’t like when I climb,” said René, pulling a small laugh from Charlotte.

Pol’s next words were barely audible. “Monsieur Maple doesn’t like heights. Or Petras’s penchant for using children for jobs that belong to grown-ass women and men.” 

“Petras knew that children were capable,” said René, voice catching. “No one suspects the boy who empties the chamber pot or the girl who sweeps the floor.”

“You’re the reason Petras knew about the edict,” said Charlotte. “Why he sent word to the families.”

René dropped his head into his hands.

“No,” said Pol. “Petras didn’t want anyone finding out that I was awake, so René and I spent the past year camping along the border of Brouillard. We returned to the capital as soon as we got the note.”

“Too late to help him,” said René. 

“You’re certain he’s dead?” asked Worth. 

“Yes,” said René, eyes flashing. He stood and stalked across the chapel to a broken window. The boy did not wipe away the tear trailing down his cheek.

Pol sighed. “It’s still fresh,” he said quietly. “René has no family to speak of. Petras was everything.”

Worth ran a hand through his dark, unruly hair. “Have you heard news of other Guardians waking?”

“No,” said Pol. “We’ve only been here a couple of days. René found Raquel in a brawl at the tavern down the road, and we figured this was as good a place as any to wait for news. We don’t even know if all of Petras’s missives were delivered.” 

“Which means the cardinal could have every heart except yours,” said Charlotte, looking between the two Guardians. 

“And Charis’s,” said St. Claire. The older woman remained distant, but she stood, cleaning her fingernails with the tip of a small knife. 

“We need information,” said Worth. “How many hearts the cardinal has collected.”

“And what exactly Petras wanted us to do?” said Pol dryly. “He called us together, Rainier, in direct opposition to an order from the crown. It wasn’t for a tea party.”

Pol’s use of Worth’s given name took Charlotte by surprise. Not even her father had used it. Charlotte could see her Guardian calculating. With Captain Petras dead, his Guardian’s heart was likely in the cardinal’s hands already. Pol, Worth, and Charis were accounted for, but that left nine. 

Nine Guardians on the run or in the cardinal’s hands. 

Raquel St. Claire left the altar to join them, wincing as she stepped into the diluted light from the nearest window. 

“Defy the cardinal and protect the prince,” she said, voice like gravel. “That’s what his note said.”

René shoved away from the far wall and rejoined them. 

“That makes it sound like defying the cardinal is protecting the prince,” he said. “But the cardinal’s entire job as regent is to keep Artus and the country safe until he is ready to rule.”

Charlotte sifted through the events of the past week. Her brother’s death had left a hole—one she’d have to face eventually instead of bricking over. At the moment, though, she recognized it as one small piece in a very large puzzle. Petras accused of treason and killed without a trial, his messages lacking detail, but not vague.

“Petras wanted the Guardians awake,” she said.

“And there has only ever been one purpose for that,” said Worth. “To protect the crown.”

“That boy signed the edict to cut out your heart,” said St. Claire. 

Worth held his ground, jaw set.

“We’ve never gotten to choose who wore the crown, St. Claire,” he said. 

“Funny,” said St. Claire. “Seems to me that’s exactly what you did the night you moved to Artus’s tent and left the king unprotected. If that city no longer wants me, I’m not going anywhere near it. We’ll all end up in a noose.” 

Worth stepped toward her, but Pol caught his arm. St. Claire turned to gather her sword and a few other belongings. 

“I suppose it is good you’re here, Parson,” the woman said. “Perhaps you can finally fix the mess you made.”

“If you run, you go alone,” said Worth. “I will not let you take Charis’s heart when the cardinal is after it.”

St. Claire glared, but Worth continued. 

“Come with us, Raquel,” he said. “I may be able to help wake Charis.”

“Like I would let you anywhere near her.”

“Shut up, St. Claire,” said Pol. “Come or don’t, but choose now. Petras’s final words to us were an order.” He clapped Worth on the back, and the lavender Guardian staggered beneath the weight. “It’s time to make the monsters run.” 

Worth nodded grimly. “Let’s move,” he said. “The longer we stay here, the more likely it is we’ll be found. We are rebelling simply by being awake, and one person already knew where to find you.”

“Who?” said St. Claire. René ran a hand over his tired face. 

“The barkeep,” he said, leveling St. Claire with an unamused glare. “Haven’t I told you, chère? Make friends. They are far more helpful than enemies.”

St. Claire scoffed, then pushed past the four of them and out of the chapel.

“Are we really going to Tuteurs?” asked René, looking to Charlotte like he’d rather explore the twelve hells of the Silent Gods.

Worth turned toward the chapel wall as if he could see straight through it to the capital itself. 

“We are,” he said. “If we want to make the monsters run, we’re going to have to find them.”
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It was late afternoon when the five of them broke from the cover of the forest to see the capital towering in the valley below. Charlotte loved the River Bouclier. No calm flow, the water stairstepped down boulders, leaping its way behind the city of Tuteurs before stretching to disappear into the wraithwood to the west.

Pol and René pulled their horses alongside Worth and Charlotte while St. Claire held back, digging through one of her saddlebags. Worth’s purple eyes narrowed as he watched the flow of traffic along the roads—each leading to a different gate in the city’s walls. 

“We’ll split up,” he said. “It will be easier to stay out of sight in smaller groups.” Pol and René nodded as St. Claire chugged from a wineskin. 

“Charlotte and I will go west and approach Tuteurs from the wraithwood,” said the Parson. “We’ll meet you in the Pointe de Jute.” 

René nodded and turned east without further comment, but Pol took Charlotte’s wrist in his mammoth, gentle hand. 

“Wait,” he said, eyes flicking over her injuries. The cut along her hairline. The bruise from Grandier’s fist. His red and yellow gaze even registered the fading throb in her shoulder from her last session with William. Pol gave Charlotte a small smile, then raised his hand to cup her face. His thumb caressed first the cut, then her bruised jaw, maple unwinding from him to wrap around her body. Slowly, the pain faded. 

“Thank you,” said Charlotte.

“Healing is yet another way to impart strength,” he said with a half shrug. When the Guardian reached for her shoulder, she stopped him. 

“Leave that one.” 

Pol watched her carefully before following René down the hill to the east. St. Claire edged toward the straightest route, pushing her horse between Charlotte and Worth.

“You can’t be seen, St. Claire,” called Worth.

The woman threw him a nasty gesture without looking back and urged her horse into a trot, blue braid bouncing in the sun. She yanked her hood over her head and was gone. 

“If she drinks herself into a stupor in a tavern, the Cardinal’s Watch will follow her right to us,” said Charlotte. 

Worth pulled up his hood, turning his horse toward the afternoon sun. “Raquel St. Claire may be an ass,” he said, “but she’s never been stupid.” 

Charlotte followed him onto the track that would meet the western road, hoping he was right. It had been four years since Charlotte last accompanied William to the capital. Training to settle with her grandmother had taken priority, and flashes of memory made her heart ache. Her brother’s smile as he’d introduced her to his favorite bakery. Sore feet at the end of a long day of sightseeing. Tears hovered just beneath the surface, and Charlotte bit her tongue for control.

Even from far away she could see that the city had changed. Usually, one smelled the capital long before seeing it—her childhood memories were tinted with lavender and sage and edged with clover. Now nothing but the faint smell of sheep from the nearest farm met her nose. The herbs that used to flood the fields had been replaced, but not by anyone who knew this land. The grains would be weak and prone to disease. If they got enough to feed the palace, Charlotte would be surprised, whereas the sales of herbs would have fed the surrounding countryside as well as the army. Her father must have been rolling in his grave. 

Worth smiled sadly. 

“When he missed the orchards . . . when he missed you, I could always find him out here,” said the Guardian.

Charlotte ignored the ache in her chest and looked instead to the looming forest on the horizon. While the small wraithwood back home was situated in one of the Sand’s oldest orchards, the capital’s was ancient and sprawling. Hundreds of acres of towering trees, mostly oak and beech, lined the western end of the valley. Before the Wraith Wars, it had been called Oakwood and many found peace hunting its shadows or fishing the River Bouclier on its western edge. 

Charlotte glanced at Worth where he rode beside her. She first learned about the creation of this wood from childhood history lessons, but she had preferred the stories when they came from her father. Or, better yet, the Guardian himself. Some Guardians grew reticent when talking of that time—one of triumph weighed down with pain and, sometimes, regret—but the Parson only shrugged. “We learn from the past,” he’d often said. 

“Even when it’s sad? Or painful?” Charlotte had been five or six and, on this occasion, had chased off several village bullies for attacking a child’s kitten. Worth had pulled her account from her lips, though she’d not wanted to relive it. At her question, he’d smiled.

“Especially when it’s sad or painful.”

Worth’s beginnings had been steeped in the problem of wraiths. He’d settled them, much like Charlotte and her grandmother did. But far from quieting them to make life more comfortable for the living, Worth had wanted to help the spirits themselves. In addition to his attempts to create wraiths of light to fight the dark, Worth’s research involved looking for ways to release spirits from their bones entirely, allowing them to reach eternal rest. But, much like turning wraiths from dark to light, that had been a dead end.

Later, when Niveaux came under full siege from the wielders of Brouillard, that army had flowed over the Bouclier Mountains, killing anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path and enslaving their spirits by keeping pieces of their bones. By the time the wielders reached the capital, they had amassed a wraith army made up of Niveaux’s own citizens. When a small group had chased the king’s guard and the princess north to Worth’s parsonage, history had been made. 

Written accounts called it The Parson’s Battle, and though it began with defeat, the tale ended with the triumph of the creation of the Order of Guardians. Charlotte loved when her father told the story of Worth’s first waking. He’d died, not protecting the princess or another soldier, like the rest of the guard, but protecting a pile of wraith’s bones. Unwilling to let the wielder have them, he’d chosen to remain. To fight. 

Bards and historians ended the story there, but according to Charis’s account, the wielder who’d killed Worth had made a grave mistake. When his body turned to mist and coalesced into his Guardian’s heart, the wielder paused. Then she picked it up. 

This was where Charlotte’s father had always grinned, unable to keep the pride from his eyes. 

“But Worth wasn’t having it,” he’d say. “The Parson’s first blast of power—even without a body—erupted like a cannon, flinging the wielder across the yard and into a tree, a branch piercing her throat.” 

Bella Charis had found Worth a scarecrow, choosing one stuffed with lavender because he’d first and foremost been a man of peace. Becoming an immortal warrior had been a last resort as he protected in death those he’d served in life. 

Five years later, when Brouillard had retreated over the mountains, this wood had become the final resting place of the wraiths created in their bid for power. There was no way to truly dispose of them. Even burning failed to free wraiths from their bones. Like grinding a bone into dust, all burning did was create more pieces of bone to spread around. More opportunity for a wraith to be wielded, since even the smallest grain could be controlled. 

Because of this, bodies in Niveaux were never burned until it was certain they had not turned.

As Charlotte and Worth edged close enough for the shade of the wraithwood to claim them, she shivered. Charlotte had never been afraid of wraiths, but she felt woefully unprepared for a wood of this size and age.

“You’ll be fine,” said Worth, riding beside her. A smidge of lavender passed between them and Charlotte cut her eyes at him, annoyed. Worth chuckled. “If you want your thoughts to be your own, guard them.”

Without waiting for her to respond, he flicked his reins and led them into the wraithwood. 

Afternoon sun fell through the canopy, speckling the green understory with rippled light. A distant babble carried from the river at the far side of the trees. This wood was legend, its fear-inducing residents adding another layer of protection for the capital. Not many ventured here, unless they were part of the Settling Guild.

Charlotte inhaled deeply, stilled her mind, and was surprised at the peace that fell over her. She had expected the uneasy flutter of wraiths—a mass of so many gathered in one place, even at rest, could spur malaise and chill. Instead, the warmth of spring hovered beneath the shade. 

There were bones, of course. She could feel them, tugging ever so gently at the edges of her consciousness. But there was also peace. The surety of it had unshed tears clinging to her lashes. 

Something caught Charlotte’s eye, and she turned Iris sharply to the right. But what she’d thought was a person standing in the wood was actually a scarecrow. Not a Guardian. A simple scarecrow set as a ward, herbal stuffing meant to encourage the wraiths to rest. 

“They’re all along the perimeter,” said Worth, pulling his horse to a standstill. “Looks like Petras has been busy.” Worth stopped suddenly, purple eyes narrowing. Then a smile spread amidst his stubble. 

“You can come out,” he called gently, lowering his hood. 

A rustle sounded from the ferns ahead as a child stepped into the light, staring up at Worth, jaw slack. The Parson dismounted and Charlotte joined him as he took a knee.

“Have you been helping Captain Petras?” Worth asked, voice light and curious. 

The boy nodded. “And the Guild,” he said. “But most of them have left the capital.”

“Do you know why?” Worth waited patiently as the child glanced between him and Charlotte, perhaps deciding whether he could trust her. 

“The Silent Gods are taking up too much space,” he said finally. “My friends and I keep the dead company.”

 “Good.” Worth dug into a pocket and dropped a few coins into the boy’s hand. “Keep it up, will you?”

The boy nodded emphatically, but as Worth made to stand, the child’s hand shot out, taking Worth’s fingers in a tight grip. 

“The captain’s gone,” whispered the boy solemnly. “Who do we tell if one of them comes back up?”

The wraiths. He was asking what to do if any became agitated and needed settling again. Worth’s lips pulled to one side as he considered. 

“Do you know the fountain in the Pointe de Jute? And can you write?” he said. The boy nodded. “Good. Should you need us, leave a note beneath the laughing gargoyle. Its mortar is loose.”

The boy grinned. 

“When that money runs out,” said Worth, “you’ll find coins beneath him as well.”

Worth and Charlotte swung into their saddles, but when Charlotte turned Iris to say goodbye, the child was already gone. 

“They’ll keep an eye on this wood better than we can at the moment,” said Worth. 

Charlotte imagined he was right. With the Order defunct, and the Settling Guild’s numbers falling, the wraithwood had few keepers. At least this way she and Worth would know if it needed attention. 

Worth turned to the open road. They would enter through the western gate, more commonly known as the Wraith Gate, since it faced the wood. Once, the walls of Tuteurs had been able to hold most of the city’s population, but now houses, inns, and bustling streets spread outward and beyond. Sun filtered over the western peaks, glinting off water and the many wagons streaming to and from the markets. 

The palace towered at the back of the city, the blue flag of Tristain whipping in a gentle breeze. Beside it rose the cathedral, rival and counterpart, and along with the sight came the memory of William, their father’s sword protruding from his chest. Charlotte’s heart rate kicked up as the beauty of the city dimmed beneath the shroud of her loss. Captain Petras may have commanded them to protect the prince, but Charlotte was aware that every step took her closer to Grandier and revenge.

Worth watched her, then pulled his hood forward, hiding his face. Charlotte did the same, and the two of them urged their horses down the hill, blending with citizens. Here and there, the crowds were interspersed with pilgrims of the Silent Gods—peasants traveling from afar to visit the capital’s cathedral, conspicuous due to the scraps of red fabric they’d attached to their clothing like badges of honor.

“That’s a lot of red,” muttered Worth, weaving his mare around a laden mule. 

“The shift has been steady over the past two years.” said Charlotte. “Where there was once balance between worshippers of the Old God and the Silent Gods, our ways are seen less and less.” 

“Are people converting or fleeing?” Worth’s voice was deep and graveled, as if he knew he wasn’t going to like the answer.

“Both,” Charlotte said. “There’s more fear of darkness today than there was during the Wraith Wars.”

Worth scoffed. “Says the one who wasn’t there.”

“Either way,” said Charlotte, “it doesn’t matter. The cardinal and her Silent Gods teach that proximity to darkness sullies the soul and makes us unworthy. We’re connected deeply with nature; they say we worship it. We use what the earth gives; they say we cast spells. If it isn’t in their pristine cathedrals or memorized in one of their prayers, it’s too close to the dark. Most of the public can’t tell settling a wraith from the vile practice of wielding them any longer.”

Worth’s voice dropped to a growl. “That’s a dangerous development.” 

Charlotte gave a mirthless laugh. William and the boy in Sparrow’s Glen had been the first she’d known to bleed for these radicalized ideas of the Silent Gods. But if something wasn’t done, they wouldn’t be the last.

Worth stopped his horse, shaded his eyes, and peered eastward toward the main gates.

“Look at the birds,” he said. Charlotte circled back to join him. Above the city walls black specks soared, looping back on themselves in a territorial dance. Every few seconds, one dove out of sight.

Worth’s gaze shifted warily to the flood of people at the Wraith Gate and back. 

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s see what they’re avoiding.”

They wended their way over a small creek and around the city until they came into sight of the main gates. The birds were easier to see here, hooded crows with gray feathers extending over their black heads like an executioner’s cowl. 

“There’s someone hanging in the traitor’s cage,” said Worth. 

Iris pawed at the road beneath Charlotte and stepped uneasily to the side. 

“Unusual, but not unheard of,” said Charlotte, though she knew in her bones that something was very wrong. Worth conceded with a tip of his head. 

“The body alone isn’t as concerning as the fact that it’s wearing blue,” he said darkly. 

Worth didn’t look at Charlotte, but the twitching muscle in his cheek and jaw were as good as a warning as they continued toward the gate. The smell hit her first, but when the traitor’s cage came fully into view, Charlotte balked and leaned over the side of Iris to retch. 

The cage itself was tiny, the body inside broken many times over to fit. A ghastly, wasted face pressed against the iron bars made from the broken swords of traitors long dead, and Charlotte hoped desperately that someone had killed this man before hanging him here. Because though the body was broken beyond recognition, the figure’s hat had been left upon his head, its telltale feather as good as a name. Or a warning. 

Petras. The Order’s captain. 
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As Charlotte and her Guardian wove through the traffic of Tuteurs, -she struggled to keep Iris from trampling citizens underfoot. Though the city shone, all Charlotte could see was the image of Captain Petras deformed, brutalized, and rotting in the traitor’s cage. She knew it was a physical impossibility but couldn’t shake the feeling that, if she lost focus—for even one instant—everything she’d eaten since leaving home would erupt from her, causing a scene. 

She should be excited at the prospect of seeing the Hotel de Jute—legendary headquarters of the Order of Guardians. Instead, Charlotte very much wished she could leave this city far behind. If she turned around now, she could be home in less than a week. She and Marta could take their grandmother and the family silver and make a new life far away. A small life, perhaps, but one without a growing pile of corpses. 

Charlotte inhaled slowly, wishing Worth could release a hint of his lavender. Among this crowd, however, it would draw attention. Instead, she brought to mind Grandier’s face after he’d murdered her brother. Made herself recall the grating sound of his laughter. Then Charlotte steeled herself against her own fear. This was why she had partnered with Worth and come to the capital. The Parson could talk all he wanted about protecting the crown, but Charlotte was going to use it to her advantage.

She boarded their horses at a public stable while Worth hung back, watching streets and windows for members of the Watch. Then Charlotte followed Worth as he navigated the side streets, staircases, and tunnels of Tuteurs, all without being noticed. 

As they neared the Merchant’s Pointe, a coolness kissed the back of Charlotte’s neck and she stilled, immediately reaching out to search for a wraith. But as soon as she focused on it, the feeling was gone.

“You weren’t imagining it,” said Worth, but he didn’t slow and he didn’t elaborate. 

The noise of the city was familiar and fuzzy, like childhood memories, but what threw Charlotte was the cleanliness. When she’d visited Tuteurs last, there had been places she couldn’t explore, though she’d carried her dirk on her hip like a sword and already knew how to use it. 

Now the streets were free of mire, the city’s gutters working as they should. Free of beggars, too. Charlotte passed a number of inns that looked to be boardinghouses for the needy. It wasn’t until she passed the fourth of these inns that she realized what kept catching her eye. Each sign had a small blue symbol folded artfully into its name. Rendered in more detail, the image matched the tattoo she’d seen on the barkeep the day before. It was the crowned crow of the Tristain line, except the crown tipped rakishly and one wing stuck out at an odd angle, as if broken. 

In statues, the broken wing was the symbol of a battle lost, but this tiny bird didn’t seem defeated. If anything, it felt hopeful.

Charlotte and Worth continued toward the Pointe de Jute, the palace towers barely visible over the tops of the buildings. Two hundred years ago, the hotel had been built near enough to the palace for the Order to respond when needed, but far enough away to give them some autonomy when off duty. 

When she and her Guardian stopped at the end of an alley and looked across the plaza before the Hotel de Jute, Charlotte gasped. Ten years ago, before the exile, this place had been magical, spawning legends from her childhood. In the Order’s absence, the white stone had dimmed. The plaza was empty except for the dry fountain and a foul-smelling breeze that tumbled refuse down the wide avenue. It was as if whatever energy kept the rest of the capital pristine had hit the edges of the Pointe de Jute and died. 

Overhead an empty flagpole clanged, its rigging forlorn and flapping. At least the double front doors of the hotel looked the same—huge and painted a brilliant deep blue.

“Should we find another entrance?” she asked.

It seemed foolish to approach the main doors, thereby announcing their arrival to any agent of the cardinal who may have been watching. Worth stood for a moment in the shadows, eyes closed. Then he stepped into the plaza without hesitation. 

“There’s no one nearby,” he said. “Not even in the surrounding apartments.”

“I’m not sure that’s comforting,” mumbled Charlotte.

She followed Worth and took the broad stairs two at a time, recalling memories of this place from before her father’s death. The Guardian glanced over his shoulder with a sad smile, no doubt feeling Charlotte’s nostalgia.

“You should have seen it a century ago,” he said. “Ready?”

Charlotte nodded, and they stepped through the entrance into a large receiving salon. Five bronze chandeliers hung unlit from the ceiling and a layer of dust had settled over the carpet.

Images flickered at the edge of Charlotte’s memory. Warmth and laughter. Raucous challenges and the sound of steel on steel. The smell of magic against magic along the practice corridor. Blushing cheeks after a well-landed joke her young ears hadn’t quite understood. A kind smile as Captain Petras taught her chess when her father hadn’t the time. Tears blurred Charlotte’s vision as she and Worth entered the next room. 

The great hall was four stories tall, every window along its highest level clogged with thick drapes and more dust, choking the history of the Order with a new, suffocating darkness. 

“Took you long enough.”

Raquel St. Claire emerged from a doorway at the other end of the hall to the left of a massive hearth. A scoff escaped Worth, but he said nothing as they met St. Claire in the middle of the room, boots echoing on the flagstones. The older woman’s gaze caught on Charlotte’s face, and it softened for the barest moment. 

“You came through the main gate, I assume,” said St. Claire, her breath surprisingly free of the sour smell of wine.

“We did,” said Charlotte. The scent of rot still clung to the inside of her nostrils and she wished desperately for the citrus oil in her bag. 

“No one deserves what they did to him,” said Worth.

St. Claire’s smile was feral. “Oh, I disagree,” she said. “I have a list of names. They deserve that, at the absolute least.”

Charlotte almost asked if Worth’s name was on that list, but St. Claire turned to lead them across the hall.

“René reset the alarms, and Pol is waiting for us at Petras’s place,” she said over her shoulder. “If the two of you ancient bastards are set on serving a spoiled prince who doesn’t want you—or dying in the process—that will be the best place to set up.”

St. Claire grabbed a lit torch from the wall and led them into a stairwell. Down here the air was cool but dry, and when they turned at the bottom of the stairs and began weaving through a series of ancient catacombs, Charlotte touched Worth’s elbow.

“Petras didn’t live in the hotel?” she said. Even though she’d tried to whisper, Charlotte’s voice reverberated off the passage walls and Worth’s mouth ticked up into a small, nostalgic smile. 

“Petras kept a small house not far from here,” he said, low voice rumbling in the near dark. “It gave him some peace when we got a bit loud. It connects to the hotel through the old catacombs.”

“As does most everything else in the city,” said St. Claire. “Which is why we set the alarms. Don’t go wandering off on your own.”

Before long, they reached another staircase and followed it up three stories to a narrow basement kitchen. Charlotte expected them to take the stairs to the main floors. Instead, St. Claire strode to the far end of the kitchen and shoved against a larder shelf. It gave way to a cozy sitting room. 

“Essentially, the entire house has been cut in half,” said Worth. “Part you can access from the main road. The rest mirrors the house but is only accessible from this kitchen.”

René lounged sideways in a deep chair, his legs over one armrest. The haunted look in his eyes belied the relaxed posture, and Charlotte prayed the boy hadn’t gone through the main gate. She took a step toward René but stopped when she saw Pol nearby talking to a third party. The man had his back turned, but Charlotte would know those dark waves and broad shoulders anywhere. 

“Micah?” 

Her cousin turned, a smile pulling his features lopsided before concern clenched his brow. Micah crossed the room to pull her close. Something in her protested, but his familiarity overwhelmed her and she buried herself in the silk of his ridiculous white jacket. 

“Gods, Charlotte,” he said into her hair. “Why?” 

Tears stung her eyes as she struggled to pinpoint exactly what her cousin was asking. Why was she here? Why had she opened her damn mouth and gotten her brother killed? Micah stepped back and raised his thumb to wipe away the tears Charlotte hadn’t felt fall. His eyes burned like the blue center of a flame and his whisper shook.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Charlotte’s stomach dropped. She’d thought about writing about William’s death. She should have written. Then something shifted in Micah’s gaze, and she remembered. Those eyes, caring as they were, had never been able to hold back blame. Though her cousin wouldn’t say I told you so, Charlotte heard it all the same. 

Charlotte pulled away, swiping at damp cheeks. 

“You look well,” she said, changing the subject. Before Micah could press further, she stepped deeper into Petras’s hidden sitting room and motioned toward the rest of the group. 

“You know Worth.”

“It’s been a while,” said the Guardian. “The last time I saw you, Charlotte had just chased you up a tree with a fistful of worms.” Worth left the shadows of the doorway and held out his hand. Micah took it with wide eyes and heat in his cheeks. 

“Parson.” Micah ran a hand through his hair and released a singular curse.

“That about sums up the situation,” drawled Pol. 

“Mind telling us how you discovered this place?” St. Claire watched Micah suspiciously. 

“Not much happens in this city that I don’t know about,” he said. When his eyes found Charlotte again, they were full of questions. “I heard you’d be arriving within days, supposedly with the Parson’s heart, so I’ve been watching.”

“I did bring the Parson’s heart,” said Charlotte. “It just happens to be beating.”

Micah tossed her a wink and hooked a thumb toward Pol. “This behemoth tried to sneak through the Refuse Gate. He wasn’t hard to follow.” 

Pol’s beard twitched as his mouth pulled into a severe frown. From his place in the armchair, René kicked at his Guardian. 

“I told you we should have waited until dark and climbed the wall.”

“The Cardinal’s Watch knows nothing,” Micah said to St. Claire. “They are waiting for Charlotte, but seeing as they’re a bunch of masochists with fluff for brains . . .”

“You’ve seen your cousin,” said St. Claire. “Now leave.”

Micah shook his head. “She’s only part of the reason I’m here,” he said. “Artus sent me.”

Worth’s gaze sharpened. 

Micah held up a placating hand and looked between both Guardians. “No one knows you’ve woken,” he said. “Either of you. Though Artus may take heart from knowing. He needs help.”

“I don’t care what he needs,” said St. Claire.

Micah ignored the woman’s outburst and spoke to Charlotte and Worth.

“I assume you’re following Petras’s final order,” he said. “Protect the prince, yes?”

The five of them kept their mouths shut, but Charlotte could feel the tension of their argument in the chapel ruins like a thick cloud. The peace was fragile at the moment. Micah wasn’t stupid. He watched them for a moment, then smiled.

“Like it or not, I’ve been better placed than any of you for years,” he said. Micah raised a finger and pointed between René and Charlotte. “Add to that the fact that you’ve both committed the same infraction that got Petras killed—”

“What do you mean?” said Charlotte.

René’s mouth pulled into a sad, knowing smile. “We woke Guardians,” he said. 

 “Exactly,” said Micah. “Petras was caught fleeing along the North Road, the Archer awake beside him. Both of them were riding like the twelve hells were opening behind them, but they couldn’t outrun the Watch.”

“And they chose to fight,” said Worth.

Charlotte’s eyes locked onto those of her Guardian as his flashed a darker shade of purple. That was why there had been no trial. Petras had rebelled, and when he was caught, he’d chosen to fight instead of handing over his Guardian’s heart and placing his life at the mercy of the cardinal’s court.

“None of you can walk these streets in the open, let alone enter the palace,” said Micah. “If you want to protect Artus, I am your only point of access.”

St. Claire laughed. The sound would have been lovely if it hadn’t been laced with spite. “Speak for them, LeBeau,” she said. “I’ve done nothing.”

“You’ve followed the edict and handed over Charis’s heart?” said Micah.

St. Claire’s nostrils flared, and Pol had to throw an arm out to keep her from launching across the small space toward Charlotte’s cousin. 

“What exactly would you have us do, LeBeau?” he said. 

“In the days since I’ve returned from Sand Manor, the prince has been seeing things,” he said. “Dark things. I can’t confirm the presence of wraiths, but there has been an uptick in sightings throughout the city. Especially with the excavation in the old catacombs.” 

“Excavation?” said Worth, gaze sharpening. 

“The cardinal claims to be cleansing the city of old wraiths to make way for modern development,” said Micah. “It’s another facet of her campaign to prove to the people of Niveaux that the crown no longer needs the Order.”

“That might explain what I thought I felt near the Merchant’s Pointe,” said Charlotte. 

Worth nodded. 

“Will you help?” said Micah. “Verify whether wraiths are present. If they are, settle them and give Artus relief.”

“Can you get us inside the palace?” asked Worth.

Micah raised one shoulder and let it fall. “Maybe,” he said. “But with the Guardian hearts in custody, Montaigne has filled the halls with Red Jackets.”

Charlotte’s heart rate kicked up a notch. Perhaps helping the prince would get her close enough to run Grandier through. Pol straightened, hands clenching into fists. 

“How many hearts does she have?” he asked. 

“Eight,” said Micah. Pol shoved away from René’s chair and cursed. 

“So many?” said Charlotte. 

“That means only two of the thirteen hearts are unaccounted for,” said René.

A trace of a smile pulled at the corner of Micah’s mouth. “Wrong,” he said. “We know exactly where they are. The bad news is that the Watch has them.”

“The good news?” asked Charlotte. 

“They should arrive in the capital in the next couple days,” said Micah. “And they’ll be coming up the South Road.”

“Thank you,” said Worth, words clipped, eyes already distant as his mind churned. 

Charlotte loved watching him think. She turned to her cousin. 

“We may need you in the coming weeks,” she said. “How do we find you?”

St. Claire raised a hand. “I swear, LeBeau, if you say I’ll find you, I’m going to punch you in that perfect face.”

Micah tossed her a grin as Worth led him back toward the hidden entrance and the catacombs beyond. 

“You think my face is perfect?” he said. St. Claire rolled her eyes as Micah answered his cousin. “I will do my best to be at your disposal, Char, but no one can know. I must put the prince first.” 

“Keep us apprised of any developments regarding the delivery of those hearts,” said Worth. 

Micah watched all five members of the Order, then laughed in disbelief. “They aren’t making it to the capital, are they?” he said.

Worth locked eyes with Charlotte. “Not if we can help it.”

If Petras ordered them to defy the cardinal and protect the prince, adding to the number of waking Guardians was the perfect first step. 
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Run from the monsters. 

Luc’s mother sang the song when he was too young to remember anything but her smile. She sang it as they fled toward the mountains—whispered it frantically as she pulled him by his tiny wrist, then as she carried him. Sobbed it over a frozen body as she wrapped her son in the fur his father no longer needed. Screamed it as she fought shadows with teeth, and whimpered it in relief when they finally made it across the border into Niveaux—

Luc woke slicked in sweat, breath coming in gasps until he recognized his rooms instead of the dark, deadly forest of his nightmare. He dropped his face into his hands as birdsong and the last of the night’s chill drifted through his open window. Then the captain pulled himself to the edge of his four-poster, blood rushing in his ears to the beat of his pounding heart. 

Mother, have mercy.

A slow sweep ensured he was alone in his bedroom. Wardrobe closed and locked. His writing desk, not unlike those used by the scribes in the monastery where he’d been raised, sat beside the window covered with the reports he’d been studying until the small hours. Luc watched the sky lighten to apricot and turn the surrounding parapets into silhouettes. Entering his washroom, he turned on the taps, running a bath himself instead of calling his valet. It had been a long time since he’d allowed himself the luxury of a slow bath. The throne room wouldn’t open for hours yet, and though he’d been home for days and washed multiple times, the grime of travel still felt thick on his skin. Luc sank into the water with a sigh. Exactly how the road’s dust managed to find its way in when one wore as many layers of clothing as Luc did baffled him every time.

Run from the monsters. 

Luc’s breathing hitched as the nightmare echoed. He shuddered, edges of his vision going dark. Though he pushed against it, he could not keep the cavalry of the past from overtaking him, riding the notes of the rhyme from his dream.

Run from the monsters.

His mother had hummed the melody as they built a hidden life in the south of Niveaux. Four years later, when the monsters found them anyway, she sang it as poison worked in her veins. When Luc fell ill, too, his mother whispered the song like a shaking prayer. And when Luc got better, but she had not, his mother’s last breath took on a familiar shape as it escaped her blue lips. 

Run from the monsters. 

Luc closed his eyes and focused on the warm water gathering to drip from the tip of his nose. The quickness of his heart? Slow it. The shaking of his hands? Still it. The hole in his chest threatening to open up? Seal it tight. 

Luc inhaled.

Slow it, still it, seal it tight. 

Luc leaped out of the bath and into a drying cloth, then threw on breeches and a crisp linen shirt. As he reached for a fresh jacket of crimson leather, Luc thought of the prince and his newfound energy. His questions. His attempts to push back. Perhaps there was something Luc could do to encourage Artus’s seeming, and sudden, interest in running his country. 

Luc left his bedroom for his sitting room, startling the old man brushing out jackets by the light of the fire in the overly large hearth.

“Captain!” Luc’s valet fumbled a jacket, dropped it, then—in his haste to pick it up—trampled it thoroughly. 

“Godot,” said Luc, freezing with his jacket half hooked. “Why has my couch moved? Again?”

Godot rushed to Luc’s side, heat pouring into his weathered, olive cheeks. “The couch, Captain?” 

“Yes,” said Luc, eyebrows raised. “And the dining set. And the card table.” 

Godot kept his eyes on his own hands as they finished fastening Luc’s jacket. “It’s better, no?” he said, a hopeful lilt on the final word.

Luc almost laughed, but he forced a grunt instead. “It’s furniture, Godot. Place it wherever you like, it will not tempt me to use it more than I do.” 

Which was never; he only used the massive suite to sleep and pray. The sitting room alone was large enough for half his Red Jackets to eat a meal in comfort. An overly large couch, a settee, and too many side tables populated the area nearest an ornate hearth. The farthest held a card table, yet another chaise, and a set of cushioned chairs. All of it expensive. All of it red. 

None of it home. 

This time Luc did laugh. A short, impatient thing. Home was a word Luc rarely thought, not because it brought painful memories, but because it didn’t conjure any at all. He didn’t remember the place he’d been born. There’d been a series of small towns as they ran from the past. The year in Braedon, near Sand Manor. The priest-run orphan house in Tuteurs after that. Jonas Sand had deposited him there shortly after his mother’s death, but regular visits from Sand and his lavender Guardian couldn’t dispel the otherworldly looseness of being suddenly without family. They had trained him with blades and allowed him to tag along on the occasional outing within the city. But even that connection hadn’t helped the cold walls feel like somewhere Luc belonged. Somewhere he was wanted.

An unearthly chill brushed the back of Luc’s neck, and he barely stopped himself from spinning to check that the balcony doors were closed. Yesterday he’d felt it in the streets. The head of the Settling Guild said dark things were stirring, but not this close to the palace. Surely not in his rooms. 

Walls he had built as a young man seemed to be weakening, but that was impossible. Luc had plenty of practice blocking the darkness. That wasn’t going to change simply because the capital was unsettled. 

Poor choice of words, that.

Luc closed his eyes as his heart threatened to pound its way out of his chest.

Slow it, still it, seal it tight. 

Godot reached for the jacket hook at Luc’s neck, but the captain swatted his fingers away and finished it himself. When he turned toward the standing clock that doubled as a weapons cabinet, his valet matched his step so quickly that they collided. Luc stabilized the old man with a hand to the elbow, jaw clenched.

“How often have I insisted that I can see to my weapons?” he snapped.

Godot’s mouth puckered, eyes boring into his boots, and Luc felt like an absolute bastard. He sighed and said, “Will you please fetch my baldric? And the papers from my desk?”

The valet nodded once and disappeared into Luc’s bedroom, leaving the captain to unlock the clock, revealing his countless blades with a reverence he should have reserved for his gods. His eyes caught on the Sand sword and guilt flared. Luc had taken the sword from Grandier the moment they’d reached the capital. When Charlotte Sand handed over the Parson’s heart, Luc would return her family’s blade. It would be poor repayment for her brother’s life, but it was something. He reached toward the sword but pulled back just shy of running a finger over the entwined branches. It really was beautiful. 

But it was also a garbage sword. 

The balance was off in a way that made it unfathomable to carry, let alone actually use in a fight. Luc shook his head and reached for the clawlike blades he was known for, but he pulled up short when he saw that their place was empty. 

Jaw clenched, Luc drew a slow breath. There was one other person who would dare touch these blades, and suddenly it wasn’t the dark forest of his childhood crowding his mind, but an alley. The night he’d first killed a man. 

The night that had changed everything. 

Luc grabbed his rapier and crossed to the hearth, sinking into a deep chair. His head fell back as he sifted through the emotions of the memory. 

Fear, when he’d noticed the soldier in the shadows. The man had watched in terror, taking in the blood dripping from Luc’s hands and the body on the ground. Shame, when it hit him what he’d done. Not that he’d killed a man—the monster had deserved it—but how he’d incapacitated the man in the first place. Dread. Because as the soldier had fled into the dark, Luc had known it would only be a matter of time before they came for him. 

Come they did, but it hadn’t been the Watch. It had been Cardinal Lorraine the Pure. She’d come alone, removed him from the orphan’s home, and installed him in the cathedral to finish his training. And she’d told him a simple truth: I alone know what you are, and I will not forget. Then she had smiled. From now on, when you kill, you will do it for me.

Luc never saw the soldier from the alley again.

Godot bustled into the sitting room, organizing the stack of papers as he crossed to Luc. The captain took the reports, then strapped his rapier onto his belt and left his rooms. If he was fast, he would have time to check in with the newest recruits before his first meeting.

Luc’s boots were silent on the deep carpets of the Barracks Tower where his rooms dominated the uppermost floor. The levels beneath housed his Watch, lieutenants on the floors just below, working their way down to the cadets in the basements near the mess hall and kitchens. It was one of these darkened passages Luc entered, the smell of fresh bread making his mouth water, when he turned a corner and ran into Prince Artus. 

The man didn’t cry out, but he shoved Luc hard and the captain tripped before righting himself. 

“Forgive me, Highness,” said Luc. He was about to ask why the prince was skulking near the kitchens, but the question died in his throat. Artus’s eyes were wild, his hair slicked with sweat. 

“It’s here somewhere,” said the prince. “Hiding.”

Something about the prince’s eyes gave Luc the impression that the words were not meant for him. He stepped close and placed a gentle hand on Artus’s elbow, lowering his voice. 

“Highness, can I help?”

Artus shook his head. When his eyes met the captain’s again, they were present, if not quite clear. The prince’s breathing rasped over ravaged vocal chords, as if he’d spent the night screaming, and a chill ran the length of Luc’s spine. Artus leaned close.

“You want to help?” he said. “Make sure Charlotte Sand doesn’t meet the same end as Petras.” Then Artus disappeared through the kitchens, his measured walk at odds with his harried mind. 

What in twelve hells did Sand have to do with the prince roaming the palace kitchens? Unless, of course, Artus was seeing shadows again. He might have fled from something imagined and ended up here before he came back to himself. Luc sighed and took the nearest stairs. He and Artus had trained together under Jonas Sand and, as a result, had been close. Years and circumstances had driven them apart, but Luc could still read the prince like a brother. 

Or at least that used to be true. He had no idea why Artus would be concerned about Sand, unless perhaps he knew something Luc didn’t? He’d expected Sand in the capital days ago. 

Luc was still puzzling over the encounter when he found Sharp near the throne room. He shrugged off the disquiet and let the ritual of this morning report steady him.

“Captain.” Sharp’s nod was curt, and as usual, her economy of movement almost made Luc smile. 

“Lieutenant.” Luc strode to the balustrade near the Thousand Stairs that overlooked the palace foyer. “News of Sand?”

“None,” said Sharp grimly. 

Luc wanted to press, but he reined himself in. No news meant no news, and he wouldn’t throw a tantrum because he didn’t like Sharp’s answer. 

“The cardinal wants to know how many soldiers you’ve sent after the missing hearts,” said the lieutenant.

Luc quirked a brow. Why hadn’t Lorraine simply asked him? 

“Which two are unaccounted for?” he asked. 

“According to our reports, Bella Charis and Pol Baudin,” said Sharp. 

Luc didn’t miss the grim tone. The rowan and maple Guardians were formidable, indeed. Charis was a born leader. And Baudin . . .  Well, the Avalanche was just trouble. Luc would feel infinitely better when he had their hearts in custody. Even if it meant spreading the Watch like too little butter on a piece of bread. 

His soldiers in the capital were already pulling double shifts. If accounts from ten years ago were to be believed, the Order had been hells to work with, but their exile had undoubtedly left a hole. The edict disbanding them had made the problem permanent. Luc was going to have to find a way to draw more citizens to the Watch.

“Thank you, Sharp,” said Luc. “Send the fourteenth and thirty-first regiments to search for the missing Guardians. One west, circling to the north, the other east, circling to the south.”

The Lieutenant gave a nod and turned on her heels. 

“Sharp,” called Luc as she reached the Thousand Stairs. 

“Sir?” she said, turning. 

“A troop escorting two more hearts should be here within twenty-four hours. Send twenty soldiers to meet them.”

“Of course,” said Sharp. “Regular Watch?” 

Luc’s jaw stiffened. 

“No,” he said. “Send Red Jackets. We’re not taking any chances.” 
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It had been two days since they’d arrived in the capital, and as she stared at the empty plaza from a window of the Hotel de Jute, Charlotte felt restless. No one had seen Grandier in the city, which gave her hope that he was being punished for his role in William's death. At the same time, she often imagined running into him in the streets of Tuteurs. Sneaking up behind him in the dark and sliding a knife between his ribs. 

Charlotte’s vision flickered, and she drew a slow breath. It would not do to dwell on Grandier when there was a very real challenge just over the horizon. René had spent the better part of two days watching for the soldiers escorting Guardians’ hearts up the South Road. When she was sober enough to leave the safe house, St. Claire watched the other ways into the city. 

Saving two more Guardians from being imprisoned by the cardinal would bolster their numbers and continue the work Petras started.

Defy the cardinal. Protect the prince.

MAKE THE MONSTERS RUN. 

Charlotte still could not fathom what had turned Gerard Petras—a man who had always put duty first—into a rebel. Something had pushed him toward open defiance, and Charlotte couldn’t help but see the similarities between his actions and those of Worth ten years ago, on the night the king and queen had died. The Guardian admitted that breaking a vow in order to keep it hadn’t worked out. Charlotte desperately hoped they weren’t repeating history.

While René and St. Claire watched the roads, Pol, Worth, and Charlotte took turns watching Tuteurs from the upper levels of the Hotel de Jute. They lit no lanterns and never moved the curtains, keeping to the shadows. So far, the Pointe de Jute had been quiet, but Charlotte watched from a hall window as the boy from the wraithwood snuck into the plaza, located the laughing gargoyle, and tipped it, ever so slightly, off its base. He snatched the coins Worth had left, but then his head cocked toward the closest alley. In the shadows stood a large figure, barely visible in his cloak. Even with his hood up, Charlotte recognized her Guardian. 

Worth made no move, but the child ran to him. The Guardian knelt, and after a minute, ruffled the boy’s unkempt hair and sent him running into the shadows. Worth glanced upward, and though she knew he could not see her, Charlotte felt their connection thrum as he nodded encouragingly. Charlotte took a fortifying breath and turned away from the window.

Ghosts of her father’s memory haunted the rooms throughout the hotel. Most memories rang with the sound of her father’s laughter or the proud lilt in his voice, but underlying each was the shadow and weight of ten years of loss. This place had been such a part of his life, and she felt like an interloper instead of an heir. 

“Stop being so morose,” breathed Charlotte, stalking down the hall. “Remember why you’re here.” 

Burying herself in grief over futures that could have been would not help her take revenge on those who had stolen them.

The third floor of the Hotel de Jute was nothing but living quarters. Twenty-six rooms lined the level on three sides, doors facing the banister open to the great hall, thirty feet below. Charlotte walked the western side, dust blooming from the carpet where she stepped. Three doors in, she found it. 

The trim around Worth’s door was carved with lavender flowers and gilded in gold so aged it was cracked and flaking. The next door was decorated much the same way and historically belonged to the Parson’s partner. Charlotte ran a finger along a lavender sprig, a piece of gold leaf crumbling to the carpet like a gilded snowflake. If they’d not been in hiding, this would be her room. She closed her eyes and opened the door, stepping into the space that had last been occupied by her father. 

Though none of his things remained, his spirit lingered. Not as a wraith would, but like the embrace of a far-off memory. Leather and citrus oil could still be detected beneath the must of disuse as Charlotte made her way to the other side of the modest bed. Once there, she ran a loving hand over the large, dusty volume on the side table. It was called the Parson’s Book, and Charlotte hadn’t seen it since her father died. She’d assumed William had tucked it away, but apparently he’d never retrieved it. 

The book was written mostly in Worth’s hand with some of his partners chipping in over the years. It told the story of the Order, but, more importantly, it told Worth’s. Etched into the darkened leather cover was the symbol of the sleeping Guardian—a slashed upside-down triangle, its base elongated into arms, another line down the center for the crow cross. Behind the silhouette was a lavender flower, and Charlotte saw the polished book for the gift it was. Her father’s story was here, too, and suddenly she needed it in her hands. 

Charlotte lifted it and sat on the edge of the bed. She opened it in the center, careful not to crack its aged spine, then flipped to the last page filled with Worth’s gorgeous, antiquated script. 

Immediately, she felt ridiculous. Of course, there was no record of the night her father had died. The Parson hadn’t been here to pen it. 

“Charlotte.” Worth’s greeting was quiet, but she leaped from the bed and snapped the book shut. When she turned, he was leaning against the doorframe trying not to smile.

“You’re awful.” Charlotte attempted to slow the frantic beating of her heart. 

“You should have heard me coming.” Brow arched, the Parson crossed the room and held out his hand for the book.

Charlotte handed it over. 

“I’m sorry if it was an imposition,” she said. “I know it’s personal.”

“It is dreadfully personal,” said Worth. “But it’s not mine.”

Charlotte met his amethyst eyes, confused. Worth’s smile was small but sure. 

“It’s ours,” he said. “Hopefully you’ll help me add to it for a long time to come.” Charlotte’s chest tightened as he handed the book over. “Keep it. You’ll want to read it all, but for now focus on the more recent entries.” 

Worth crossed the room to the window and glanced through the crack at the edge of the curtains. 

“Our small friend had some interesting things to share,” he said. 

“About the wraithwood?” asked Charlotte. 

Worth crossed his arms, nodding. “He said no one has buried a new wraith in months.”

Charlotte’s brow furrowed. 

“Because there haven’t been any wraiths?” she asked. 

“He couldn’t say, but he’s adamant that there aren’t enough members of the Guild to go around. It could be that there have been wraiths to settle, but they’ve been too busy to take them to the wood.”

“If someone is storing bones near the palace, it could account for Prince Artus’s discomfort,” said Charlotte. “We need to speak to the Settling Guild.” 

Worth grunted and flashed her a wry smile.

“Assuming we can trust them,” he said. “But before we can even think about revealing ourselves to the Guild, we have to finish a more immediate task. René found the soldiers traveling with the Guardian hearts.”

 Charlotte tucked the book under her arm and followed Worth down three flights of stairs to the great hall. 

 “They’re a few hours south,” he said. “We need to move if we’re going to be ready.”
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René’s whistle cut through the treetops like the call of a jay. They had ten minutes before the group of soldiers reached the members of the Order where they hid along the road. The boy dropped from a branch and landed beside Charlotte without a sound. 

“How do you do that?” she whispered. 

René’s eyebrows bounced twice, and he tugged Charlotte’s hood to cover her face. 

“That’s why they call him the Ghost,” said Pol from his perch on a fallen log. Beside him, Worth stood perfectly still, watching the road. 

“We’ll stop the soldiers,” he said. When he turned his gaze to Charlotte’s, she did her best to hold it, though her heart was pounding. “Relax. Our distraction should allow you to retrieve the hearts without being seen. But we won’t have a chance if you can’t calm your nerves.”

“I know,” Charlotte snapped. “I’m trying.”

“Give her a break, it’s her first ambush,” said Pol, blond beard twitching around his smile. 

“Demons bloody mothers,” cursed St. Claire as she emerged from the underbrush. “It’s not an ambush. If we do this right, there’ll be no fighting.” 

Their trap lay in the road—a cart with a broken axle, big enough to block passage. The hope was that Worth and St. Claire could keep the soldiers talking long enough for Charlotte to use her skills to seek out the Guardians’ hearts. 

St. Claire stopped across from Charlotte and pulled on the wide leather strap she’d fastened over one shoulder and across her chest. William’s baldric, armed with three of his hunting knives.

“It’s too big,” snapped St. Claire. 

“I know,” said Charlotte. “I tightened it and secured the extra in the back.”

St. Claire yanked the baldric, spinning Charlotte around. She lifted Charlotte’s cloak and scoffed. 

“This is going to come loose,” she said. “Best case, it gets in your way. Worst case, it catches on something and slows you down enough for a blade to find your liver.”

Charlotte looked pointedly at the wineskin on St. Claire’s hip. “At least I have a liver.”

St. Claire stepped forward, but suddenly Worth was between them. 

“Enough,” he said. “I hear horses. If we must fight, only incapacitate. I will not give the cardinal a real reason to call us criminals.”

“And no fists, Pol,” said St. Claire. 

The Avalanche grunted and disappeared into the trees to keep the horses quiet while watching the road for more soldiers. Pol used his bare hands like Worth used his staff, and his ability to level the largest soldier with one blow was legend. If he did that here, all of Niveaux would know the Avalanche was awake. 

The five of them spread out. Dust filtered through the forest as the line of soldiers came into view. There were ten of them, all on foot, and seemingly exhausted from their travels. A cry to halt came from the front where the lieutenant had stumbled upon Worth and St. Claire, hooded and bickering in the road. 

As the soldiers trickled to a standstill, wagon creaking, Charlotte closed her eyes. She couldn’t risk discovery by humming the settling tune, but she wasn’t here to settle. She was here to find. It wasn’t something she did very often. Usually, the wraiths she helped were easily spotted—a peak of unease in her otherwise peaceful wraithwood. 

Today, however, it wasn’t the dark she searched for. It was the steady, protective presence of a wraith of light—a Guardian heart. Eyes closed, Charlotte sent tendrils of awareness through the forest around them, focusing on the soldier’s wagon. It sat stationary, covered in cloth, as the Watch craned their necks, looking for the cause of delay. Nothing about the wagon jumped out at Charlotte. No throbbing of a heart, no warmth or surety, like she had sometimes felt as Worth hung sleeping in their yard. She shifted her weight and drew a calming breath. Then Charlotte pressed all her skill forward. She tried to imagine it flowing out from her chest, surrounding the wagon, invading it. 

There. 

Charlotte’s breath caught and her eyes flew open. 

“Far side of the wagon, toward the front,” she whispered. The vehicle was only twenty feet away but surrounded by four soldiers of the Cardinal’s Watch. Charlotte made to move, but René stilled her. He gave a short whistle like the chirp of a wood lark. Almost immediately at the head of the line, what had been a bustle turned to chaos. Someone tried to lift the cart onto its side to clear the path, but it toppled back and Worth fell beneath it. He cried out as if injured, St. Claire blaming the soldiers with every curse imaginable. 

The four soldiers guarding the hearts were called forward to help, and the path lay open before Charlotte and René. They dodged into the road behind the wagon. Charlotte climbed up onto the platform on her hands and knees, ducking beneath the cloth. Reaching out with her skill, she saw why it had been so difficult to locate the Guardians’ hearts. They were sealed within a heavy, locked chest. There was no way she would be able to pick it up. 

Breaking the lock would be too loud, so Charlotte grabbed one edge and pulled. The chest scraped along the floor of the wagon, and Charlotte stilled, heart hammering. 

“Hurry, chère,” René whispered from the opening behind her. “They are moving the cart out of the road.”

“Help me carry it,” said Charlotte. 

René hopped into the wagon, crouching low. “I should have stayed with the horses,” said René. “Pol could toss this over his shoulder with one hand.”

“Shut up and move.”

They took up positions on opposite sides of the trunk and, lifting simultaneously, worked it toward the edge. They jumped down, then raised the trunk between them and made for the trees. 

But as Charlotte rounded the corner of the wagon, William’s baldric came loose and she tripped. The trunk slipped from her grip and slammed into the ground. René’s curse rang through the wood.

St. Claire’s voice rose at the head of the line, but all ten soldiers were running toward Charlotte and René, weapons drawn. 

“Stop!” cried the lieutenant, silver bracer flashing in the sun.

“Run,” said René. “We’ll lose them in the trees.” 

Charlotte reached toward the trunk. “The hearts!” 

“Are lost!” said René. “Sometimes the best option is to run!” 

Charlotte scooped William’s baldric from the ground, cursed herself for proving St. Claire right, and ran. She chased after René, dodging through the woods as he led her away from the road. They evaded the two soldiers who had followed them, then doubled back. Just when it seemed like they might be able to slow and breathe, René stopped cold. Fifty feet away, standing in the middle of the road, were Worth, St. Claire, and Pol. They were surrounded by twenty mounted Red Jackets. St. Claire and Worth drew their swords, and hell’s roots broke loose.

René met Charlotte’s eyes, and the boy looked as if he’d rather wade through a snake-infested swamp than into this fight. 

“Fight smarter, not harder, chère,” he said. “If you’re careful, your opponent will do a good portion of your work for you.” 

She nodded once before René drew his rapier and charged. Charlotte drew hers and followed with a cry. 

Horses of the Watch spun and stomped, whinnies rising to a frantic pitch as their riders were brought down by St. Claire and the Guardians. Soon, half of the Red Jackets were out cold. All without a drop of blood.

A mounted soldier galloped toward Pol’s turned back. Charlotte remembered René’s words and held out her blade, allowing the rider’s momentum to do the work of cutting through the saddle girth. The horse reared, sending its soldier to the ground. 

He stumbled to his feet, cursing, and lunged at Charlotte.

Their blades clashed, and the force of the man’s blow jarred Charlotte’s bones, reminding her this wasn’t a training exercise. This man was trying to end her life. His bladework was far superior to her own, and his strength would have given Worth a challenge. Charlotte struggled to parry, but she couldn’t force an opening, let alone disable him without causing injury. It took every bit of her focus to hold her ground. 

Charlotte wished for Worth’s power. His peace. And perhaps a bit of Pol’s strength. The Guardians could unleash havoc, if they chose, allowing them to retrieve the hearts they had come for and escape. Instead, they fought for their lives while trying to preserve those of their enemies. 

The Watch didn’t deserve it.

She saw William’s face as it was during their last bout in the yard. To the hilt. He should be here. Instead, it was Charlotte. And she had to hold back. Frustration roared through Charlotte’s veins, and darkness tinged her vision as she barely deflected the soldier’s sword. Her hands rang with every collision of blades, grip weakening. As the soldier came at her again and again, Charlotte’s heartbeat grew frantic. Sweat streamed into her eyes as he pushed her back toward a pair of trees. If he cornered her, she would have no choice but to land any blow possible. Even if it was fatal. 

Charlotte batted away the man’s sword, then dodged left, but the soldier’s foot caught her ankle, sending her to the ground. Her sword flew from her grip, and the man raised his fist. Charlotte pulled a knife from her boot and aimed for his belly.

Across the clearing, Worth’s voice rang out, desperate. 

“No!” 

Her eyes snapped toward him, attention wavering, and in that split second, the soldier she was fighting landed a wicked punch. It slammed into the side of Charlotte’s head and sent her to the ground. 

Ear ringing and hot, Charlotte tried to regain her footing, but the soldier was there. He raised his sword just before Pol’s fist landed, and the soldier fell limply to the ground. The huge Guardian pulled Charlotte against his body just as another Red Jacket lunged. Pol yanked the sword from the woman’s hand and hit her in the temple with an elbow. 

“Stay in my shadow,” Pol bellowed.

To their right, St. Claire engaged two soldiers at once. Her hood had fallen back, and her blue-tipped braid whipped through the air behind her. 

“St. Claire!” yelled the Red Jacket lieutenant. “It’s the Order!” 

So much for secrecy. 

Pol whistled, and the pounding of hooves answered. A horse stamped sideways into the melee, and Worth swung onto its back. He tossed Pol the reins of another mount as Iris stopped beside Charlotte, pawing the earth. 

“Hurry,” said Worth. “We need to be long gone before they can follow.”

“The hearts,” said Charlotte. She turned to run back toward the wagon, but Pol wrapped an arm like a vise around her waist and threw her onto his horse before leaping up behind her. 

“The Red Jackets have them,” he said. “We need to disappear.”

“I can ride Iris!” said Charlotte.

“She’s too old to carry you this fast,” said Pol. “Don’t worry. She’ll follow.”

Pol kicked his mount and tore off into the woods after Worth. René and St. Claire were already sinking into the distant trees. Charlotte adjusted herself in an attempt to give the Avalanche more room, and finally, as her heart steadied from the fight, she felt the chasm opening in her chest. They had failed. 

She had failed. 

They had not lost hearts to the cardinal. They had lost two lives—comrades who would never wake again if they were not recovered. As Charlotte’s heart constricted with shame, she knew she could not blame anyone else. It was Charlotte who had insisted on wearing William’s baldric, though she’d been warned what could happen. Charlotte had fumbled the hearts and alerted the Watch. Charlotte who felt the dark beckoning and had chosen to embrace it in order to save herself. That Worth’s cry had stayed her hand was no comfort. 

Because Charlotte knew that, had that soldier in the wood been Grandier, her Guardian would not have been able to stop her from soaking the ground with his blood. 
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At best she’s an idiot, at worst she’s going to get us killed!” St. Claire’s  aroar filled the basement kitchen at the safe house. She yanked off her sword and belt and threw them onto the ancient kitchen table, making Charlotte flinch. René leaned close to nudge Charlotte's shoulder with his own.

“She made a mistake,” said Worth. He’d been toe to toe with St. Claire for the better part of fifteen minutes, refusing to back down. Though Charlotte knew St. Claire was right. 

“A mistake is calling someone by the wrong name,” said St. Claire, leaning toward Worth and gesturing wildly. “A mistake is kissing a stranger in a bar and then realizing he’s the superior officer in the company you’ve been reassigned to.”

Pol’s head snapped up, autumn eyes dancing. “Wait, did you—?”

“Shut up!” said St. Claire, pointing a finger right in the massive Guardian’s face before turning back to Worth. “Blatantly refusing advice and then bumbling our only chance to get back two of our brethren is most decidedly not a mistake.” 

“I am so sorry,” said Charlotte, dragging her hands over her face.

St. Claire looked like she might come at Charlotte swinging, but Worth stepped between them. The older woman aimed her words at the Guardian instead. 

“Get her out of the capital. She’s a menace!”

“She’s green,” said Worth, voice surprisingly calm. “You can’t expect much more of someone her age with little to no training. Our bond is new.”

“Speaking of mistakes,” said St. Claire, voice dripping with disdain.

Worth’s features darkened. “I have never had to defend my choice of partner,” he said. “And I’ve been doing this since your three-times great grandfather was in the nursery.”

St. Claire ignored him and leered at Charlotte. “You strut in here with your failure of a Guardian and expect the few of us left standing to risk everything while you stumble around and figure things out?”

Worth tensed, and Charlotte admired his ability to refrain from cracking his staff across St. Claire’s temple. She didn’t need him to do this for her. True, she’d made a horrific mistake, but yelling about it wasn’t going to solve anything. So, Charlotte stood and, pushing past Worth, stepped right into St. Claire’s personal space.

“By everything, do you mean your fabulous charisma?” she said. “I can assure you there isn’t much left.” 

The Avalanche raised his voice. “The Parson is right, Raquel,” he said, palms raised toward the woman like it was second nature. Charlotte wondered how many times he’d been forced to calm her. “The girl is new to this. As we all were once. Have you forgotten you spent your first weeks in and out of solitary for insubordination while Charis fought to convince Petras you would learn?”

“Petras is gone,” St. Claire said. “It’s only a matter of time until everyone else is too.” 

Charlotte struggled to contain herself as darkness tinged her vision. She promised herself that, someday, she was going to punch Raquel St. Claire in the mouth. And it would be glorious. For now she needed to control herself.

“You’re angry,” said Worth to St. Claire. “Fine. I’m not going anywhere. Which means neither is Charlotte.”

Warmth spread in Charlotte’s chest and chased away the shadows licking at her mind. She may have been Worth’s last resort, but at least he was standing up for her. St. Claire’s glare bounced between the Guardian and Charlotte, Worth’s brows raised and expectant. 

“Fine,” spat St. Claire. “But she trains every moment of the day.” The woman grabbed her sword and belt from the table and grinned at Charlotte. “I’m first, because your bladework is shit. Come.”

Worth bit back a smile, and Charlotte blinked at St. Claire. “Now?” 

The woman didn’t answer, but as she stalked from the room she glared at Worth. “Put your dimples away, you haven’t won a damn thing.” 

Pol and René watched St. Claire’s retreating back, laughing. 

“You’d better not dally, chère,” said René. “She only gets meaner.”

Charlotte raced after St. Claire. At least the woman was no longer screaming. 

The safe house boasted a large, winding staircase that led to three floors of bedrooms. Each floor shared a washroom, and Worth and Charlotte had taken up residence on the top floor. St. Claire passed the staircase and entered a hallway that led to a parlor, a dining room, and a wide, empty hall. The space had been the ballroom in the original house, but Petras had walled half of it off for the safe house and converted it into training space. Hardwood floors gleamed as St. Claire took a candle from near the door and walked the perimeter, lighting more. 

“You just going to watch?” she said.

Charlotte grabbed the nearest candle and walked along the opposite wall until the candelabra on tables of various heights flooded the space with a warm glow. At one end of the room, five blue fencing carpets sat in parallel lines. St. Claire drew her sword, but instead of heading toward the carpets, the older woman stood in the middle of the room, crossing her arms and studying Charlotte. After what felt like an eternity, St. Claire held out a hand. 

“Give me the baldric.” 

“You want me to take it off?” said Charlotte. “It needs to be shortened, but—”

“Give. It. To. Me,” snapped St. Claire. 

Charlotte removed the blades from the piece of leather and placed them on a nearby table before unbuckling the baldric. When she handed the piece of gear to St. Claire, the woman threw it unceremoniously across the room. The baldric hit the wall near the door and slid to the hardwood. 

“What is wrong with you?” Charlotte made to step around St. Claire, but the woman’s arm shot out, stopping her in her tracks. 

“You can have it back when you stop being stupid,” said St. Claire.

Charlotte shoved away. 

“It’s all I have left of him,” she said, “and you’re treating it like garbage.”

St. Claire’s eyes sparked, and Charlotte half expected her to throw a punch. Instead, the woman walked to where the baldric lay in a heap. She shook it out and hung it on the knob of the open door. Her eyes were still on the baldric when she spoke again. 

“He did not deserve my disrespect. Forgive me.” 

St. Claire returned to Charlotte slowly, eyes on her rapier as she drew it and covered the tip with cork. She waited as Charlotte did the same, then the woman sank into a defensive stance and said, “You still can’t have it back until you stop being stupid.”

Instead of arguing, Charlotte mirrored St. Claire’s defensive stance and tried to channel calm. The frenetic urge to fight hadn’t left her system, but Worth had been right—connecting it to the dark emotions roiling within her was a weakness she could not afford. 

“Why are you here?” asked St. Claire.

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. “To support the Order and get justice for my brother.”

“Wrong.” St. Claire sighed. “You are here—in this room—to get better. This is not a means to an end. It is the end. You aren’t here for glory. Or vengeance. Or some misguided sense of duty you imagine your family owes to an ancient bunch of scarecrows.”

“But the cardinal—”

“Does not exist,” said St. Claire levelly. “Neither do Grandier or Montaigne.”

Charlotte’s arm began to tremble from holding the defensive position. God, when had she become so tired?

“You are not ready for them to exist,” continued St. Claire. “Lesson one is focus. Keep your mind on the current job, not the one three hours, or days, or years down the road. Now is what matters when there is a blade in your hand.” 

St. Claire stepped forward until their swords were crossed. 

“What went wrong today in the woods?” she said, gesturing toward Charlotte’s face. Pol had healed the bruise, but Charlotte still had an echo of a headache from the soldier’s fist. “How did that soldier manage to make contact?”

“I wasn’t strong enough.” 

“Wrong.” St. Claire brought her rapier around lightning-quick, slapping the inside of Charlotte’s forearm. 

Charlotte cursed and shook out her arm, then settled back into position.

“I was too slow,” she tried. 

“Wrong.” Again, St. Claire whipped her rapier in a delicate loop, catching Charlotte’s other wrist. 

Charlotte bit back a curse. “My footwork—” 

“WRONG.” St. Claire flicked her wrist, and Charlotte’s sword flew into the air. The woman caught it, then spun both rapiers outward and whipped both of Charlotte’s arms at once.

Charlotte cried out in frustration, “MY FOCUS! I LOOKED AWAY FROM MY OPPONENT.”

“Good,” said St. Claire. She tossed Charlotte her sword. “If you want to be the partner your Guardian needs, you have to pull your weight. If he is worried for your welfare in a fight, he will be as distracted as you were this afternoon. Then you both die.”

Heat flooded Charlotte’s cheeks, but she kept her mouth shut. St. Claire faced her, waiting, but instead of attacking, St. Claire spoke. 

“Don’t move. Watch.” The woman pushed her blade toward Charlotte slowly and the rapier slid to the outside of Charlotte’s, straight into her shoulder. Charlotte gritted her teeth as the cork pressed into the bruise that didn’t seem to want to heal. Perhaps it was waiting on her heart to catch up.

“Your guard is weak here,” said St. Claire. “You’re giving me a straight line to land a blow, then disarm you.”

Charlotte nodded, because that was exactly what had happened during her last training session with William. This weak defensive stance, and her inattention, were what had led to the aching wound in the first place. 

St. Claire lowered her weapon and took Charlotte’s elbow and upper arm in her hands, angling them away from Charlotte’s body. When St. Claire tried the attack again, her sword slid to the outside of Charlotte’s but came nowhere near her body. Instead, Charlotte had a clear line to St. Claire’s face.

“When you take that position,” said St. Claire, “it can’t be weak. A slight shift is all it takes. Yes?” 

“Yes,” said Charlotte. 

St. Claire gave a curt nod, then attacked full speed. This time Charlotte not only kept her sword, but countered.

“Good,” said St. Claire. “Faster.” 

Charlotte did as she was told again and again. She should have felt at least a small sense of triumph—keeping her sword in her hand against St. Claire was no small feat—but Charlotte was out of breath and dripping, and St. Claire looked fresh. Even getting better, Charlotte wasn’t good. Montaigne hadn’t had to put forth much effort to beat her, either. She had only survived that encounter because Montaigne had allowed it, and owing the man who watched her brother die made Charlotte feel as if the world was upside down.

Be thankful I have chosen mercy today. I very rarely do.

Charlotte charged St. Claire. The woman batted her sword away, and Charlotte released a frustrated growl as the momentum spun her sideways. When she came back to center, St. Claire watched her, dark eyes calculating. 

“If you learned from your father and brother,” she said, “why are you so horrible?” 

Maybe it was the woman’s nonchalance. Maybe it was the cock of her hip or the way her blue-tipped braid looked so freakishly perfect. Whatever the reason, Charlotte’s vision blurred and she launched herself at St. Claire with abandon. St. Claire grinned, whipped out her dirk, and crossed it with her sword to block. Charlotte’s sword shuddered to a standstill, and St. Claire’s dirk was at her throat. 

“Lesson two,” said the woman, jaw clenched. “Never out of anger.” 

St. Claire shoved, and Charlotte spun away with a frustrated cry. This time, St. Claire’s smile was wide, if a little feral. 

“Good,” said the woman. “Tomorrow. Before breakfast.”

St. Claire walked away, pausing at the door to pick up William’s baldric. Before the woman could leave, the question Charlotte had been biting back for days spilled from her lips. 

 “Is it true that you were supposed to be with my father the night he died?” 

St. Claire stilled in her retreat. The woman did not turn around. 

 “I’ll answer that question when you make it a whole lesson without your blade clattering to the ground.”

By the time Charlotte reclaimed her brother’s knives from the side table and blew out the candles in the training room, exhaustion sat heavy, sloping her shoulders. She needed food and bed. René was the only one in the kitchen when she entered it. He met Charlotte’s eyes and slid a plate of bread and ham toward her. She nodded her thanks as Pol and Worth joined them. 

“I’m telling you,” said Pol, “the sooner we do it, the better.” 

“Do what?” said Charlotte around a mouthful. 

“Steal the Guardian hearts back from the cardinal,” said Worth, glowering at Pol. “And I told you that breaking into the palace is an asinine plan. Especially after our botched attempt to steal two of them. Getting to those hearts is off the table for now.” 

The Parson stretched and headed for the stairs. Pol grinned and followed after him.

“Until we come up with one hell of a distraction, you mean.” 

Worth’s laugh was short, but the warmth in it made Charlotte smile. She finished her bread and stood. 

“I’m for bed, too,” she said. 

René shook his head. “Oh, chère, you aren’t done training.”

Charlotte would have laughed, but she was too tired. This day had felt like three already and she couldn’t hold a coherent conversation, let alone train in any effective way. 

“It’s the dead of night,” she said. 

“We will have more freedom in the dark,” said René. He plucked his cloak from the row of pegs in the kitchen, and Charlotte realized he was serious. She donned her cloak, rolling her eyes. 

“Where are we going?” she asked.

René grinned and took off into the catacombs. 

“Shit,” Charlotte muttered, diving into the dark after him.

He was fast. And it took everything Charlotte had to catch him. Before long, they were outside, the spring air cool and thick in Charlotte’s nostrils. During the day, people flowed through the streets of Tuteurs like blood fueling the arteries of a lumbering, magical beast. But at this hour, all was quiet. 

“Now what?” Charlotte bent double and struggled to catch her breath. 

René’s response was quiet as the night. “Now you shut your mouth,” he said. “And you keep up.”

Then he was off. Again, Charlotte ran. They leaped walls, zigzagged through alleyways, and climbed to the rooftops. The whole time, René made almost no sound. Charlotte tried, but after one particularly epic trip over a chimney pot, the boy spun around. 

“For the love, chère!” he hissed. “Light feet!” 

On it went as the slivered moon made its way across the sky. Charlotte turned into a passage at full speed and almost slammed into René where he leaned against the wall in the dark. Charlotte collapsed against the stone, certain she didn’t look nearly as graceful as this beautiful boy with maddening skills. 

“If the point of this was to exhaust me, you’ve done it.”

“Oh no,” he said. “That was just for fun.”

Charlotte’s brows drew together as René made a show of taking in their surroundings. 

“Where are we?” he asked. 

Charlotte stepped out of the alley, looking up and down the street. There was a tavern, a couple of patrons stumbling outside as warm light and laughter spilled through the doorway. Shops lined the street, but the windows were grimy and the signs difficult to read. 

“I have no idea,” said Charlotte.

René cocked one brow. “Well, that’s a shame,” he said. “It’s going to make getting back difficult.”

Charlotte’s head fell against the wall. She had been so focused on keeping up with René that she’d taken for granted that, eventually, he’d take them home.

“You’re making me lead the way back,” she said with a sigh. “Isn’t that going to be just as bad for you as it is for me?” 

René grinned, and Charlotte’s stomach dropped. 

“You aren’t coming with me,” she said. 

 “What if I’d been impaired?” he said. “If you were with the Parson, and he was wounded so badly he reverted to his scarecrow form and you didn’t have the time or means to patch him up?”

“I’d be in deep shit.”

René dipped his head, agreeing, then left her alone in the dark. Charlotte muttered a string of creative curses and decided the best thing to do was wander the city until she saw something she recognized. Clouds dodged in front of the moon, blending disparate shadows until they were one peaceful gloom. At one point Charlotte saw St. Claire enter a tavern, already unsteady on her feet. Charlotte considered waiting to follow the woman back to the safe house, but it might have been noon the following day before the woman emerged. 

Besides, that was the easy way out. René had challenged her to find her way, and Charlotte would be damned if she gave St. Claire another reason to think her useless.

Charlotte worked from the dingy, little-known area of town toward what she hoped was the Market Pointe. Once or twice, she felt the cool, fleeting presence of a wraith. Perhaps the Settling Guild was stretched too thin, like the child from the wraithwood suggested, or there had been a rise in new wraiths in the capital, just as there had been back home. Either way, Charlotte did not have the energy to settle the weakest wraith tonight. 

Eventually, market stalls gave way to the higher-end shops of the Merchant’s Pointe. There were tailors and stationers. A calico gown in the window of a haberdashery made her practically drool. When Charlotte found herself in the plaza before the cathedral, bells began to ring, and she counted the hour out of habit. 

She was not going to be home before sunrise.

At best she’s an idiot. 

Charlotte really had to stop proving St. Claire right. An ache pulsed with the beat of her heart as she stared up at the cathedral. The rise of the Silent Gods had done more damage than she could have imagined. This place, once the focal point of worship for the Old God, was now nothing but a smooth facade of white marble. More an ancient castle than a church, its three bell towers dominated the skyline—square behemoths crowned with spires of lilies and swords. 

Charlotte had liked it better when they’d been living trees. 

To the right lay the oldest cemetery in Tuteurs, and though Charlotte was exhausted, she stepped purposefully through the gates. If there was one place her god could not be erased, it was his place among the dead. 

The cathedral cemetery was small. Generations were represented here, but most of their bones lay beneath, mortared into the labyrinthine walls of crypts. The gravestones lining the paths were some of the oldest in the city, and Charlotte struggled to make out names in the murk. Out of habit, she sent her skill searching for wraiths.

“If only one of you could show me what’s happening in this city,” she whispered, running a hand along a lichen-covered headstone. 

What in hell’s roots had turned Petras into a fighter? Whose side was the Settling Guild on, and could they trust Micah if Artus turned out to be loyal to the cardinal? But the dead were silent in this hallowed ground, and Charlotte was glad for them. 

A man’s voice broke her reverie and Charlotte froze. She edged around the nearest sepulcher to see a silhouette backlit by the flickering glow of a lantern. A man stood, tall and angular, head bent toward the cathedral with deference, and Charlotte’s stomach twisted. 

Captain Montaigne was unmistakable. Even in the dark.
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Charlotte bit back a curse. 

She should return to the hotel, but the captain’s posture had her transfixed. Charlotte had forgotten what the red jacket of his uniform really meant. Not only was Montaigne loyal to the cardinal. He’d been trained as a priest. 

The Silent Gods obviously had very low standards.

Charlotte edged closer, almost certain she could refrain from killing Luc de Montaigne in a churchyard. She watched from her hiding place, searching her memory for any inkling that she had met him as a child. She ran through a list of village bullies, but each was accounted for, grown and living normal lives. Charlotte moved to the next headstone, close enough to see Montaigne’s dark hair and golden bracers reflecting the lantern light. Then her breath caught in her lungs, because the captain was praying in the old tongue.

And it was beautiful. 

Montaigne’s lonely voice floated through the night, and a chill rippled over Charlotte’s exposed skin. It made her think of wraiths and tears. The old language fell from the captain’s lips like words turned to water. A glorious, rolling thing with a lilt at the end of each sentence. Charlotte had memorized the vocabulary used for settling, but she wasn’t fluent. As Montaigne begged his gods—for that was the only way to describe this longing—she caught but one word: speak. 

A breeze ruffled Montaigne’s hair, and he fell still. 

“Here for revenge, Lady Sand?” 

Gone was the beauty of his prayer. In its place was the crystal-clear tenor of control and command, and the dam that had been holding Charlotte back ruptured to pieces. She leaped from her hiding place, pulled Montaigne’s back to her chest, and set her dirk against his neck. 

“Hello, Captain.” 

Montaigne’s throat bobbed, and that single swallow cost him a nick of blood from her blade. Charlotte’s heart hammered. How in hell’s roots had he identified her? Her chin angled over the captain’s shoulder, and she could practically taste the soap he used—sage with an undercurrent of rainwater. 

The fact that she liked it, even a little bit, made her want to spit. He smiled then, as if he knew.

Charlotte registered the oddity half a second before Montaigne’s hand wrapped around her wrist and twisted. Her dirk clattered to the ground and he turned, pressed her into the nearest headstone, and rested a contraption on his bracer against the soft place beneath Charlotte’s chin. The blade was obviously spring-loaded. If released, it would sail straight through the back of her mouth and into her brain. 

The captain’s long thigh pinned her to the stone and Charlotte’s breathing, shallow as it was, pushed the tip of his blade closer than she would have liked to splitting skin. Perhaps he’d be within his right, since the neck of his red jacket was soiled with blood her own blade had drawn. 

Montaigne’s granite eyes bored into Charlotte’s. His mouth flattened, as if there were words he’d rather not let escape, and a gamut of emotion played over his features. Montaigne’s gaze caught on her nose, growing distant for the barest moment before he seemed to catch himself. 

Charlotte glanced over his shoulder, expecting guards to make an appearance as Montaigne bent his body to match her smaller stature, eyes following the bead of sweat Charlotte could feel trailing from her temple. 

“No one disturbs me when I pray,” he said, as if he’d read her mind. They were alone, and his words were both threat and promise.

“Lucky for you,” Charlotte dared, eyes flicking to where his hips dug into hers. “We probably look like lovers.”

She had hoped to make him uncomfortable, but Montaigne huffed an amused chuckle. He cocked his head, and his garnet earring sparked in the dim light. 

“It’s a pity the Order is finished,” he said. “Your bawd would have fit right in.” The captain released her and stepped back, hands in the air. “Spilling your blood in this place would desecrate it. And despite what you may think, I’d rather not make things worse.” 

It was impossible to mistake his tone. If Charlotte chose to fight him here, getting arrested would be her best-case scenario. She stood to her full height and raised her hands to mirror him. His eyes flicked over her face yet again.

“The cut on your head healed quickly,” he said. 

“Wasn’t as bad as it looked,” said Charlotte. “Where is Grandier?” 

 “The lieutenant is detained in the palace, awaiting judgment.”

“Not good enough.”

Grandier deserved judgment, but Charlotte doubted he would be dealt with harshly enough. Having him under lock and key also kept him frustratingly out of reach.  

“It will have to be enough,” said Montaigne. For a second, the sadness Charlotte had seen in his eyes the day William died looked as if it might surface. “Have you brought the Parson’s heart?” 

Charlotte reached for the calm St. Claire and Worth encouraged, but the words came out venomous as her pain pushed to find release.

“You don’t want to do this,” she said. 

“I don’t make decisions, Lady Sand. I carry out orders.”

“Given to you by a despot,” said Charlotte. 

“The prince ignores his responsibilities, your cousin encouraging him at every turn,” snapped Montaigne. “The cardinal is the only one leading Niveaux.”

At the flash of fervent loyalty in Montaigne’s eyes, Charlotte’s retort evaporated. 

“You truly believe that,” she said.

“I wouldn’t wear the red if I didn’t.” Montaigne’s gaze swept to Charlotte’s boots and back to her face. “What do you believe in, Sand? The Order? Or yourself? Does rebellion run in the family?”

“You know nothing about my family.” Charlotte’s words were glacial. Even if he’d followed her father around as a child, this monster could not have been close to him. Jonas Sand’s honor would not have allowed it. 

“I know that even the best of us can be drawn to the dark,” he said. Montaigne’s words were unyielding, but sadness washed through his eyes. “Give me the heart.” 

Montaigne held out his hand, and the fact that he was waiting for Worth’s soul truly sank in. 

There was something sickening about it now that the Guardian was awake. He was a person and in an odd and ancient way, he was hers. Montaigne’s weight shifted, and Charlotte’s eyes flicked to the wicked contraption on his bracer. She needed to get out of this cemetery. But she also recognized an opportunity. 

“The last time we fought, it was far from fair,” she said. 

“That wasn’t a fight,” Montaigne deadpanned. “I defended myself. And kept you alive.”

Charlotte felt her cheeks flare.

“Face me now,” she said. “If you win, I will hand over the Parson’s heart.”

“Fine,” said Montaigne, crossing both arms. “And when I beat you—”

“If.”

The captain dipped his head, a sly smile lifting a corner of his thin lips. “If I beat you, you will leave the capital without causing trouble.”

“When I beat you, you will hand over my father’s sword.”

“If, Lady Sand.” The captain smirked, as if Charlotte had no chance. Perhaps she didn’t, but her connection with Worth had strengthened her. Montaigne had no idea.

She drew her rapier and stood across from him in a small clearing between three large headstones. A worn patch in the grass struck a chord within Charlotte. It was practically a formal fencing carpet. 

“You do this often,” she said.

“I practice here at times,” he said. “Old cities are incredibly noisy. So many layers can be . . . overwhelming.” The captain scowled as if surprised at himself for sharing. 

As when they’d first met on the road, Charlotte felt a strange solidarity connecting her to the captain. This time in his search for peace, and in the fact that he would find it here, among the dead. 

Montaigne flipped his rapier into his right hand and stepped forward. “Not my dominant hand, in case you were wondering.”

His arrogance flayed the armor straight off her temper. She responded with a wild attack, but as he parried, she heard St. Claire’s admonishment. Never in anger. Damn it all if Charlotte didn’t want to rage at Montaigne like she had before. It didn’t matter, though. If this fight was going to end differently than their first, Charlotte had to calm down and focus. 

She breathed slowly, circling Montaigne until her heart rate calmed. Then she stepped back into her defensive stance and lifted her elbow like St. Claire had taught her. This time, Montaigne attacked, and she deflected two blows in quick succession, feeling the instant relief of combat. Her arms burned from her earlier training, but this fight was more than a dare. If Charlotte could best Montaigne now, then when her chance came, facing Grandier would be easy. 

The captain parried, and Charlotte forced herself to focus on his blade instead of the way his jaw caught the lamplight. She barely dodged as Montaigne danced sideways in a complicated bit of footwork and took a swipe at her ribs. Charlotte stepped aside with a hiss. She had to focus. Damn if he wasn’t good. Which irritated her even more. She nodded toward his empty belt. 

“No knives?” 

“You wanted a fair fight,” he said, voice smooth, breath even.

The nonchalance with which he taunted her had Charlotte clenching her teeth. To hell with St. Claire. She charged with a yell. Montaigne blocked, but she focused on the thrum in her blood connecting her to Worth and battered him again and again. Her shoulders should have been burning with effort, her breath shallow, but she was as fresh as morning—and it felt glorious.

Montaigne’s heel caught on a clump of grass, and he stumbled against a headstone. Charlotte sliced at his arm, and though most of her blade was deflected by his bracer, the tip of it found the inside of his palm and he sucked in a breath. 

She had him off-balance, but the gleam in his eyes told Charlotte she’d be a fool to push. She backed up, allowing the captain to regain his feet. 

“You’re stronger,” he said. 

“Anger can be galvanizing.” 

He almost laughed. “Anger is a trap.”

Charlotte wondered if it would bother Montaigne to know that he sounded like one of the Guardians he so wanted dead. 

“You act as if I have no reason to be angry,” said Charlotte, circling. “Your cardinal is erasing our way of life.”

Charlotte lashed out, and Montaigne batted her sword aside. 

“The Order of Guardians has outlived its usefulness.” He lunged and swords clashed, three testing blows before they retreated again to circle. “And your prince made that decision as much as my cardinal.”

“If the Order were truly unnecessary, our captain would have stepped down gladly,” said Charlotte. “You would have us believe he fled.”

Montaigne’s jaw clenched. She’d hit a nerve. 

He swiped at Charlotte with his blade. She ducked and kicked out at his legs, then aimed her rapier at his groin. He caught it with the guard of his sword and leaned his full weight against her. Guard to guard, she stared into his steel eyes. Charlotte hoped he could see the rage in her own. Hoped he could feel it.

Montaigne released a frustrated yell and threw Charlotte back. She reveled in the annoyance finally flickering across his face. 

“You are practically two hundred miles from home,” he spat. “How can you smell of gods-damned oranges?” 

Was that how he’d identified her? By her smell? The thought was unsettling. 

Charlotte attacked with a burst of slices and stabs. 

“Why, Captain, do you know what I smell like?” 

Montaigne locked their blades together. His other hand clamped onto Charlotte’s wrist, pressing her back until she could feel the coolness of the cemetery wall bleeding through her leather jacket. Then he leaned in with a wolfish smile. 

“If you do not know what I smell like, Lady Sand, your father didn’t teach you half as well as he should have.” 

The captain’s height gave him leverage Charlotte could not break. His face was still close, breath cool and warm at once. Charlotte’s stomach clenched. He would not unsettle her.

“If everyone is to be believed,” she said, “that’s because he wasted what little time he had training undeserving urchins like you.” 

Montaigne’s eyes shot wide with something oddly like hurt. Charlotte buried the hitch in her chest.

“Do you always chew mint before meeting ladies in the dark, Captain?” 

He leaned closer to her ear. “Only the pretty ones.” 

It was enough to catch her off guard, and as he twisted his wrist, Charlotte’s sword fell to the ground. Montaigne stepped back, kicking her blade farther into the grass. Gone was the grin. The distance between them couldn’t have been more chaste if they’d been in the cathedral. 

Charlotte could have beaten him, of that she was certain. But she’d allowed herself to become distracted. She had thought she could handle it all—the anger, his nearness. A thirst for justice and revenge and a bloody fight. Instead, she had done exactly what St. Claire would have expected. Here, in the cathedral cemetery, triumph written across Montaigne’s face, she knew the older woman was right. 

Charlotte was going to ruin everything. 

“We’re done here,” said the captain. 

“We aren’t.” Charlotte willed her voice not to crack. “That sword was my father’s. Grandier has no right to it. Do you even know how he came by it?” 

“I have no idea,” Montaigne said. “I was not in the Watch ten years ago, as you know. I haven’t seen the sword since the day your brother died. It wasn’t on Grandier when he was locked in his rooms. Besides, your father hated that blade.”

Charlotte’s mouth fell open. 

“My mother gave it to him.”

“Then your mother gave him a garbage sword.”

Charlotte stepped toward the captain, fists clenched, and the satisfaction on Montaigne’s face gave way to pity. 

“I am sorry, Lady Sand,” he said, allowing the tip of his sword to dip toward the grass. 

A bitter laugh escaped before she could stop it. “For beating me?”

“For your brother’s death,” he said more quietly. “For your father’s.”

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed, and when Montaigne’s gaze finally met hers, she saw the young soldier in the road. Charlotte bit her lower lip to keep it steady and nodded her thanks. Emotions roiled within her. Respect for his skill. Something darker—aimed both at Montaigne, for his part in her brother’s death, and at herself, for she couldn’t quite find the will to put more distance between them.

Montaigne’s head fell and he pulled a long breath through his nose before meeting her eyes again, this time without a trace of softness. The breeze ruffled his short hair, and with the oddly herbal smell of him came a wisp of lavender. 

“I’ve beaten you fairly,” said Montaigne. “Give me the Parson’s heart.”

“No,” said Charlotte. 

And before she could move, Montaigne’s hand gripped her wrist. He spun her around, brought her arm up sharply behind her, and started marching her toward the cemetery’s exit.

“Have it your way, Sand,” he said. “You’re under arrest. If you’re lucky, handing over the heart will see you released.”

Charlotte struggled, panic setting in, but then lavender surrounded them as Worth stepped from the shadows.

“Let her go, Montaigne,” said the Parson. His deep voice was quiet, but it rang with absolute authority. 

Montaigne turned, keeping Charlotte before him, and she had never been so happy to see those amethyst eyes. The captain backed toward the entrance, using Charlotte as a shield, a newly drawn blade at her throat. One of the lanterns flickered, revealing Raquel St. Claire. She leaned against the largest tomb, looking blurry-eyed and bored as she played with the blue end of her thick braid. 

Montaigne smiled bitterly. He released Charlotte, shoving her toward her Guardian and raising both hands in surrender.

“It was you,” he said, eyeing the three of them. “The failed attack on my convoy.”

No one answered, and Montaigne shook his head. 

“I would say welcome back, Parson, but you aren’t welcome.” Montaigne’s gaze dropped to Worth’s chest—to the place his heart was quite obviously beating. The captain’s voice fell dangerously low as he turned to Charlotte. “Since his last waking act defied the crown, I shouldn’t be surprised, but an ambush is in poor taste.”

St. Claire’s deep chuckle reverberated off the stones. “It would be in poor taste, Captain, if you were anyone else.”

The air turned to ice, and Montaigne sidestepped slowly toward a gate in the wall. “If that is all, I will be going.”

“One more thing, actually,” said St. Claire. “A message for the cardinal.” The woman took one step past Worth and punched Montaigne in the face.

The captain was out before he hit the ground, head narrowly missing the wall.

Worth cut his eyes at St. Claire. “That was in poor taste.” 

Pol stepped from the shadows, René at his side. “It’s Montaigne,” Pol said, waving off Worth’s reprimand. “Stick around and you’ll get in line.” 

Charlotte nudged the captain’s leg with her boot, his slack face making him seem exceedingly young. “We can’t leave him here.”

“We’ll take him to the palace,” said René with a sigh. 

His Guardian looked about to argue, but one tsk from his partner had the Avalanche slinging Montaigne over his shoulders. The two of them disappeared into the predawn murk with their strange load. 

Worth snuffed out the last of Montaigne’s lanterns and led them toward the cemetery gate. St. Claire fell into step alongside Charlotte. 

“Montaigne knows you’re awake,” she said to Worth’s back. “The cardinal will know by morning.” 

Worth grunted. He wouldn’t even look at Charlotte, and part of her wished he would rage. She searched her memory for a time when she’d seen the Parson truly angry and came up empty. Her stomach was in knots, as she was fairly certain that wouldn’t be the case for long.

The narrow passages of the city swallowed them, and St. Claire matched Charlotte’s tired pace. The tension between them wound tighter the farther they walked in silence. Finally, Charlotte cracked. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Engaging Montaigne was a mistake. I know that. I should have left as soon as I saw him, but he knew I was there and I panicked and—”

“Demons’ bloody mothers, Sand,” said St. Claire, pressing into her temple and staggering once. “Too many words.”

Charlotte closed her mouth. 

After an agonizing minute, St. Claire sighed. “You held your own for a long while,” she said. “Defense looked better.” Charlotte opened her mouth, but St. Claire cut her off. “You’re still an idiot.” 

They made it all the way to the Pointe de Jute before St. Claire spoke again, and her words rippled like ice down Charlotte’s spine.

“I’ve heard you’re skilled with the dark, girl,” she said. “Wraiths are one thing, but the shadow surrounding Luc de Montaigne comes straight from the twelve hells he believes in. Careful you don’t let it swallow you whole.”
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Charlotte woke early, left her bed unmade, and took the stairs to the sitting room. She found her Guardian near the fire bent over a tattered pile of fabric with a needle. 

“If that’s the flag that was hanging in the hotel’s great hall, it’s going to need more than your kind of magic,” said Charlotte with a yawn. 

Worth grunted and lifted his chin toward the coffeepot perking in the fireplace. Her grandmother often argued that tea was good for waking you up, putting you to sleep, and everything in between, but as far as Charlotte was concerned, coffee was one of the best things to come out of Niveaux’s treaties with the Southern Isles. Those who worked the fields held places of honor in the Isles, which had always made sense to Charlotte. People who fed a nation should be revered more than those who strove to rule over it.

Charlotte poured coffee for herself and Worth and listened to others moving around upstairs. Her Guardian dropped his work, disgust tugging at his lip. 

“There’s hardly anything left to mend!” 

St. Claire entered the room, red-eyed from drink. 

“That’s true of more than the flag, Parson,” she said, heading toward the kitchen and the catacombs beyond. “No one loves a sinking ship. And we’re going down fast once the cardinal knows we’re here.”

“You’re the one who punched Montaigne,” called the Avalanche as he entered the sitting room with René.

St. Claire flung a rude gesture over her shoulder and disappeared into the catacombs.

Charlotte’s coffee scalded her lip as René snagged an apple from the table and tossed it to Pol. The mammoth Guardian finished half in one bite as Worth watched the passage St. Claire had taken. 

“Why does she spend so much time in the catacombs?” he asked.

René released a heavy sigh. “It’s where she goes to think.” 

“Assuming she’s not looking for a drink,” grumbled Pol. 

“Each time she tries and fails to wake her Guardian, St. Claire walks the catacombs,” said René, tossing Pol a disapproving glance. 

Charis. The first Guardian. Charlotte couldn’t help but think that this remnant of the Order would be in much better shape if the woman would wake and stand alongside them.

“Is it possible Charis is rejecting their match?” said Worth. “They argued the night the king and queen were killed.”

“The last time I suggested that, St. Claire stabbed me at the dining table,” said the Avalanche darkly.

René scoffed. “Disemboweled is a more apt description,” he said. “She cut his torso clean in half. Maple leaves everywhere. Burlap sack obliterated. It took me the better part of two days to repair him. Do you know what she said when I told her the tantrum had made work for me instead of teaching Pol any kind of lesson?”

“I bet she called you an idiot,” said Charlotte.

“Close,” said René. “She said that’s what I got for bonding with a monstrosity of a man devoid of brain matter.”

Charlotte laughed, but looked toward the catacombs with a twinge of sadness. St. Claire was difficult, but she was obviously hurting. Charlotte couldn’t shake the feeling Worth had woken for her as a last resort. What would it feel like to be partnered for years and then abandoned? 

“For all our sakes, I hope Charis is just angry,” said Worth. “Remember that time she got torn to pieces by the dressmaker’s husband? She refused to wake for a week.” 

The Avalanche rolled his eyes. “I had no idea that woman was married!”

“Then why did you need a lookout?” René laughed.

“She had a prudish landlord?” 

Pol’s laughter pulled a grin from Charlotte, and for a moment she felt at home. The Guardian finished his apple with gusto and lifted his chin toward Worth. 

“In all seriousness, St. Claire had a point,” he said. “Montaigne knows Charlotte is here. And he knows you’re awake. Given the way Raquel put him under, I’m sure he’s pissed.”

“He will not take any of it well,” said René with a grimace. “I would expect the streets to be crawling with Red Jackets today.”

“Petras didn’t call us here for the streets,” said Worth. 

“We don’t know what Petras was planning,” said Pol. “His last note was nothing but a desperate warning, and the bastards killed him before he could elaborate. You would think the old man would have at least left us more. Protect the prince. Fine. How are we supposed to do that while hiding?”

More direction from Petras would have been nice. Given the sparseness of his missive, their captain must have known the danger he was in. Why, then, wouldn’t he have left further instruction?

Charlotte’s head snapped up. “Maybe he did elaborate,” she said. “Could he have left us something here?”

René shook his head. “The first thing I did when we arrived was search both the hotel and Petras’s house,” he said. “There was nothing.” 

“Did you check the Archer’s book?” asked Charlotte. 

“I couldn’t find it,” he said. “It wasn’t in the Archer’s rooms.” 

Charlotte stood, leaving her coffee cup on the table. 

“Where is Petras’s room?” she asked, heading toward the staircase. “Worth’s book wasn’t in his room. It was in my father’s. If the Archer slept for most of the past ten years, Petras would have been the one keeping the book up-to-date.” 

“His rooms are on the top floor,” said Worth. “He loved the view of this city.”

Charlotte stepped toward the hall, but René stopped her with a gentle hand. 

“No,” he said. “Follow me.” 

The Guardians remained in the kitchen as René took Charlotte deeper into the first floor of the house. When they entered the study, Charlotte instantly regretted not spending every spare moment in the space. The bookshelves lining the walls were shaped like cathedral windows and, though the room lacked natural light, lanterns cluttered every surface. Once they were lit, the space would be magical.

René pointed across the room to a shelf set a little into the wall. The decorative carvings along its apex showed the Old God in brilliant detail, leaves and twigs creating a crown on his ancient head, then twining outward to create a frame around the shelf. 

“Pull out the history of shoes,” said René. 

“Who needs a history of shoes?” said Charlotte.

René chuckled, but the mirth did not reach his eyes. Charlotte crossed to the shelf and pulled the book, its spine thin and bright green. Something clicked, and the shelf shifted back and sideways, revealing a large closet. A small bed took up most of the space, made but crumpled, as if the last person to sleep here had collapsed upon it without using the blankets. Books were piled everywhere haphazardly, as if whoever was reading them had been looking for something. Looking, but failing to find, then discarding one book for the next. 

“When Petras was trying to solve a riddle, he never left the study,” he said, hanging back in the larger room.

Charlotte nudged a plate on the bedside table where a half-eaten piece of toast had dried out, curling at the edges. 

“I wonder what riddle he was trying to solve before he died,” said Charlotte. 

“I wish I knew,” said René. The boy’s voice caught, and Charlotte met his eyes. 

“None of this is your fault, René,” she said. “You cared for Petras, but you were not his keeper.”

René turned away, swiping at his cheeks. Charlotte wanted to help him, but the boy needed closure, and she wasn’t certain he would get it. The void in her chest stretched, like a beast attempting to make itself at home. Her grief and regret needed the balm of vengeance. Preferably in the shape of Grandier at her feet, a bloody mess. 

René was a gentler soul. What did he need to fill the gaping wound Petras’s death had left? 

Charlotte walked the small space, examining teetering piles for anything resembling the Parson’s Book. After the second pass, she released a frustrated sigh. Then she noticed the ink stains on Petras’s pillow. 

Charlotte lifted the down pillow, revealing a large leather-bound book. The symbol on the cover looked much like Worth’s—the slashed sleeping scarecrow—but the plant embossed behind it was a thistle. This book belonged to Benji St. Juste—the Archer, and Captain Petras’s Guardian. She wrapped it in her arms and met René where he leaned against the doorway into the hall, eyes closed.

“Found it,” she said.

He smiled, and Charlotte wished she could coax one from him that wasn’t so steeped in heartbreak. Back in the kitchen with the Guardians, Charlotte placed the Archer’s book on the table and skimmed its pages until she found the most recent entry. 

“It’s dated almost a year ago,” she said. Worth reached around Charlotte to flip back a few pages, then returned to the final entry. 

“There’s no mention of you waking,” he said to the maple Guardian. 

“Meaning he wasn’t certain the book was a safe place for secrets,” said René.

Charlotte agreed. It had been tucked away in the hidden room, out of sight beneath his pillow, but Petras had still worried that the wrong eyes might see it. 

“Perhaps that’s why he stopped writing in it,” she said. 

The final entry, dated last summer, was a recounting of a meeting of the king’s council. Most of it was standard—lists of goods for the army, squabbles between lower lords to mediate. But the last lines caught Charlotte’s attention. 

Darkness stirs within the city walls. The cardinal believes her gods are sufficient to wipe it clean, but the Order is needed. I must make her see reason.

“That was right after Pol and I went into hiding,” said René, looking to Charlotte and her Guardian. “I’m sorry it wasn’t what you were hoping for.”

Worth shot René a dark smile. 

“It may not be explicit instructions,” he said, “but it’s enough to get started. Petras knew there were wraiths in the capital. If Micah is right, Artus is feeling it, too.” 

Worth closed the Archer’s book and crossed the room to where his staff rested against the wall. 

“Charlotte,” he said. “You can’t risk the settling robes, but you’ll need your cloak.”

“You’re going out,” said Pol. “Is that wise?” 

Worth spun his weapon once before storing it in the holster between his shoulder blades. 

“We sensed a wraith in the city when we arrived, and it was obviously in pain,” he said. The look he pinned on Charlotte was full of challenge. “Whatever comes next, you need to be better prepared. It was St. Claire’s idea to train you. And since you’re my partner, I’ll start where I always do. With the dead.”
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Charlotte followed Worth through the streets of Tuteurs wearing her cloak over a simple shirt, breeches, and a black jerkin. As long as they remained hidden, Worth, Pol, René, and St. Claire had agreed that none of them should wear the blue jackets of the Order. When Charlotte had alluded to needing one, St. Claire had laughed in her face. She would have to prove herself before she was allowed to wear the color of the Order, and the longer Charlotte was in Tuteurs, the more she worried that may never happen. 

Predawn light cast a purple hue over the cobbles, and the smell of baking bread filled the air. Hoods up against morning mist and curious eyes, Charlotte and Worth made their way to the oldest part of the city. Tucked behind the cathedral and cemetery, against the western wall of the palace, the Olde Pointe was a hidden gem. Its streets had been laid with the foundations of the first keep, hundreds of years before the birth of the Order. Though that keep had long been buried by the newer palace buildings, these streets remained. 

They were narrow, sharp turns curling back on themselves then darting the opposite direction to create a tangle no map had fully captured in centuries. Buildings on either side of the streets leaned more toward one another with each story. As a child, Charlotte had pretended the Olde Pointe was teeming with hidden passages, ogres, and hags. That’s what it felt like now as she and Worth took a dank set of stairs leading away from the cathedral. Eventually, the Olde Pointe narrowed, funneling toward the newer parts of the city and the Wraith Gate. But before the old gave way to the new, pedestrians had to navigate past the crypts. 

A series of doors in the thick western wall of Tuteurs revealed staircases leading to some of the oldest crypts in the region. Ancient kings had been buried here, pillaged by grave robbers long ago. In more recent times, the crypts were a novelty—a point of interest for historians or a place for children to win or lose a game of dare. 

Worth led Charlotte into a courtyard and pulled up short.

“Hell’s roots,” he whispered, tugging Charlotte back against the wall. 

The area before the crypt entrances was abandoned at this early hour, but someone had been busy. What used to be a row of stone doors in the wall was now a series of gaping holes. 

“Why are they demolishing it?” asked Charlotte. 

Worth stared across at the mess of stone and shook his head. 

“I have no idea what instigated the excavation,” he said, “but I know what they’ve woken. Can you feel it?”

Charlotte closed her eyes and focused on the rubble. A faint emotion tugged at the edges of her consciousness. Somewhere in that mess, something was in pain. 

Worth’s purple eyes darted over the surrounding buildings. 

“It’s early still,” he said. “No one will see us enter. Charlotte, you have to follow instructions.”

She nodded, and they crossed the street and picked their way through the rubble of the crypt entrances. Carvings adorned the fallen stone. Skulls, or skeletons with wings and weapons, details worn with time. Worth chose the staircase farthest to the right. He pulled an ancient torch from the wall, lit it, and the two of them descended. 

“These passages used to be narrow and smooth,” said the Parson, low voice reverberating off the surrounding stone. 

“They’ve been digging into the sides,” said Charlotte as Worth ran a hand over the newly chipped stone. 

“Anything of value was stolen from these depths long before a Tristain ruled in Niveaux,” he said. “The only reason to dig here is to expose older things.” 

He stopped, and Charlotte pulled up short to avoid colliding with his broad back. Darkness deeper than shadow shuddered ahead of them. It was small . . . and frightened. And it beckoned. 

Dread trailed along her spine like a single, sharpened fingernail.

“I thought the restless dead were cleared from the city,” she said. 

“They are,” said Worth. “But older spirits remain hidden deep. At times they become agitated and unsettle. Which means they need to be found and relocated. Or resettled if the Order or the Settling Guild can’t reach the bones.” 

Charlotte felt a pang as she thought of her grandmother. “Could this be what is troubling Artus? Older wraiths that have been disturbed?”

“Perhaps,” said Worth. “Though we are a bit far from the palace.”

The presence of the wraith shuddered, then blinked out. Charlotte bit back a sigh. She’d rather have another grueling sword lesson from St. Claire than pick her way through passages looking for bones, but it wasn’t in Worth’s nature to ignore a spirit in distress. Charlotte had hoped that bonding with the Guardian would mean a life beyond settling wraiths, but at least this was something she was good at. Charlotte could prove herself here. 

“We’re close,” said Worth, moving as quietly as possible, head cocked to the side. “Any wraith we find here will be both more delicate and more dangerous than what you’re used to, Charlotte.”

“How so?”

Worth’s smile shone in his amethyst eyes as the torch turned them five different shades. 

“You’ll see. Now, search.”

Charlotte squeezed past the Guardian to the bottom of the staircase where rubble gave way to a small room. She turned a slow circle and closed her eyes. Next, Charlotte inhaled, focused on the center of her chest where her body’s heat lay coiled, and reached. She pushed her awareness farther from herself, waiting to feel the telltale chill—the drop of fear in her stomach or edge of a distant anger. 

She waited. Then pushed again. Charlotte stumbled forward as her awareness snapped back to herself. 

“There’s nothing here,” she said. 

Amusement and challenge danced across Worth’s face. 

“Are you sure?” he asked, voice low. 

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed, but she closed them again. He’d said the older wraiths were more dangerous. And delicate. They must also be hidden well, or they’d have been previously removed by the Guild. Fine. She had to work smarter. 

One deep breath and Charlotte reached down instead of out, into the flagstones, until mortar and stone gave way to the emptiness of the sewers and drains. She felt their passages like a million possibilities, and instead of rushing headlong into one, she waited. 

Charlotte breathed. Listened. And then she felt it. A whimpering kind of cold that set her teeth to chattering. She fought the urge to wrap her cloak tighter around her torso. 

“What is it?” Worth’s quiet words washed over her as if from afar. The wraith’s chill, on the other hand, amplified, drawing her away. She took a step, then hesitated. 

“Trust yourself,” said Worth. 

Charlotte set her jaw and walked deeper into the crypt, toward the cold echoes of someone else’s past. It was delicate. The closer she got, Charlotte felt more and more as if her own living presence might crush the spirit to nothing. She made two turns and descended another staircase before halting in a narrow room. A trickle of water from past rains or ancient plumbing ran beneath their feet, and with it rippled the wary presence of a wraith. 

Charlotte knelt in the newly disturbed rubble and pushed her awareness toward the hiding wraith. 

“Careful, Charlotte.” Worth’s voice was quiet, but the warning rumbled through her all the same. 

“I’m always careful,” she snapped. 

She could do this—focus on the job in front of her and get it done. Just like St. Claire had taught her. Like her father had always done. 

Behind Charlotte, Worth pulled a breath through his teeth, but she ignored him. 

“Run from the monsters,” she told the wraith, reaching toward its quiet confusion. “Run from the dark—”

The wraith lashed out. Not with pictures of its death or life, but with a tidal wave of emotion. Hopelessness engulfed Charlotte. The chasm in her heart widened until there was nothing but a void, gaping and empty. The abrupt change stole her breath, and as Charlotte’s knees hit the ground, a wail clawed its way up her throat. Even William’s death hadn’t made her this raw. She wanted to lie down beside this spirit’s ancient bones, wrap herself in its grief, and die. 

Lavender erupted in the passageway and the worst of the despair was drawn from Charlotte like water from a tipped bowl, coiling back toward the wraith. She crouched on the stones, breath coming in hitching bursts. Worth mumbled the settling words and reached his hand into a crack along the joint between wall and floor. He pulled out something small and whispered over it. Then he wrapped it in a bit of silk burial shroud and slipped it into his jacket before running a hand over Charlotte’s forehead. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

Charlotte shook as she struggled to stand. 

“What was that?” Charlotte’s voice rasped as if she’d been screaming. She’d never encountered a wraith controlled by a wielder, but this had definitely felt like an attack.

“No,” said Worth gently, sensing the direction of her thoughts. He pressed a large hand against her back and moved his thumb in small, comforting circles. “It was overwhelming, but what you experienced was still emotional. If that wraith had been under the control of a wielder, that pain would have been physical and debilitating.”

Residual emotion from the wraith plucked at Charlotte’s own grief, prodding it awake. She dashed away the tears lining her lashes. 

“That felt pretty damn debilitating.” Charlotte put distance between herself and Worth. “You knew that was going to happen.” 

He’d wanted her to fail. 

“You’ve faced hundreds of wraiths,” he said, ignoring her accusation, resting a hip against the nearest crumbling wall and crossing his arms. “What was different about this one?”

“It felt weak and fragile, but . . .”

“It handed your ass to you.” Worth laughed darkly.

Charlotte almost slugged him. Instead, she asked, “How?” 

 “Sadness,” said Worth. “You’re used to fighting a wraith’s anger and fear. You push against it, try to calm it. But give a wraith long enough and it turns despondent. Compared to hopelessness, anger is weak. And your frustration made it worse.” 

“How do I fight it?” Charlotte threw her braid over her shoulder and paced the small space. How do I do better?

“You don’t fight hopelessness, Charlotte.” Worth stopped her harried movement with a hand on her elbow, and she knew he wasn’t only talking about the wraith. “You meet it with compassion. There is no way to put a wraith of this kind to rest because you will it so. You must forget yourself—your anger, frustration, fear—and offer care. Understanding. Only then can you see what the wraith truly needs in order to settle, instead of your own desire to simply have the job done.”

Even the dead deserve mercy. 

Grandmother had said as much the day William died. Anger was easy. Mercy meant setting fury aside. And Charlotte wasn’t certain she could do that. 

By the time they made it back to the crumbling crypt entrance, the sun had fully risen. Worth stopped in the shadow of the door as a small group of citizens armed with picks and shovels gathered for a day of digging near the farthest crypt door. They hung back, watching the opening with trepidation. 

The temperature dropped, and as one, the group of men and women stepped even farther from the excavated entrance. Charlotte’s heart rate leaped as darkness edged her vision, and she leaned against the doorway to keep from hitting her knees again. 

“Worth,” she said, reaching for his hand. 

“I know.” He gave her fingers a squeeze, then pulled his hood to shadow his face. “Stay here.”

Across the street, two soldiers of the Cardinal’s Watch had stopped their patrol to observe the commotion. 

“You can’t go over there,” she said. “They’ll see you.” 

“I can’t leave that spirit to its misery, either,” he snapped. “Trust me, and stay here.”

Charlotte tucked herself deeper into the shadows as Worth pushed his way gently through the fearful crowd. He blended in, the only difference being that he was walking toward the malaise emanating from the crypt.

Just as he neared the entrance, a man stumbled out of it, clutching his chest. He wore blue settling robes and collapsed into Worth’s arms. The Guardian spoke to the man and helped him sit before stepping around him and into the crypt. 

“Shit,” Charlotte muttered. 

The soldiers across the way watched Worth for a moment but seemed to lose interest when he disappeared. They sauntered down the street, resuming their patrol. Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief and left the cover of the first crypt to join the crowd, weaving her way through people as waves of their worry mixed with anguish from the passage. 

She made to step around the man in settling robes, but his hand shot out to grip her own. 

“Wait.” The man’s voice was low and urgent. “I thought I’d settled the wraith, but it took me by surprise and I dropped the bones bringing them out. Don’t get too close.” 

That’s when Charlotte saw Worth, his strong form silhouetted against torchlight from the crypt. Before him wavered a thin, wicked-looking wraith. 

Behind Charlotte, the crowd muttered fearfully. Some claimed it was time to leave, but they froze in morbid fascination, watching this hooded stranger confront the dark. Footsteps echoed in the streets as word traveled and the crowd grew. Charlotte had to get her Guardian away before someone recognized him or the soldiers circled back. 

She stepped through the rubble and edged toward Worth. Grief from the ancient wraith buffeted her own, amplifying it. Charlotte swallowed thickly, refusing to give in. The emotions were real, but they were not hers. Reaching Worth, she tugged on the arm of his cloak. 

“People are watching,” she said. “Let’s come back tonight.”

“Do you feel it?” said Worth, eyes only for the wraith. Ten feet away, the thing hovered over its pile of dusty bones. Though its edges were haggard, the shape was clear enough. Its head dipped low, shoulders drawn upward, as if it wished it could leap at them. 

“I can see it,” said Charlotte, “and it seems very upset.”

“Beneath that—” Worth’s voice broke and he ground his fist against his chest. A tear broke over Worth’s thick lashes, running down his cheek to disappear in dark stubble. “Heartbreak.” 

Behind them, the crowd edged closer, curiosity winning over caution. Charlotte bit her lip and tried to focus. Her grief spiked in response to something thick and bitter, like pine sap, then lavender began to unwind, reaching careful tendrils toward the wraith as the Guardian hummed the settling melody. 

A huff of disbelieving laughter escaped the man from the Settling Guild. “The Parson,” he whispered. 

“The Parson,” echoed someone in the crowd. “He’s awake!” 

Worth stepped farther into the crypt, ignoring the voices at his back, but Charlotte’s eyes whipped between her Guardian and the people. Citizens watched in awe as Worth pushed his power forward, wrapping the wraith as if swaddling a baby. Grief surged toward Charlotte, but it was no match for Worth’s control. The wraith shuddered, then shrank, settling into its bones with an audible sigh. 

Worth staggered, and Charlotte caught his elbow. He covered her hand with his own and gave her a tired smile. But behind them the crowd fell into an uneasy quiet as eight soldiers of the Cardinal’s Watch stepped forward, weapons drawn. 

“Charlotte Sand,” said one soldier from the center of the line. 

The woman’s half-shorn hair almost matched the distinctive red of her jacket and her silver lieutenant’s bracer reflected the morning sun,  which had finally cut through the clouds. The woman’s words were easy, but her body language was anything but—knuckles white on the hilt of her sword, sweat gathering at her temples as she turned to Worth. 

“Remove your hood, sir.”

Worth tugged the fabric away from his face, revealing his set jaw and purple eyes. The crowd’s excited cries mixed with questions, and half of the Red Jackets turned to keep them back. The lieutenant jerked her chin toward the palace. 

“You’re both coming with us.” 

Worth cocked his head. “Are you arresting us, Lieutenant?”

The woman’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Consider it a friendly escort,” she said, turning to Charlotte. “The cardinal awaits.” 

The lieutenant sheathed her sword and gestured for Charlotte and Worth to take the lead. They fell into step and turned toward the Palace Pointe, eight Red Jackets in their wake. Worth chuckled, and Charlotte followed his gaze to the shadows along the rooftop. René stood against a crumbling chimney stack, mouth tipping on one side in the barest smile. 

“He seems altogether too amused at our predicament,” said Charlotte. 

Her Guardian grunted, and something like guilt flashed in his amethyst eyes. “I’m sorry, Charlotte,” he said. “That was rash.” 

“You did what needed doing,” said Charlotte. “I’ll let you figure out how to keep the cardinal from cutting you open the moment she sees you, though.”

A flash of blue drew their attention as the man from the Settling Guild fell into step with them. “The cardinal won’t do that,” he said, keeping his voice low enough that the Red Jackets would not hear. 

“Explain,” said Worth.

The man looked exhausted. If Charlotte had to guess, it wasn’t just today’s events, but prolonged exposure to the crypts. The old wraiths seemed to affect him as they affected her. 

“The cardinal wants the crypts emptied of every wraith,” he said, “but we aren’t strong enough. People saw what you did back there, though. If the cardinal wants those crypts cleared, she can’t afford to lock you up.”

Charlotte did her best to match her Guardian’s confident stride. She wasn’t sure if they could trust the man from the Settling Guild, but in this moment, she hoped desperately that he was right. 







19

LUC



[image: image]





Luc opened his eyes to the underside of his bed’s canopy and a roaring -headache. Generally, any ale or wine he drank was watered down, but Luc imagined he couldn’t feel worse if he’d drunk himself into a stupor instead of taking Raquel St. Claire’s fist to his face. 

He sat up, brushing his fingers gingerly along his jaw. How in the name of anything holy had those bastards gotten him up here without being caught? At the very least, Godot should have seen them. Unless the old man had drifted off near the fire, waiting for Luc to return. He had no illusion they’d used the main doors, but the thought of anyone dragging him up the side of a four-hundred-foot tower was ridiculous. 

He peeled off his jacket and a crumpled piece of paper fell to the floor. 

Do you think your gods are silent even while they—

Luc crushed the paper, eyes flashing to the shrine where his statues of the Mother and Father had been placed in a very inappropriate position. 

Children. Every single member of the Order of Guardians. 

Luc placed his gods where they belonged and kissed his fingers in apology before working up the courage to look in the mirror. Sand’s blade had left a scratch along his collar, and though the side of his head hurt, he was in awe of Raquel St. Claire’s control. The woman’s ability to knock a man out and leave barely the ghost of a bruise was nothing to scoff at. Hopefully no one would notice and Luc wouldn’t have to explain how he’d been ambushed by Charlotte Sand, left incapacitated in his own bed, and woken to his gods in a position suited to the mating barn. 

Still, a smile tweaked Luc’s mouth. Only the pretty ones. 

The statement had thrown Sand perfectly. When she’d put her blade to his neck, Luc had taken one slow breath and let Sand’s closeness calm the storm within him. Even in her rage, she was nothing compared to the darkness Luc had fought his whole life. Nothing like the shadows that hovered just beyond his consciousness, looking for a way in. 

So, for one moment, instead of fighting the dark, he’d leaned into Sand’s peace and let her do it for him. And he’d enjoyed every second of her body pressed against his—blade and all.

 Luc strode to the window and flung it open, willing the cool breeze to clear his head. It shouldn’t matter that Charlotte Sand carried a refreshing truth and wielded it like a dagger. He shouldn’t remember the exact pattern of those silly spots flung across her nose as if the gods hadn’t had time to place them carefully. And he definitely should not remember the way her teeth grazed her heavy bottom lip in the lantern light. 

Something in Luc’s core tightened and sent heat roaring through his veins. He spun away, slamming the window closed as realization dawned.

Father forgive, he wanted her. 

Luc entered his washroom and splashed cold water over his haggard face. He leaned forward, hands against the wood of the vanity, and closed his eyes.

He wanted her, and he’d used her. Not like when they were children and she’d chased away the shadows willingly. She didn’t remember who he was or how he struggled. Even worse, what little peace he’d stolen last night was already gone, and the dawning shame felt like grime. By the gods, he was not that small, lonely child any longer. He could handle an attractive woman. His vows demanded it. 

And he could wrangle his own damn shadows. 

The next time he saw her, Luc would apologize. The Silent Gods may not require perfection, but Luc was already in debt to Charlotte Sand over the death of her brother, and he refused to owe anything else. 

Luc had made the same mistake in the cemetery as he had at Sand Manor—underestimating Charlotte Sand. Luc had intended to beat the girl soundly and send her home, penitent, but the thing burning within her was no small flame to be doused. He wrenched his gaze to the mirror and ran a finger along the cut on his neck. 

This was a dangerous beginning. The Order of Guardians had been soldiers for centuries, but Luc could have faced any number of other Guardians in the cemetery last night and not been nearly as worried as he was now. The Parson was a force to be reckoned with. Luc should have taken the man’s heart when he’d had the chance. Had it been anyone else that day—any other girl looking at him through tears of hatred—he’d have taken the Guardian’s heart without remorse. 

He’d have followed orders. 

Luc sighed, dried his face and hands, and changed into a fresh undershirt. The cardinal wanted the Parson’s heart in custody and, if last night was anything to go by, that was going to be easier said than done. He pulled on a new jacket and headed for the sitting room where piles of correspondence awaited. Godot arranged a breakfast buffet beneath the large windows and Luc shook his head, brows arching in wonder at the amount of food. 

“Are we feeding the entire barracks?” he asked, dropping into a chair and tearing into the first missive. 

“When was the last time you ate, Captain?” The old man loaded a plate with bacon and toast until it threatened to topple. 

Luc ignored the food when Godot placed it at his elbow, instead perusing the letter in his hand. He tossed it aside and did the same with the next. And the next. Godot opened the weapons cabinet and gathered Luc’s baldric, belt, and rapier. Over the old man’s shoulder, the Sand sword winked at Luc, morning light catching in the gorgeous artistry of the branches and flowers of the guard. 

He stood, allowing Godot to buckle the leather around his waist and torso as he held another report at eye level without truly seeing it. Last night, Sand had asked how Grandier had come to be in possession of her family’s heirloom. And though he did not owe her an answer, Luc found that he very much wanted it for himself. Grandier had been one of a few military men bolstering the Order on the night the king and queen died. Was the man an opportunist? Or had he somehow been part of that terrible tragedy? 

If he had, and Luc could prove it, the cardinal would not be able to stay her hand. Grandier would finally get what he deserved, and Luc would be rid of him. He needed to report the waking of the Parson, but it was early. He could spare ten minutes on his way to see the cardinal.

“Thank you, Godot,” he said. “That will be all.” 

The valet bowed and left Luc to line his baldric with a small set of throwing knives before he exited the room and made his way to the officers’ floor, which sat between his rooms and the lower levels of the Barracks Tower. 

Instead of tossing Grandier in the dungeons, where he could think over his actions in relative discomfort, the cardinal had placed him in his own suite. Four members of the Watch guarded the door at all hours, but the idea of Grandier warm and resting as he awaited his fate tightened Luc’s jaw. At the sight of his captain, the senior guard unlocked Grandier’s door and stepped aside. 

“Give us some space,” muttered Luc, and the soldiers split to hover twenty feet down the hall in either direction. Luc stepped inside and closed the door. Grandier’s voice floated across the room.

“Captain.” The older man reclined on a settee, propped up onto his side. He sat up slowly, wincing as his shirt, and no doubt the flayed skin of his back, stretched taut. “I would move faster,” growled Grandier, “but you’ve made that difficult.”

“By all means, Lieutenant, remain seated.” Luc hauled a wooden chair toward the settee and sat close enough for his knees to brush Grandier’s. “I came for information.” 

Amusement danced across Grandier’s scarred face, but Luc leaned forward and saw fear ripple just beneath the surface. 

“How did you come by Jonas Sand’s sword?”

Grandier shrugged. “The prince gave it to me.”

“Don’t play coy. It doesn’t suit you,” said Luc. “You were there the night his parents died, but took no prominent role in his protection. Why would he give you that sword?”

Grandier’s lip actually curled as someone burst into the suite without knocking. Luc glanced up to see Cormac, the lieutenant in charge of the palace walls. 

“Captain,” said Cormac, but Grandier lowered his voice and spoke.

“You still don’t have the balls to ask your real question, Captain. You want to know if I killed Jonas Sand.”

“Captain,” said the lieutenant again.

Luc ignored him and leaned forward, but Grandier met him, eyes slits. “Think before you threaten me, Captain. What can you do here? Right under the cardinal’s nose?”

“Captain Montaigne.” The urgency in Cormac’s voice finally brought Luc’s gaze to his lieutenant’s, and he paled at the panic he saw there. 

“What is it?” he asked, dread collecting in his stomach like a pile of river stones. 

Cormac’s eyes darted toward Grandier before he answered.

“Charlotte Sand and the Parson were seen settling a wraith near the crypt walls,” he said. “They are being escorted to the palace.”

Seventh hell. 

The curse almost slipped through Luc’s teeth. Grandier began to laugh, but Luc grabbed the older man’s shirt faster than he could blink. He schooled his face into a bored smile and twisted the fabric in his fist, scraping it across the still-healing wounds on Grandier’s back. Moisture gathered in Grandier’s eyes, and Luc’s smile grew teeth.

“If you think I can’t get to you here, Grandier, you’re delusional.” 

Luc shoved Grandier onto the settee and turned toward the door. Grandier yelled at Luc’s retreating back.

“That sword is mine by rights! I want it returned.”

The smile Luc threw Grandier was more suited to a debutant’s ball than a threat. 

“And I want to knock out every one of your teeth, grind them into a pudding, and serve them to you,” he said. “But I’m not getting that, either.”

Luc left Grandier’s rooms and accompanied Lieutenant Cormac to the back of the tower and the less direct route to the throne room. There were more turns, but no one would see their undignified pace. Or Luc’s panic.

“I came to you as soon as I heard, Captain,” said Cormac. 

Luc nodded, thankful it had been Cormac who brought the news. The man wasn’t a Red Jacket, but he led his cohort of the Watch flawlessly, protecting the palace walls and plaza. Originally from Craigan, the soldier’s family had traveled extensively as merchants before settling in Niveaux. This made Cormac specially equipped to note which visitors to the capital were what they seemed, and which were not.

“Does she know?” snapped Luc as they passed a chambermaid. The soldier’s brows shot together. “That the Parson is awake,” said Luc. “Does the cardinal know?”

“If she does, Captain, she didn’t hear it from me.”

Luc resisted the urge to take the final staircase at a sprint. If Lorraine the Pure found out that the Parson had woken from anyone other than Luc, he was going to be in twelve hells’ worth of trouble. 

Luc took one breath and pushed through the back door to the throne room, stepping directly onto the dais beside the cardinal. The captain did not miss how Lorraine’s lace-covered hand tightened on the arm of her chair as the towering doors at the end of the blue carpet swung inward. The voice of the royal crier flew to the rafters. 

“Lady Charlotte Sand and Guardian Rainier Worthington!” 

The pair strode toward the throne like twin peals of thunder, and the entire court dipped their heads in deference. Lieutenant Sharp led the contingent of Watch surrounding Sand and the Parson, her worried gaze mirroring Luc’s own. 

When he met Sand’s eyes across the room, Luc’s stomach dropped to his toes. She raised her chin, the movement so slight Luc wondered if anyone else noticed. Oddly, the girl’s defiance stoked something Luc rarely felt—the primal need to protect. Sand’s inexperience and vendetta made her take risks. And she was going to dare her way into a noose. 
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Charlotte’s heels sunk mercilessly into the carpet of the throne room as she made her way to the dais alongside Worth. Of the eight soldiers who escorted them to the palace, only the redheaded lieutenant followed them deeper into the room. Charlotte half wished the rest had as well. Eight armed guards would have been a buffer against the blatant stares of the court of Prince Artus of House Tristain. Lords and ladies of Niveaux lined the walls, excited murmurs confirming Charlotte’s suspicions that the court, at least, had not known about Worth’s waking.

Wonder that the Parson seemed to have woken for the Sand daughter instead of the son rippled through the gathered courtiers. Some voices stood out more than others, but Charlotte only raised her chin. 

“Not surprising he woke in the face of the edict, is it? Given what happened when the king and queen died.”

“They’re saying he quieted a nasty wraith in the Olde Pointe, though . . .”

Charlotte’s throat tightened, sweat breaking out between her breasts and at the small of her back. Tiny tendrils of lavender unspooled toward her. Charlotte breathed it in and did her best to match her Guardian’s confident energy as she faced the dais. 

Cardinal Lorraine the Pure narrowed her dark eyes as they locked on Worth. Beside the cardinal, red in the face as if he’d just run a mile, stood Captain Montaigne. Something tugged at Charlotte’s rib cage—a small, insistent thing wanting her to close the distance between them. She settled for smug contentment when she noticed the shadow of a bruise along the captain’s jaw. It was so light that Charlotte wondered if she was imagining things, but when Montaigne saw her looking, he raised a hand self-consciously. 

Charlotte and Worth veered left to where Prince Artus sat, his calm veneer poorly constructed. The prince practically vibrated with excitement, green eyes flashing as sunlight spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows along the left-hand wall of the throne room. His blond hair was longer than he’d worn it when they’d been children, but his face was as she remembered it. Clever. Handsome. Perhaps more angled, the softness of boyhood flown. Beside the prince’s throne, Micah watched with a blank face as Charlotte and Worth bowed.

“Lady Sand,” said Artus. “What a surprise.” The prince’s voice was clear and edged with a mischief that told Charlotte her presence was not nearly the surprise he claimed. “Allow me to offer my condolences regarding your brother’s death.” 

Charlotte bit her lip to keep herself from flinging demands. Justice for William. Grandier in chains. Worth’s arm touched her shoulder, and she closed her eyes briefly before responding. 

“Thank you, Your Highness,” she said. And she meant it. Artus had known her family, and the light in his eyes was sincere. 

Then the prince looked to Worth. 

“I must say I’m surprised to see your Guardian standing next to you, Lady Sand,” he said, almost lazily. “I signed an edict ordering that all hearts be surrendered. I didn’t realize I needed to clarify that they be sleeping.” 

Laughter rippled through the court. Though his words should have worried Charlotte, something in the prince’s eyes dared her to see beyond them. She found herself hoping that his displeasure was an act.

“Highness,” said the cardinal, leaning slightly toward Artus. “We should give the Guardian, at least, the benefit of the doubt. He was asleep when the edict was delivered. Sand, of course, knew better. I would like to address my questions to her. Unless the Parson wants to admit that his waking was an act of rebellion.”

The easy manner Worth had exuded until now sloughed away and lavender seeped from him, creeping across the carpet toward the dais. 

“I knew nothing of the edict before waking,” he said, voice carrying through the throne room. The Parson’s gaze shifted to Montaigne, and Charlotte wouldn’t have been the captain for the gold from a million palaces. “I woke in response to the intense, aching terror released at Sand Manor by your Watch. And since I’ve been awake, I’ve noticed a growing darkness.”

“Darkness?” Artus sat forward in his gilded chair, but Worth kept his eyes on Montaigne. The captain swallowed.

“The usual kind, Highness,” Worth growled. “Wraiths.”

Voices in the crowd grew louder as people speculated. Could there be a legitimate reason for the Order’s seeming defiance? The cardinal waved a dismissive hand, voice raised above the din. 

“The Order is being dissolved precisely because the darkness—more specifically, the wielding of wraiths—is no longer a threat. You’ve done your duty well for more than two centuries, Parson. So well, in fact, that you’ve worked yourself out of a job. To show our gratitude, the crown offers to protect the Guardians’ hearts as they enter a long- deserved rest.”

“That’s what you’re calling it?” said Charlotte. 

The prince raised a hand to silence her and said to the cardinal, “If the darkness is gone, how do you explain the wraiths in the crypts troubling the Settling Guild?”

“They are old but harmless,” said the cardinal. “Soon they will be gone.”

At this, someone in the back of the crowd spoke up. “Didn’t feel harmless this morning, Eminence.” 

Charlotte combed the crowd as a man in settling robes stepped forward. It was the member of the Settling Guild Worth had helped less than an hour ago. 

“And you are?” said Artus.

“Rolf Aaron, Eminence,” said the man. “One of the settlers assigned to the crypts. The wraith I encountered this morning was too strong for me. Without the Parson’s help, it would still be at large.”

The cardinal sighed. “All that tells me is that you lack the skill required to do your job.”

“The Guild Master has registered our concerns,” said Rolf. “These wraiths shouldn’t be disturbed.”

“Why are the crypts being excavated?” said Charlotte. She watched the cardinal for any hint of falsehood, but the woman didn’t hesitate. 

“Wraiths have no place in this city,” said Lorraine the Pure, a smile spreading across her lovely, cold face. “Those crypts stand in the way of progress. Places of business and new homes will serve the people far better than musty relics. We must eradicate vestiges of older times, wraith or otherwise.” 

The cardinal’s eyes drifted to Worth as she spoke the last words, and the Parson’s jaw twitched. Then she spoke to the man from the Settling Guild.

“Your opinion is noted but unnecessary.” The cardinal nodded to the man’s settling robes. “Your attire is as outdated as the god you serve. That color no longer means anything here.”

Prince Artus shifted uncomfortably, but Worth made a show of looking at the blue carpet underfoot, then up to the rafters where the Tristain banners hung. 

“Funny,” said the Guardian, voice light, “since this color still fills these halls.” The prince’s personal Watch might be wearing the red of the Silent Gods, but the brilliant blue of House Tristain still dominated.

Artus’s eyes were watery with merriment and a beautiful, mischievous smile split his face. The whispers of the court fell to silence, and Charlotte would have sworn she felt the air pressure in the room rise. She watched the prince, certain that banishing the Order hadn’t been his idea. In fact, he seemed rather thrilled that she and Worth were here. 

The cardinal’s gloved hand closed the distance between thrones to pat the prince’s arm, and the light in Artus’s eyes dimmed. It was a move Charlotte had seen Marta use when her brother’s temper had threatened to get out of hand—a move meant to silence. 

No wonder things were falling apart for the Order. In the void of true power on the throne, other things had grown claws to fight for their place. Even if disbanding hadn’t been the prince’s idea, it had been easy enough for the cardinal to get what she wanted. 

“The edict stands,” said the cardinal. “The Parson’s heart will be surrendered.”

Whatever the cardinal expected to follow her proclamation, it likely hadn’t been the instant uproar from the court as angry outbursts echoed through the throne room. 

Artus raised his hand and spoke above the din. 

“The people make a good point,” he said. “It would be asinine to retire the only man with the power to put those old wraiths to rest easily. If that is what happened this morning?” Artus’s brows arched as he looked to the member of the Settling Guild who watched Charlotte and Worth with a mixture of mistrust and hope. 

The Settling Guild wanted the Parson’s help, but at the moment they were weighing him and his new partner in the balance, just like everyone else.

“It is, Your Highness,” said Rolf. “The Parson finished what I’d mucked up without any trouble.”

Micah cleared his throat and spoke for the first time since Charlotte and Worth’s arrival. “Which is something you have been unable to do, Your Eminence,” he said. 

“Hear! Hear!” cried someone in the crowd.

Captain Montaigne looked as if he wanted to toss Micah from the throne room. In this space, however, he was nothing more than a glorified guard. Lorraine the Pure gave the court a smile and turned to Charlotte’s Guardian, seemingly unable to pull her gaze away from his chest. 

“Lady Sand,” she said. “Your skill settling wraiths is rumored to be second only to that of your Guardian. With his added strength, the two of you should have no problem cleansing the city.” 

The cardinal stood and took the stairs from the dais slowly, hips swaying with each step. Worth was a solid presence at Charlotte’s shoulder, and she ignored the urge to retreat as the cardinal stopped before them. The woman raised a gloved hand and removed one of her own earrings, lifting it for the court to see. It was a simple pear-shaped garnet, deep red like Montaigne’s jacket. Or a heavy drop of blood. 

“This gift symbolizes my trust.” The cardinal’s voice rang through the throne room. “Even in light of the broken edict to surrender the Parson’s heart, Lady Charlotte Sand is given a temporary pardon, during which she and her Guardian will eradicate the wraiths in the Olde Pointe and prove their loyalty.” 

Applause followed the cardinal’s announcement. Charlotte held her hand out for the earring, but the cardinal stepped closer and brushed a loose piece of hair behind Charlotte’s left ear. Worth started forward a split second before the cardinal gripped Charlotte’s earlobe and shoved the hooked post of the earring through flesh. Charlotte bit her tongue with the sudden shock, tasting blood. Her ear grew hot, but Charlotte did not flinch as the cardinal lowered a hand to cup her jaw. 

“That earring is a symbol of our agreement,” said the cardinal. “Remove it, and the warrant stands for your immediate arrest under charges of treason. Show yourselves useful, and I may allow the Guardians’ hearts in my possession to retire in truth—awake, but far from Niveaux.”

She took Charlotte’s elbow, leading her and Worth toward the door. The woman’s smile seemed genuine as she leaned toward Charlotte’s ear with words of venom. 

“If you fail, Lady Sand, I will not only take the Parson’s heart. I will personally ensure he never gets anywhere near a sack of straw again. He will spend eternity in a box.”

Charlotte kept her eyes forward, inhaling Worth’s lavender to keep from punching Lorraine the Pure in her perfect face. Pulling her elbow from the cardinal’s grip, Charlotte moved with her Guardian to the towering throne room doors. Worth’s gaze traveled from the cardinal’s face all the way to her red slippers. 

“Not all darkness is wraith-born, Eminence,” he said, his voice carrying. 

“Funny,” said the cardinal, looking down her long, narrow nose at Charlotte. “I was about to say the same.” 

Charlotte descended toward the palace entrance, teeth on edge and muscles taut with unspent rage. She opened her mouth, but Worth lifted a hand. 

“For the love of the Old God, Charlotte, not here.”

Halfway down the Thousand Stairs, boots sounded on the marble behind them and Charlotte and Worth both flinched toward their blades. As Captain Montaigne caught up to them, Charlotte moved her hand reluctantly from her dirk.

“Charlotte,” said the Parson. “Do you have any willow bark on you? The captain here looks like he has a roaring headache.”

Charlotte caught the barest twitch of Montaigne’s jaw before he smiled. 

“Not much stands between you and a possible noose,” he said. “I would at least try for civility.” His gaze flicked to the garnet dangling from Charlotte’s sore ear and she swallowed the words she so badly wanted to fling at him. 

“Have you found my father’s sword yet?” 

Instead of answering, Montaigne stepped closer, as if what he had to say was for her alone. The captain looked almost contrite, but Charlotte had just watched the cardinal play the part of the benign ruler before an entire court, then threaten her through a smile. 

“Lady Sand,” he said. “I must apologize for last night.”

Sage on his skin and mint on his breath. Charlotte wanted distance, but they were still on the stairs and she refused to step down and allow him to tower any more than he already did.

“Apologize?” said Charlotte, intrigued by the emotions that seemed to war within him. 

“When you remarked on the mint leaves, my response was . . . inappropriate. Please forgive me.” 

“Forgive you?” Charlotte stepped closer, chin lifting until it almost scraped the red leather of his jacket. “For calling me pretty?”

A sound of disbelief escaped her Guardian, and Montaigne’s eyes narrowed. 

“No need for either of us to relive it.” He cleared his throat. “I trust the matter is settled.” With a cool look at Worth, the captain left the way he’d come, boots beating a regular tattoo on the stairs.

Charlotte felt her fury rise along with the color in her cheeks as she practically fled down the staircase. Darkness threatened the edges of her vision, but she kept it at bay. They melted seamlessly into the traffic in the Palace Plaza, heading for the main gate, but then Worth’s stride hitched. Charlotte caught sight of Captain Montaigne speaking to the redheaded lieutenant on the royal balcony. His eyes flicked toward them disinterestedly for the barest of seconds. 

“You want to avenge your brother?” asked Worth, nodding toward the captain. “Gain that level of control over your emotions. You will never be more dangerous to your enemies than when no one can tell what you’re thinking.”

“You can’t feel him?” said Charlotte. 

“Not even a little,” said Worth. “It’s as if everything is behind a physical barrier. Which means it’s very hard to tell what is sincere . . .” 

“And what’s part of the game,” said Charlotte. 

Worth nodded. More than his words, the worry etched into her Guardian’s face made Charlotte’s stomach roil. He might not be able to sense Montaigne, but Charlotte could. Not his emotions, perhaps, but something else that resonated within her and drew her toward him like a moth to a flame. 

Unlike the moth, however, Charlotte knew this heat would devour her if given half a chance. 
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LUC
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Luc walked the length of the gallery on his way to the palace gardens. iGenerations of Tristain kings and queens watched his progress from paintings of every size—portraits of a single monarch. Miniatures, no bigger than Luc’s thumb, painted by masters in stunning detail. At least one entire family on horses filling a canvas that stretched more than three stories tall. 

He ignored the endless sea of green Tristain gazes and exited the far end of the gallery onto a sunny patio. Wide steps fell away into the maze of gardens that stretched between the palace and the wall along the boisterous River Bouclier. Hedges shone brilliant with spring growth in the midday sun. Within the month, blooms would open and the smell of jasmine would overtake this entire side of the palace grounds. Luc would keep his windows open at night. 

A muscle in his jaw clenched, and Luc forced his pace to slow. As if he wasn’t late meeting the cardinal. As if he wasn’t worried to be alone with her after the debacle of Charlotte Sand and the Parson waltzing into the throne room. 

Luc had followed Sand to apologize, but when he’d finally spoken, the words had been those of a coward. He’d failed to admit what he’d truly done. Perhaps because he was ashamed that he’d given in to a need as base as his own comfort instead of doing his duty. More likely it was because Rainier Worthington had stared him down with eyes the same purple-gray as a winter storm. It was the closest Luc had ever come to being raked over the coals by a father figure like some potential suitor who didn’t have a chance in twelve hells. 

He found Lorraine the Pure examining the new growth in the rose garden. Two trellises had been installed last year for the climbing red roses that would eventually create a shaded tunnel along the garden path. At the moment, they were nothing but brown stems with deep purple leaflets emerging every few inches. 

The cardinal looked up from the far end of the trellises where she stood among eight Red Jacket guards. When she noticed Luc, she spoke to the one at her shoulder. The man nodded and dispersed his comrades to new positions throughout the rose garden. The cardinal watched Luc approach, one hand on her hip, the other caressing the nearest climbing tendril. Luc dipped his chin in deference but did not break her gaze, even when Lorraine’s eyes narrowed on him. 

“You let them make a fool out of me,” she said, voice low enough that only he could hear. “I should have been the first to know Sand was in the capital. Not to mention the fact that the Parson was awake.”

“Yes, Eminence,” said Luc. “I am sorry.” 

“You have no excuse?” she asked. Her voice was calmer than he’d expected, but Luc could not bring himself to feel relief. 

“I don’t make excuses,” he said simply. “We were unaware of the Parson’s waking and they entered the city unseen. Both are unacceptable.” 

The cardinal turned back to her climbing rose and caressed its length. The vine had thorns, and the movement left an inch-long scratch in the pad of Lorraine’s finger. She flipped it over and watched the blood bead.

“I love this garden,” she said. “Sometimes the things we love hurt.” Lorraine brushed her thumb over the cut, smearing blood like a brushstroke on one of the gallery portraits. When her eyes found Luc’s, they were full of curiosity. “Are you going to hurt me, Captain?” 

“I would never—”

“Or are you going to give me what I need?”

Luc’s chin fell to his chest and he closed his eyes as the familiar guilt flared, squeezing until his breaths became shallow. 

“I will always give you what you need,” he said, conviction soaking every word as he met Lorraine’s eyes. “I was caught off guard. It will not happen again.” 

“Good.” The cardinal snapped her fingers, and a maid entered the garden. She handed the cardinal an ornate box and left in a hurry. 

Lorraine turned to Luc and opened the lid. There, on a bed of crimson velvet, lay his favorite blades. The handles had been newly inlaid with mother of pearl, and though the decoration caught the noonday sun like a polished mirror, a chill rippled on the breeze. They were gorgeous,  but gifts from Lorraine the Pure were either a bribe or a salve.

These handles were payment for William Sand’s life, meant to put Luc at ease. About the edict against the Order. About Grandier. 

The cardinal placed the box on the ground and lifted the blades. 

“Allow me,” she said, reaching for Luc’s belt.

Lorraine took her time sliding each clawlike blade into their respective sheaths. The top of her head nearly brushed his chin, and her blonde hair tickled Luc’s neck. As soon as the second blade was secured, he stepped back, disguising the move as a bow of gratitude. 

“Thank you, Eminence,” he said. “They are beautiful.”

“They are yours, as you are mine,” she said. “With the Parson awake there are two missing Guardians’ hearts. Find them. Quickly.”

Luc swallowed so the truth wouldn’t claw its way out. Only one heart was truly missing. If Raquel St. Claire was in the capital, the heart of Bella Charis was, too. To tell the cardinal that, however, would be to admit that he’d been ambushed. Instead, he would find that heart and deliver it quickly, buying himself time and favor. 

The final heart would be more difficult to locate. 

“Yes, Eminence.” 

The cardinal smiled. “And Captain,” she said. “Send the Watch to Sand Manor. Burn her orchards to the ground.” 

Luc’s eyes snapped to Lorraine’s, and he allowed his confusion to show. “Eminence? You gave them a pardon.”

“I did,” she said, her smile vanishing. “As I pardoned you, though your hands were sticky with another man’s blood.” 

Luc swayed on his feet, blood draining from his face, as the cardinal leaned close enough for him to smell the rosewater she bathed in.

“Pardons can be fickle, Captain,” she said. “Burn the orchards. Show Sand that, even when she thinks she has bested me, I will get to her. The price will always be steep.” 

The cardinal left the gardens, eight Red Jackets falling in behind her. 

Heat flooded Luc’s cheeks as shock fell over him like a noose. Lorraine had threatened him. At first, he wanted to rage. What in the name of twelve hells had he done to deserve that? 

But as Luc stood in the empty garden, the truth turned his stomach. It would not only be just if the cardinal punished him for a deed long past. It would be deserved. The death of that man should have seen him hanged. 

Every breath Luc took made him a thief. 

Darkness edged his vision and he closed his eyes, trying to breathe through the sudden tightness in his chest. 

Slow it, still it, seal it tight. 

For the life of him, Luc could not see the sense in this path forward. Burning the Sand orchards would be a devastation. The girl had lost so much. Now she would lose her home. And it would be Luc who took it from her. He couldn’t even pretend it was her defiance that was to blame, because the truth of the matter was that, had Luc done his job, Sand would not have had the opportunity to resist, even if she’d had the inclination. 

He stared at the thorns lining the rose trellis. The cardinal was right. Sometimes, things people loved hurt them. Charlotte Sand loved the Order, but fighting for it was going to get her killed. Burning the orchards would be harsh, but perhaps it would get through to her. This was not a game she could win.

However badly Luc wished the command had not been given, he owed the cardinal his life. Luc would send the Watch south with torches, because what had once been the desperation of a terrified boy had solidified into the loyalty of a man who knew the worth of second chances. 

The cardinal was not going to give him a third. 
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CHARLOTTE
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Charlotte’s ear throbbed as the cardinal’s earring swung against her neck. It had taken everything within her not to tear the thing out as they walked through the catacombs toward the Pointe de Jute. If it really was a symbol of their pardon, she couldn’t risk removing it.

At the safe house, Worth unloaded his weapons onto the kitchen table and Charlotte did her best to ignore the weight of the jewel. She filled the coffeepot with grounds and water and hung it over the fire. By the time the water was bubbling, the kitchen filling with the glorious smell, Pol and René had joined them.

The Avalanche leveraged his hip against the table as Worth recounted their time in the palace, ending with Montaigne’s idiot apology, and both René and his Guardian stared at Charlotte in various shades of shock and curiosity. She ignored them and gathered the teacups scattered around the sitting room.

“She didn’t castrate him,” said Worth, as if it had been a legitimate option. 

“Luc de Montaigne called you pretty?” said René, taking a cup from Charlotte and wiping it out with a cloth. Then he scrambled. “Not that you aren’t! It’s just that I have always been fairly certain the captain only thinks something is pretty if it has a very sharp blade.”

“She does have a blade,” said Pol, brows bouncing gleefully.

Charlotte punched the Avalanche in the shoulder as Worth smirked. 

“I always thought he liked pain a little too much,” said the lavender Guardian, “but that was painful for me to watch.” 

“Shut up,” snapped Charlotte.

Pol nudged Worth with a foot. “Want to hit him yet?”

Worth’s growl was noncommittal, so Pol looked to Charlotte. “When you’re ready to castrate Montaigne, I’ll hold him down.” 

Charlotte thanked the Old God for brothers of heart.

“So,” said Pol, scratching at his braided beard. “The cardinal gave you a job.”

 “She gave us an ultimatum,” said Charlotte. “We rid the Olde Pointe of ancient wraiths, or we hand over Worth’s heart.”

René cleaned the last of the teacups and poured everyone coffee before joining them at the table. “The two of you created quite the distraction,” he said. “The entire palace was focused on the throne room.”

“Except the Red Jackets guarding the Cardinal’s Keep,” grumbled Pol. “The Guardians’ hearts are being held in the cardinal’s rooms, and there’s no getting in without help.”

Raquel St. Claire entered the kitchen from the catacombs, blue braid piled atop her head. “Stealing them won’t be necessary if the Parson does what the cardinal wants,” she said. As the woman passed Charlotte, her hand shot out, catching Charlotte in the head before she could dodge. St. Claire smiled darkly. “Too slow, idiot.” 

Charlotte raised a rude gesture in response. 

“St. Claire heard correctly,” said Worth, fingers tapping a pattern on his porcelain teacup. “The cardinal says she’ll return the Guardians’ hearts if we succeed in settling the Olde Pointe. But we’ll have to leave Niveaux.”

“True exile would mean abandoning Petras’s plea to protect the prince,” said Charlotte.

“The prince gave up his right to our protection the moment he disbanded the Order,” said St. Claire darkly. 

“I don’t think he had a choice,” said Worth. 

“You don’t trust the cardinal,” said Pol, autumn eyes flashing in the firelight.

“We can’t afford not to trust her,” said St. Claire. “It is the only clear way to recover those hearts. Then we can shake the dust of this place from our boots and start again elsewhere.”

“No,” said Worth, the single word cutting through the kitchen like a blade of ice. “The Order was not created to save and serve itself. We stay. We push back the darkness and do our best to connect with Artus. Whether the cardinal keeps her word about the hearts or not.” 

“Those are our brothers and sisters.” Pol’s hand tightened around his own cup and Charlotte made a mental note to search out more durable drinkware. 

“We will not abandon them,” said Worth. A bit of lavender drifted toward the Avalanche. “But we cannot prioritize them over an entire country. Helping Niveaux means helping our prince.”

St. Claire waved a hand in affirmation, though she looked like she’d rather put her sword through someone’s gut. The older woman’s gaze caught on Charlotte’s ear. 

“The cardinal never has been subtle,” she said.

Charlotte raised her fingers to where blood had crusted around the hook-shaped post. The size of a large pea, the garnet was larger than any gem Charlotte had ever owned. Under different circumstances, she would have found it lovely. Pol reached across the table, taking Charlotte’s ear gently between his thumb and forefinger. Sweet maple filled her nostrils, and the throbbing ebbed away. Charlotte smiled gratefully. 

 “For now, the people are on our side,” said Worth. “We need to make sure that continues. Court and commoners alike need to know we’re here to help. So, we show our strength where they need it most.”

Worth went to the sitting room and scrounged until he found a piece of paper and a pen. He scribbled a quick note and handed it to René. 

“Get this to Micah LeBeau,” he said. 

“What is it?” asked Charlotte.

Worth’s smile was tired but full of mischief. 

“An invitation to train with a legend.”
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After a night of fitful sleep, Charlotte’s encounter with the cardinal still had her feeling raw. She leaned into her Guardian’s calm as they navigated the streets of Tuteurs in the open. No cloaks. No hoods. Just Charlotte and the Parson, rapier at her hips, staff across his shoulders, as if reporting for duty. It was early, but the streets were full and the buzz of curious conversation followed them. Everything fell away when the training arena came into view across the palace plaza. 

The guards glanced at the garnet swinging from her ear and admitted them without incident. Clashing steel and the grunts of soldiers floated through the morning mist. Heavy oak planks created a vast ring between the Barracks Tower and the palace’s eastern wall. Fresh air battered Charlotte’s hair, pulling strands from her braid as she and Worth leaped up a groaning staircase to the viewing deck, forty feet above the training ground. 

For a split second, Charlotte hoped she might see Grandier among those in the arena. The chance to run him through under the guise of training was not something Charlotte would be able to resist. Sadly, he wasn’t among the crowd.

“Your anger has no place here, Charlotte,” said Worth quietly. He set his staff aside before reaching to unbutton his black leather jacket. 

“Of course,” said Charlotte, employing her sweetest smile.

“I mean it,” said Worth. “We need to remind these people who the Order is and show them strength.”

“Strength meant to protect them,” said Charlotte. 

Worth shot her a smile. “Exactly. Assess Artus. Watch for anything resembling a wraith.”

Worth peeled off his jacket, revealing a short-sleeved white tunic, then picked up his staff and spun it once. His broad back drew more than a few glances as he headed toward the stairs, and Charlotte couldn’t blame them. The man was brilliantly made. 

Charlotte stripped down to her white shirt, adding her jacket to the many hanging to her left. Most were the brown leather of the army, embroidered either with Tristain blue or the red lily and sword of the Watch. A few were the red jackets of the cardinal’s elite, embroidered in gold. Ten years ago, there would have been blue as well—the Order training alongside others who protected the crown. No one entered the arena in their colors. Here, there were no princes or paupers. No captains or blacksmiths. Down there it was nothing but animals with claws and teeth and the desire to prove them both. 

Which was why Jonas Sand had named it the Jungle. 

Charlotte closed her eyes and sent her father a silent prayer as her cousin’s voice cut through the fighting. 

“Lady Sand!” 

Charlotte smiled at the honorific—so strange coming from Micah’s lips—and raised a hand in greeting. She jogged down the stairs to where Micah and Artus stood covered in dust and sweat. 

“Looks like we’re late to the party,” said Charlotte, dodging Micah’s attempt to wrap her in a damp hug. Her cousin’s next words were for her alone.

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “He’s getting worse.”

Charlotte pushed her awareness out into the arena. There was no chill, only the reassuring presence of the Parson as he came to her side. Worth took stock of the sparring groups, amethyst eyes drawing more attention than his muscles had. 

Prince Artus sheathed his sword and approached, his smile thin and eyes bright. 

“Sand, Parson. It is good to see you.” The prince dipped his head in greeting. “Your bladework is almost as legendary as your settling, Sand. I look forward to seeing it.” 

“He’s a liar,” said Micah. “The nation knows your defense is shit.”

Artus studied Charlotte and her Guardian with incredibly green eyes. His face was striking. And suspicious. 

“You look like your father,” he said.

“Plain?” Charlotte laughed, ignoring Micah’s dramatic roll of his eyes. 

“Strong,” said the prince. “Kind. And that’s the truth.” Artus held out his hand and Charlotte shook it firmly.

“Your Majesty.” 

“No one calls me that,” said the prince. “I am not yet king.” 

The way he said it, Charlotte was not sure Artus believed he ever would be. She cleared her throat and nodded toward Micah’s shirt.

“Did you skip a button?” she teased. 

Micah looked down and cursed his valet. “Higgins is useless.” 

“Which means he’s a perfect fit,” drawled Worth. 

Micah gaped at the Guardian, brows contracting. “You’ve been asleep ten years,” he said. “What could you possibly have against me?” 

Worth leaned toward Micah. “I remember the brandy,” he said, humor fading his eyes to the palest purple.

Micah’s face turned scarlet, but Charlotte thought better of asking.

“Time to get everyone’s attention,” she said. 

Worth gave her an encouraging nod and sauntered toward a group of soldiers. When the Parson drew the staff from the harness across his shoulders, they began whooping in earnest.

It was a perfect distraction while she pushed Artus. If sensitivity to the dark was the problem, coaxing the prince to his limits, both physically and emotionally, would draw out any nearby wraith. Charlotte could gauge his response and settle one of the wraiths plaguing the city at the same time.

 “Who’s up for a bout?” she said.

Micah drew a huge hand-and-a-half sword from the sheath across his back and grinned.  But, as Charlotte drew her rapier, the prince stepped between them with his own. 

“Me first, LeBeau,” he said. “Your swords are mismatched, and I’d hate to see your behemoth break her lovely blade before I get a chance to face her.” 

“He’d have to hit it to break it,” taunted Charlotte.

Micah’s brows arched in amusement as she faced Artus. The prince's blond hair plastered to his neck, shirt gaping at his throat to show a sliver of sweat-slicked skin, but he still managed to look polished. A slight tremor shook his sword hand. 

Charlotte let Artus make the first pass. 

They danced through the arena, rapiers scraping and slashing. She alternated quick attacks with defense-heavy footwork, focusing on the way St. Claire had taught her to hold her sword and working up a sweat. Artus seemed to be enjoying himself, but his face was drawn, sweat beading as if from a fever instead of exertion. 

The prince’s feet were quick, but his balance was off. Each pass he made with his blade pulled his body to the side, creating openings he would not be able to defend had Charlotte truly wanted to hurt him. Even Charlotte, who was clumsy to her bones, could have put Artus on his ass three times already. Instead, she pushed him just enough. When his smile began to falter, she reached again for the presence of a wraith. But there was no hint of fear or anger. The prince was weary, but elated. This challenge was not going to draw the dark. 

Their swords clashed, over and over, and across the arena, Charlotte caught sight of Worth surrounded by soldiers. They dodged in, swiped at the Parson with sword or staff, then leaped away again. Worth’s laughter rang through the space, and Charlotte couldn’t help her grin. 

Artus lunged for Charlotte but she sidestepped, allowing his momentum to take him past her, laughing. 

“Lady Sand, you are ruthless.” 

Charlotte dropped into a mock curtsy, and they lowered their blades. 

“It’s the least I can do, Highness,” she said. 

The prince stepped away to exchange his blade for another and Micah leaned in close, a silent thank you on his lips.

“He is trying to get stronger,” said Micah, “but he has limits.”

The two of them watched Artus where he stood with the armorer, both hands visibly twitching. She did not miss the way nervous eyes around the arena watched the prince when his back was turned, even with Worth causing a scene. 

“I haven’t sensed a single wraith since we’ve been here,” said Charlotte. “Are you sure that’s his problem?”

“You sound like the Settling Guild.” Micah sighed. “Come.”

They joined Artus and waited as Worth shook hands with his sparring partners before jogging across the arena to meet them. The Guardian raised his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face, and a female combatant nearby loosed a whistle. The Parson winked at her, but Charlotte shot the woman a glare she hoped conveyed Mind your business or I’ll make you.

 “Have you settled in?” said Prince Artus, eyes bright with amusement as he surveyed the arena and palace grounds beyond. “How is it being back in the capital?”

And though he was her prince, Charlotte felt her jaw tighten. He was laughing. As if this was a reunion. As if the edict he had signed hadn’t been the catalyst, without which her brother might still be alive. If physical stress hadn’t brought out his darkness, perhaps an emotional attack would.

“Did she force your hand, then?” asked Charlotte. 

“Pardon?” said the prince. 

“Char.” Micah’s voice held a note of warning, but he ran a hand through his long hair and turned away. 

“The edict,” said Charlotte. “Did the cardinal make you sign it?”

Artus’s smile wavered. He shoved a shaking hand into his pocket and leaned to whisper something in Micah’s ear. 

“I’ll only be a moment,” said Micah. Then he disappeared into a passage connecting the Jungle with the palace.

“Water, I think, Lady Sand,” said the prince. “To wash the dust from our throats.”

Charlotte noted the subject change but accompanied Worth and Artus to the far corner of the arena where shade gathered beneath the cover of a tent. There were no chairs, only long tables lined with water pitchers and stacks of wooden cups. As the three of them entered, an attendant rushed to a separate table. He filled stemmed glasses with water then handed them to Artus, Charlotte, and Worth. It felt incredibly strange to drink from crystal when Charlotte could feel the grit of the arena between her teeth. 

Artus sighed. “Don’t misunderstand, Lady Sand. I wish things had gone differently.”

“That makes it sound as if you had no choice,” said Worth.

Artus laughed—the barest of droll chuckles that somehow held no humor at all. 

“The edict has been proclaimed,” said the prince. “Even if I wanted to reinstate the Order, a ward of the Silent Gods has little power. And that is exactly what I will be until my coronation.” 

Artus’s words rang false—practiced, perhaps—and Charlotte wished she could untangle his true intentions. This exchange felt like a test. For though he stood, one hand on his hip and one holding the fluted glass in a posture of indifference, in Artus’s face Charlotte recognized defeat. The tilt to his shoulders, and the easy way unshed tears rimmed his lashes, told her the sentiment was not new to him.

The sun shifted, and the shade beneath the tent darkened. Artus flinched and stepped immediately from the tent into the sun, and Charlotte sent tendrils of awareness to the darkest corner. Lavender unspooled from her Guardian to surround the prince, but there was nothing in the shadows. 

“Are you all right, Highness?” she asked. 

Artus’s smile returned, and he handed his glass to the attendant. 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” he said. 

“Micah says you are seeing things,” she said. “Things we might be able to help with?”

Artus scoffed, and his smile turned brittle. 

“As your Order helped me ten years ago when my parents died? If you’ll allow me to be honest, Lady Sand, the Order chose this edict long before I made it official.”

Charlotte gaped, but Micah’s return saved her from flinging an ill-thought retort. He handed the prince a small silver tray, and for all of Artus’s flippancy as they’d sparred, the apprising gaze he swept over Charlotte now was anything but. He tapped the tray with an elegant, shivering finger.

 “I must ask your forgiveness, Lady Sand. Parson. I cannot wait.” 

Artus swept the lid off the platter, revealing a vial of brilliant blue liquid and a needle the length of Charlotte’s forefinger. Beside her, Worth tensed. The drug known as l’apaisement—meant to pacify or sooth. It supposedly made misery bearable, but Charlotte had never heard of its use within Niveaux’s borders. 

Artus smiled grimly. “Appropriate that it is my color, is it not?” 

Charlotte watched Artus roll the sleeve of his undershirt. His arm was corded with thin muscle, but blue veins ran its length like tiny rivers. Nestled in the crook of his elbow lay a smattering of scars. The prince met Charlotte’s eyes again, and she hoped he could see how earnest she was when she spoke. 

“No matter what has happened in the last ten years, you can trust us,” she said. 

Artus’s laugh was bright and loud. To the rest of the arena, it probably looked as if Charlotte had told a brilliant joke. His green eyes flashed. 

“People keep saying that,” he said. “Lady Sand, I’m waiting for someone to prove it.”

Artus turned toward the tent and Worth watched the prince’s retreating form, worry creasing his brow. Lavender seeped outward, dank and heavy. 

“So?” said Micah, voice low. “Is my friend losing his mind?”

Charlotte shrugged. “I didn’t sense wraiths, but I am not sure he’s losing his mind.”

“You said nothing about the drug,” snapped Worth. “How do you know it isn’t making him paranoid?”

“Oh, it is,” said Micah. “But it’s exacerbating a problem that was already there.”

“You said Artus wanted our help, but he blames the Order,” said Charlotte. 

“I said he needs your help,” said Micah. “Of course, he blames the Order. And himself. For what happened the night his parents died. For the plight he’s in now—powerless, a prisoner in all but name.” 

“Yet he trusts the cardinal?” said Worth.

“It’s not trust,” said Micah. “The cardinal gets him l’apaisement. The drug calmed his panic when he was younger. Now he has to have it to function, and no one knows where she gets it. He’s tied to the cardinal, even if he wishes it otherwise.”

“And yet you stay?” Charlotte asked her cousin.

Micah smiled sadly, eyes void of their usual teasing light. “Who could better understand him?” he asked. “Who else knows what it’s like to see constant disappointment everyone thinks they’re able to hide?” 

Charlotte leaned into her cousin and wrapped one arm around his waist. They had never really discussed his leaving the military after his brother’s death. She had tried to support him by keeping their relationship what it had always been, but Charlotte wondered now if Micah had needed more. His charm always seemed like armor, but perhaps it wasn’t as strong as she’d thought. 

“You aren’t a disappointment,” she said. 

Micah sniffed and rested his chin on her head. 

“Yet,” he said, a chuckle thrumming through his chest. When Charlotte stepped back, her cousin’s gaze was locked on Worth. “I stay,” Micah continued, “because I know that Artus will be the leader Niveaux needs. Petras knew it, too, and he agreed that I could not release Artus from the cardinal’s control on my own. I’ve had no clear way to weaken her standing with the people. Until now.”

Micah’s chin lifted to where the soldiers Worth had sparred with were recounting the session to anyone who would listen.

“This is what we need,” he said, voice low but sharp. “We can’t pull the rug from under Lorraine’s feet. We must crack the very foundation on which she stands wide enough to swallow her whole.”

Micah kissed Charlotte on the top of her head and shook Worth’s hand before returning to Artus. Worth and Charlotte made their way through the Jungle and up the stairs to where their jackets hung. They greeted those who stopped them and promised to return when time allowed. Charlotte finished securing the black leather over her white shirt as she watched Worth. His jaw worked, amethyst eyes caught somewhere in the middle distance. 

“What is it?” she asked when they hit the streets of Tuteurs. 

“Your cousin wasn’t honest with us when we first arrived,” he said. “About the drugs or the cardinal’s hold over the prince.”

“He didn’t tell us everything, but he didn’t lie,” said Charlotte. “Micah may be the only real friend Artus has. It makes sense that he would be careful.”

Worth scratched at the stubble lining his jaw. The streets were crowded as they picked their way toward the Pointe de Jute.

“I know,” he said. “We can’t afford to trust people automatically, either. For now, we clear the wraiths as the cardinal asked. If it helps Artus, good. But if the drug is what’s making him see things . . .” 

“Clearing the wraiths won’t help at all.”

Worth grunted in affirmation. 

“It will, however, buy us time,” he said. “We settle those old bones and, if the cardinal is true to her word, she returns the Guardians’ hearts.”

“And if she doesn’t?” asked Charlotte.

They veered around a man carrying a crate of root vegetables. The man tripped, and Worth stabilized the crate and helped the merchant find his footing. When the man locked eyes with the Guardian, his mouth went slack.

“Thank you, Parson.” 

“None of that, now,” said Worth, clapping the man on the shoulder. “Anyone would have done it.” 

Charlotte and her Guardian continued through the streets, whispers following behind. 

“If the cardinal doesn’t keep her word,” said Worth, “we don’t only crack her foundations. We blow them to all twelve of the hells she believes in.” 
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Several days later, Charlotte was sore, in heart and body. When she wasn’t training with St. Claire, she and Worth searched the crypts of the Olde Pointe with marginal success. The Cardinal’s Watch was never far, no doubt reporting their lack of progress. The people, too, watched Charlotte and her Guardian, though whether they were hopeful or wary depended on the day. 

Though a heaviness had settled over the city, the depths of the Olde Pointe had gone oddly quiet. Charlotte had struggled to settle as the spirits’ raw despair frayed her nerves. The wraiths felt thin—so watered down that she failed to get a good read on them before they disappeared. Charlotte had to admit that the days they couldn’t find anything were a relief. At least those outings didn’t end with her on the ground screaming as Worth fought back the darkness before finishing the settling himself. 

After their most recent search, Charlotte headed toward her room to wash the muck of the Olde Pointe from her hair and put on a clean jacket. Though she and Worth had a temporary pardon, Pol and René were still a secret, and St. Claire was supposed to remain out of sight. Worth and Charlotte used the hotel to come and go, but the added safety of the catacombs and Petras’s hidden rooms helped them all sleep better. 

She topped the stairs and pressed gentle fingers against the place where the cardinal’s earring swung—a constant reminder that what safety they had could be torn away at any moment. Heavy steps echoed behind Charlotte as Pol caught up with her. 

“Worth wants you with me this evening.”

“He and I were supposed to go back to the crypts,” she said. 

Pol raised a mammoth shoulder and let it fall. 

“You have time to wash up,” said the Avalanche, ignoring her question. “In fact, please do. The Olde Pointe smells.”

Charlotte scrubbed her hands and face with her favorite citrus soap and changed into a fresh jacket. Downstairs, she found Worth in the sitting room, bent over a pile of old books and parchments, an ancient pair of spectacles perched on his nose. When they weren’t looking for the wraiths in the crypts, her Guardian had taken to searching Petras’s papers, hoping to find any hint as to why the man had decided to fight the edict. Something had pushed Petras over the line he so carefully toed and toward treason.

This most recent pile had been found among the captain’s things in the study. Perhaps Worth had decided to stay in tonight researching.

“Anything helpful?” she asked. 

“Can’t tell yet,” said Worth. “The old correspondence is useless, and the books are full of nonsense.” He picked up a slim volume. “This one’s a relatively new history, but it’s been stripped of detail and made suitable for children. The legend of St. Steward’s keeps popping up, but there’s no note as to why.”

“I’m not familiar,” said Charlotte. 

“Unsurprising,” said Worth. “It’s a little-known massacre that happened about twenty years ago at an abbey of the Silent Gods. Its nuns were killed in gruesome fashion.” Worth tossed the book to the table and tore off his spectacles to rub at his eyes. 

“I’ll give it an hour,” he said, “then I’m going back to the crypts.”

“Without me?” said Charlotte. “I thought—”

“You’re still in training,” said Worth, exhaustion rolling off him like lavender often did. “I need you with Pol and René tonight.” 

René stepped into the doorway from the kitchen, unarmed except for the satchels he carried. The smell of medicinal herbs pulled at Charlotte’s heart and made her think of Marta. 

“Leave the sword, chère,” said René. “You won’t need it.” 

Charlotte leaned her blade against the hearth with a sigh. Then she, Pol, and René donned their cloaks and entered the catacombs, leaving Worth to his papers. Charlotte’s eyes burned with exhaustion and frustrated tears. Perhaps Worth could do more against the old wraiths on his own. Charlotte would do what she could alongside the other members of the Order and pray to the Old God that she didn’t mess this up, too. 

As they wove through the streets of the capital, Charlotte did her best to keep up, all while mimicking René’s deft ability to move silently without attracting attention. This time, Charlotte would not be caught unawares and lost in an alley. When they passed through the Market Pointe and into the Tavern Pointe, she noted the positions of the spires of the palace, which she could barely see to the north. 

There were taverns in every Pointe of the city—even the Priest’s Pointe—but the Tavern Pointe was where visitors flocked. Pol led Charlotte and René through darkened side streets until they reached the back door of an establishment that looked like it had seen better days. The sign above the door said The Swimming Duck. It was faded with age and neglect, but Charlotte noted the tiny blue bird worked into the center of the letter D. 

Charlotte touched René’s elbow and pointed at the symbol. 

“What is that?” she asked. 

René kept his voice low. “It’s the sign of the Broken Bird,” he said. “They popped up a few years ago as a group focused on helping people. They run inns and taverns known to share food and shelter with those who need it.”

“I thought the cardinal took care of the poor?” she said. “That’s why they love her.”

René’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “She cares for her people,” he said. “The penitent. The faithful. As far as she is concerned, everyone else can find relief from their own gods.”

Charlotte studied the symbol. “At least someone is helping.” 

“Yes,” said René with a grimace. “Even if it is a group of revolutionaries who would love nothing more than to topple the monarchy.”

Pol knocked and the tavern door cracked open. The Avalanche led them inside, and Charlotte blinked in the sudden brightness from the fire in the kitchen hearth. Pol was in the arms of a boisterous, heavyset woman with deep brown cheeks and dark hair shot with silver. 

“Welcome, friend,” she whispered, the lovely cadence of her voice belying her Southern Isle roots. She engulfed René in the same loving embrace, then turned to Charlotte, her eyes growing mischievous. 

“Lavender,” she said, looking Charlotte over as if she believed Worth could be hiding in her pockets. “You tell that partner of yours that he owes Misha a visit.” The woman took off toward a set of stairs, leaving them to follow. 

René gave Charlotte a wistful smile. 

“Misha introduced me to Petras,” he said. “My mother died shortly after our arrival in the capital, and I was adrift in a sea of people who were nothing like me, in a place nothing like my home. Even the people who looked like me treated me differently when they heard my accent.”

“You don’t have an accent,” said Charlotte. 

René chuckled, leading her up a narrow wooden staircase. 

“Chère, we all have accents. You’re just used to hearing your own.”

Charlotte’s brows contracted. Even with her love of languages, she’d never quite thought about it that way. 

“That is absolutely true,” she said, grinning like the idiot St. Claire claimed she was. “But you’ve shifted yours. On purpose, or has it happened over time?”

“At first it was one,” said René, “then the other. If I spend much time with Misha, it will come back. I love hearing my father in my voice.”

Charlotte barely resisted the urge to wrap the kid in a hug from behind. 

Misha and Pol disappeared through a door at the end of a tiny hallway, and René followed. A cough echoed through the room as Charlotte joined René at the foot of a small bed where an elderly couple cuddled beneath a quilt though a fire burned merrily in the small hearth. 

Pol knelt beside the bed, hood pushed back, and pressed a gargantuan palm over the old man’s chest. Maple unwound from the Guardian, his face becoming strained beneath his braided beard. Charlotte wanted so badly to help, but this was Pol’s gift, not hers. The Guardian smiled at her, his eyes more yellow than red in the firelight. 

“Compassion is a gift everyone can possess, Charlotte,” he said, and Charlotte saw what made this moment so familiar. These people were not wraiths. But the action of Pol’s healing—of giving his own strength and energy in order to comfort—was the same. 

She and René watched as Pol repeated his process with the elderly woman, and though Charlotte hadn’t done a damn thing, by the time Misha led them back to the tavern kitchen, she felt wrung out. The woman opened the back door and Pol leaned against the jamb, his voice a low rumble.

“You know where to find me,” he said. 

Misha nodded. René gave her a quick hug, then leaned toward her ear. Charlotte had to strain to catch his question. 

“When did you last see Petras?”

Misha’s face wilted, her lips pursing as if she wished she could hold her next words inside forever. 

“I don’t remember, cher,” said Misha. “I saw his Guardian often, though.”

“Recently?” said Charlotte. 

“Awake and walking,” said Misha. “Only in the dead of night, of course, but he was worried and looking for answers. A mystery about a Guardian’s heart they couldn’t solve and wouldn’t share.”

“Thank you,” said Charlotte, raising her hood and entering the dark street. 

If Petras and his Guardian had been worried about a Guardian before the cardinal started gathering them, Charlotte had no doubt. There was one heart that would not—or could not—wake. That of Bella Charis. 

They saw to three more ill people and mended one broken bone before turning back toward the Pointe de Jute. The people recognized the Avalanche as they did the Parson. He gave them what they needed in love, without expecting or demanding anything in return. And though showing himself was a risk, it was one they were willing to take to encourage. The cardinal may have forgotten these people, but the Order had not.

If empathy came as naturally to Charlotte as it did to Pol and René, perhaps she’d have less trouble settling the ancient wraiths. 

Halfway through the Merchant’s Pointe, René touched Pol’s back. 

“We are being followed,” he said. “Two blocks behind. They think they’re hidden in the apothecary’s doorway.”

Sure enough, a man watched them from beneath a hooded cloak. Beside him stood a woman in robes of deep blue, embroidered runes flashing silver in the moonlight. Pol shifted his weight as he crossed his arms. The woman in settling robes disappeared into the dark, but the man pushed from the wall, an amused smile on his face and hands raised as if to prove he was unarmed. 

That smile made Charlotte gasp. 

“You know him?” asked Pol. 

“Surely not,” said Charlotte, but as the man lowered his hood, a tiny blue tattoo caught her eye—a flying bird with a broken wing. 

“You’re a long way from your tavern, barkeep,” she said.

The man dipped his head in concession, his smile just as bright as it had been the night he’d told her where to find Raquel St. Claire. He looked up and down the street, remaining far enough away that it would take two full steps to reach him. A smart move, given the look on Pol’s face. 

“Sorry for the intrusion,” said the man. “Someone is making a lot of noise asking after you, and it would be in all our best interests if she found you before the wrong people find her.” 

The man turned to Charlotte. 

“She says she is your sister.”
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Charlotte paced before the sitting room hearth. It had gone cold, but she hadn’t bothered to relight it while waiting. The Parson and René sat in armchairs watching her.

“You’re sure it’s Marta?” asked Worth. His spectacles remained perched on his nose, amplifying his amethyst eyes. 

“No,” she said. “Pol will bring her here if she answers his questions correctly.”

“Stupid, damn questions,” said a voice from the kitchen beyond the hidden door.

Marta pushed her way into the sitting room, relief and tears all over her face. Charlotte rushed to meet her sister-in-law and fell into a much-needed embrace. She was barely aware of Pol dropping a pile of bags at their feet. 

Charlotte pulled back, taking in Marta’s disheveled appearance.

“I’m fine,” said Marta, though the hitch in her voice said otherwise. “Only tired. It’s been a long few days.” 

Marta gripped Charlotte’s hand, then looked between her and the Parson. 

“The orchards are gone. Montaigne’s men burned them three nights ago.” Marta’s words came out in a rush as her breath hitched.

Worth started asking questions, but the words were lost in the buzz between Charlotte’s ears as she sat hard on the nearest chair. The orchards—her family’s pride and livelihood—were gone. It wasn’t only the Sands who would suffer. The orchards provided for the surrounding towns in equal measure. What were their tenants going to do while they replanted and waited years for fruit? 

Would they even replant? 

Charlotte’s breath caught in her chest as she bit back a sob. William was gone. Their father was gone. Now the orchards were ashes. Charlotte imagined the oldest orchard, wraiths’ bones awakened by the flames, crying out in pain and renewed suffering. It would be a nightmare to resettle. And for what? Why would Montaigne do this? 

Closing her eyes, Charlotte rested her head in her hands. They had embarrassed the cardinal in the throne room, and though a pardon had been extended, Charlotte had known the woman would retaliate. 

This was the cost of their rebellion. 

Like the wraith-boy in Sparrow’s Glen, innocents would suffer because of the cardinal’s control. Montaigne was a weapon Lorraine the Pure wielded with precision. He knew Charlotte’s smell. Had leaned into it as if it called to him somehow. But if that was true—if he had known her family, found peace in her orchards, even for a short time—how dare he do this? 

It didn’t matter who he’d been. All Charlotte needed to know was that the past ten years had turned Luc de Montaigne into a monster. 

And Petras’s last order had been MAKE THE MONSTERS RUN. 

Ice flooded her veins. Charlotte took in Marta’s swollen face and wondered if the woman had cried all the way to the capital. Darkness descended, and though she did her best to breathe through it, her hands quivered with unspent rage. Grandier would pay for what he had done, but in this moment, Charlotte knew he was a pawn. She would end him eventually, but he could rot in the palace as long as necessary. First, she was going to crush the cardinal and her captain. 

Worth knelt before Charlotte and pressed his large hand over her own, calling her attention back to the conversation.

“No one was hurt,” said Marta. “And the flames didn’t reach a single building, thanks to the village and William’s fire protocols.” Her voice cracked, and René leaped from his chair. 

“Tea,” he said, disappearing into the kitchen, Pol after him. 

“Grandmother?” asked Charlotte. She hated the idea of the old woman alone at the manor, surrounded by ash. Marta shook her head. 

“She hadn’t yet returned from her trip to look into those rumors along the North Road.” 

At the mention of the North Road, Worth’s eyes darted to Charlotte’s. Petras had been taken on the North Road. Could it be a coincidence? Or had he been riding toward the same rumors as Charlotte’s grandmother?

“What kind of rumors?” said Worth, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and handing it to Marta. 

“The nasty kind,” said Marta, wiping her nose and giving Worth a watery smile. “Someone asked for her help with a wraithwood, but it was worse than she expected. Her letter said the entire wood had become unsettled. Not a large one, but still.” 

“Here, chère.” René entered carrying a tray with two cups of tea and a smattering of biscuits. “Take this upstairs. Pol is searching out extra blankets and running a bath.” 

“Thank you,” said Marta.

Charlotte took the tray and headed toward the door, but Worth leaned toward her and kept his voice low. 

“While you were with Pol and René, I settled one wraith in the Olde Pointe,” he said. “I tracked another but lost it. Get Marta comfortable. Take the night, then be ready. We have work to do.”

Charlotte nodded and gave René what she hoped was a reassuring smile before leading Marta upstairs to her room. Once there, Charlotte closed the door with her hip before placing the tea tray on the end of the bed. 

“Sorry about the mess,” she said, as she rushed to gather dirty laundry and move clutter from the one small table near the window. 

Marta smiled weakly and sat in the nearby armchair with a sigh. Charlotte brought the tray to the table and handed Marta her tea before curling up in the opposite chair. Her own tea scalded the roof of her mouth, but she drank deeply anyway. 

“I came as fast as I could,” said Marta, staring at the dark tea in the delicate cup. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do.” 

Charlotte wanted to reach across and take her sister-in-law’s hands, but the distance between them had grown in the moments since their initial greeting. Shame and guilt warred as Charlotte tried to find words to make everything right. 

“I’m sorry,” she croaked. Woefully inadequate, remorse was all Charlotte had to offer. “For the orchards. For William.” She felt the tears rising like panic, but Charlotte couldn’t stop them. “It’s all my fault.” 

And the dam broke. Every bridge she’d erected over the chasm of her grief collapsed in the wake of her tears. She tried to place the teacup on the table but missed, and it clattered to the carpet. Marta did not falter but placed her cup on the tray, then leaned forward and pulled Charlotte into her arms. They sank to the floor together, Charlotte barely registering the warm tea soaking through the knees of her breeches. 

Marta said nothing. Just held Charlotte and rocked her, periodically brushing wayward tendrils from her face. Eventually, Charlotte sat back. 

“I don’t deserve this,” she said, scrubbing at her face. “Why aren’t you angry?”

“I am,” said Marta, “but not at you.” She used the handkerchief Worth had handed her to dry Charlotte’s cheeks and chin. “I didn’t only come to tell you about the orchards. Before they burned, I was planning to come. I needed to come, but I didn’t want to be away when Grandmother returned.” 

Charlotte searched Marta’s face, wondering at the guilt she saw mirrored there. Her sister-in-law took a deep breath. 

“When William died, I thought I had, too,” said Marta. “Still think I might, at times. When the Parson woke, hours too late to have helped—I blamed you both.” 

Charlotte opened her mouth to apologize again, but Marta held up a hand. 

“It was William’s fault,” she said. Charlotte balked but Marta gripped her hands so tightly Charlotte felt her bones grind together. “You may have riled Grandier, but it was William’s fault we were there at all. He received Petras’s order early that morning when Micah arrived. The two of them had been holed up in the study all day.”

Marta took a shaky breath, her eyes looking everywhere but at Charlotte. 

“Micah wanted us to leave immediately. To take Grandmother, you, and the Parson and head toward the capital using hidden paths. Your brother wanted to make sure the village would be safe before deserting the manor.” Marta’s deep brown eyes latched on to Charlotte’s, but she was certain the fury in them was not for her this time. “If he’d done what Micah suggested, William would still be here.”

Charlotte closed her eyes. One of her first thoughts upon hearing of the burned orchards had been for those people. The villagers and tenants were her family’s responsibility. William had done what any good lord would. But he could have left instructions with the steward and written again once they were away and safe. Had he done that—had her brother been prudent—he would still be here. 

It wasn’t only his sense of responsibility she blamed. It was his damned inability to put himself first. Charlotte had never known if it was true empathy for others or pride. Perhaps William simply believed that, whatever came, he could handle it. 

 Charlotte shook her head, wishing she could believe her brother’s death hadn’t been her fault. She would relinquish some blame—lay it squarely on the shoulders of William’s memory—but it remained that Charlotte’s mouth had made a hash of things. He may have poised the sword to fall, but Charlotte had tipped the balance. 

“He would never have given them Worth’s heart,” said Marta, voice breaking. 

Of course he wouldn’t have. William would have had a plan. He simply hadn’t shared it with Charlotte. 
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Two hours later, Marta was sleeping peacefully. In her seat by the small fire, Charlotte could not even doze. Events of the day flipped through her mind. The man from the tavern and the woman from the Settling Guild following them in the dark. The people Pol had healed. 

Charlotte leaped from her chair and left her room.

Her mind had been so full of the orchards and Marta that she had forgotten what Misha said about Petras and his Guardian. She jogged down the stairs and followed voices into the training room where Worth and St. Claire were sparring. They circled each other, breathing hard and grinning like maniacs. 

“Where is Charis’s heart?” said Charlotte from the doorway. 

St. Claire stopped mid-block to look at her, and Worth had to pull his blow so as not to level the woman with a gut shot. Part of Charlotte wished he hadn’t. 

“In my care, as it should be,” said St. Claire. “Not that it’s any of your concern.”

“I think it concerned Petras very much before he died,” said Charlotte. 

St. Claire’s eyes narrowed.

“What is she talking about, Raquel?” said Worth. 

“Petras was paranoid,” said St. Claire. “And he was wrong.”

“One of the hearts gave Petras and his Guardian cause for concern,” said Charlotte. “Pol was already awake, and you and Charis were the only other pair near enough to interact with Petras regularly.”

“I hadn’t seen Petras since last autumn,” snapped St. Claire. 

“Why was that?” said Charlotte. “Perhaps you asked him for help waking Charis and what he saw made him nervous.”

“I told you. Petras was a paranoid old man,” said St. Claire. 

“Raquel,” said Worth, crossing his arms. “If it was paranoia, why pull away? Obviously Petras could have used you in the capital.”

St. Claire stepped toward Worth. 

“I had no interest in simpering around the palace cleaning up your mess,” she said. “Charis won’t wake because she’s angry. That’s as much your fault as it is mine. You’re welcome, by the way, for tracking down your traitorous heart in the middle of a fucking melee.”

Worth’s purple eyes narrowed on St. Claire and he stepped closer, sickly sweet lavender filling the space between them. 

“You betrayed every one of us when you drank yourself into a stupor instead of reporting for your watch,” said Worth, voice low. “I’m not sure what that night looks like in your head because you seem to have rewritten it, but you can’t hand out blame without taking responsibility.”

Charlotte stepped between them, hands up and voice level. 

“St. Claire,” she said. “Let us examine Charis’s heart. If we’re wrong, we’ll never speak of it again.” 

A muscle in the woman’s jaw twitched, and her eyes cut away. “I’ll give you thirty seconds.”

The woman tore from the practice room, blue braid swinging to the rhythm of her stride. Worth and Charlotte followed, only stopping at the top of the first flight of stairs when St. Claire threw open her bedroom door. 

The room was pristine. Everything in its place. In the corner near the window, a small altar had been erected. Beside it, attached to a rowan cross and leaning against the wall, was the sleeping scarecrow of Bella Charis. 

Rowan incense lingered in the air, clean and ashy. Worth released a shaky breath and stepped into the room. Charis’s burlap body was surrounded by candles only recently doused, and Charlotte couldn’t help but feel that the scarecrow hanging before them was nothing like Worth had been as he’d slept in their yard.

Worth raised a hand to cup Charis’s rough cheek.

“Something is wrong,” he said, glancing at St. Claire. “I can’t feel her.” 

Charlotte reached her skill toward the straw Guardian, but her breath caught. There was nothing in the burlap but rowan sawdust and sticks.

Without warning, Worth swept a knife from his baldric. St. Claire cried out, but Worth slashed Charis’s chest wide open, spilling rowan from the wound and digging through it without compunction. The longer he rooted around in the scarecrow’s chest, the more ominous the silence around them grew. St. Claire pressed her fist to her mouth. 

Finally, Worth withdrew his hand, forearm covered with small scratches from the twigs. When he unwound the small bundle of burlap in his grip, Charlotte gasped. Instead of alabaster white, Charis’s heart was shot through with gray lines. They almost looked like fissures.

Worth closed his fist around Charis’s heart, purple eyes sparking as he turned to St. Claire.

“What in hell’s roots is this?” he demanded.

Raquel’s mouth opened and closed like a fish on a bank. Then she took a fortifying breath and faced Worth head-on. 

“I recovered her heart the night she fell. It was fine, but she didn’t wake for the sentencing. Over the first year, it changed, slowly.” 

“Did it feel like this?” Worth demanded.

St. Claire’s eyes dropped to the side. In that moment, the woman seemed so small. “You know I’m not good at sensing them like you are,” she said.

“Raquel!” said Worth.

“Not at first!” St. Claire raised her chin and met Worth’s eyes. “It took years for it to fall truly quiet.”

“No,” said Worth, shaking his head. “That can’t be the whole story.”

“You weren’t there,” said St. Claire. Raquel snatched Charis’s heart from Worth’s hand and held it to her chest. “Get out.” 

Worth clenched his jaw, both hands raised. “Whatever you’re doing obviously isn’t helping her.” Charlotte could see the effort it took her Guardian to remain calm. “If you would let me examine her—”

St. Claire stepped forward until her chest was an inch from Worth’s. 

“I. Said. Get. Out.” 

And to Worth’s credit, he stepped beyond the threshold.

“Consider . . .” Worth’s voice fell a note toward begging. “Consider letting me help? Charis is my friend, too.” 

St. Claire slammed the door in his face. Worth looked at Charlotte, amethyst eyes rimmed with red. When he’d woken for her, rain pouring over them both in the side yard of Sand Manor, Charlotte thought she’d seen all the grief the Guardian could hold. Now, however, watching him walk toward the stairs to the upper floors, Charlotte was certain she had never seen Worth so close to broken.

She returned to her room, glancing at Worth’s closed door on her way past. Charlotte removed her belt and boots as quietly as possible so as not to wake Marta. When she bent to place them by the door, she noticed William’s baldric hanging on the hooks beside her cloak. St. Claire had returned it, refitted to Charlotte’s torso. 

She lifted it to marvel at the craftsmanship of the alteration and a piece of paper fluttered to the ground. Charlotte picked it up and read the beautiful, feminine handwriting. 

Here you go, idiot. 

And for the second time in one evening, Charlotte’s heart broke in two.







25

LUC



[image: image]





Luc stood on the lower balcony of the Cardinal’s Keep, arms crossed -over his chest, watching the city streets a hundred feet below. The higher floors of the tower were guarded heavily, but here it was still. When Luc couldn’t afford the time to escape to the cathedral cemetery, he came here, where at least he could see it. The sword at his hip felt too light. He was used to the weight of his clawed knives but had left them in his rooms. As beautiful as the new handles were, they felt like a bribe. Or a gift he had yet to earn. 

His soldiers had watched the city closely in the days since the Sand orchards had burned. Still, Luc waited impatiently for Charlotte Sand to react, as if her rage might free him somehow. Because, though he’d not thought much about those trees in the past ten years, his memory had been full of them, waking and sleeping, since he gave the order for their ruination. 

He’d come to the Cardinal’s Keep to recalibrate. Luc forced his gaze out over the city toward the Priest’s Pointe. He couldn’t see the alley from here, but he knew it was there. Benignly connecting two larger streets, the cut-through remained—his shame and guilt immortalized in cobblestones, even if they’d long since been washed of blood. 

That memory was one he’d locked away long ago, but the cardinal’s demands, her threat, had coaxed it out. Was it any wonder Luc’s mind kept taking refuge in sunnier memories to counter the darkness? 

The day a muddy little girl with freckles had found him crying in the branches of an ancient lemon tree. 

The day that same girl had punched a village boy for calling Luc names. 

The day she’d come to the tavern connected to the tiny room they rented. The courtyard behind the tavern was quiet, protected from the hustle of town by stone walls. Old crates and bins in one corner, a lean-to for firewood in another. Some days Lucien liked to use them to build a fort. He’d imagine it hung high in a tree, where cruel children couldn’t chase him. Where fearful parents couldn’t claim they felt his darkness. 

Where, when she was there, the darkness couldn’t find him. 

A laugh cut through Lucien’s thoughts, and the grim line of his mouth tipped. She sounded like bells and sunshine, and Lucien knew that—however unkind the gods might be—he could endure it all as long as Charlotte Sand was his friend. The monsters were afraid of her. Perhaps most importantly, she was not afraid of Lucien. 

Instead of tearing into his refuge as she normally would, the girl peeked her head around the wall. 

“Close your eyes, Leo,” she said, using the name his mother had chosen to hide him from the monsters. He hated it, except in Charlotte’s mouth.

That day, the light in her gaze was full of mischief. Lucien wasn’t prone to smiling, but he felt his lips twitch as he followed her command, only a bit fearful that Charlotte was about to stuff mugwort up his nose or paint his cheek with mud. He could never explain why he’d trusted her immediately, but he had. She brought the light, and it calmed him. That was enough. 

“Why am I closing my eyes, Sand?” Even when they were alone, he couldn’t bring himself to use her given name. As if he deserved that privilege. 

“Give me your hand,” she said. Without hesitation, Lucien raised his arm. Charlotte took his fingers in her own, but only long enough to guide him to something else. Something soft and moving. 

Lucien opened his eyes to a yellow puppy in a basket. He grinned in earnest. 

“Amazing! The hunting dog whelped, then?” 

“She did,” said Charlotte. “About a month ago. I was keeping it a secret. Waiting to see which one was meant for you.”

The smile fell from Lucien’s face, and he pulled his hand away from where the puppy had begun to lick it in earnest. He looked pointedly around the tavern courtyard. 

“We can’t keep a dog,” he said, words barely a wisp. 

Charlotte waved a hand flippantly. 

“She was born for you.” Charlotte dumped the puppy into his arms. The creature burrowed her head into Lucien’s shirt, the sensation dragging a rare laugh from him. 

“What makes her mine?” 

Charlotte looked straight into Lucien’s eyes and didn’t miss a beat. 

“The others whine at night, but not this one. If anything, she’s more herself in the dark.”

Lucien heard what the Sand girl was not saying. She would not be afraid of the dark when it came for him. 

“Captain?” Lieutenant Sharp’s voice snapped Luc back to the balcony, and the present. He cleared his throat and dipped his chin in greeting.

“Lieutenant,” he said, glad for the distraction. “Is there news?” 

Sharp’s patrols had been scouring the city for news of the Order’s movements. Other than the Parson and Sand’s appearance at the training arena, they hadn’t been seen in the past week. Luc had imagined the people would talk, but he’d underestimated the loyalty many still held for the Order of Guardians. If the people knew things, they weren’t sharing. 

“The orchards burned three days ago, as you wished,” said Sharp. 

Luc’s jaw clenched at her use of the word, but he didn’t correct her. There had been a time where what he ordered and what he wished had been in alignment, but the breach between the two was widening at a terrifyingly rapid pace. 

“William Sand’s widow was seen entering the city,” Sharp continued, “but we lost her. The grandmother is in the north, well out of the way, and I have it on good authority that both of the remaining Guardians, not counting the Parson, are already in the capital.” 

Luc’s eyes snapped to Sharp’s face. 

“Both of them?” He’d known that Bella Charis was likely in town, since her partner had punched Luc in the face, but if Pol Baudin’s heart was here, too, Luc’s luck was about to turn. 

“Yes, sir,” said Sharp. “Raquel St. Claire has been spotted three times, drunk as my mother at the winter solstice. She favors The Smoking Drake.”

“She’ll be the easiest mark if we need to take the Guardian by force,” said Luc. “Keep tabs on her. And the other?”  

“That gets more complicated,” she said, wincing. “The heart of Pol Baudin, the maple Guardian, was missing when I went west to deliver the edict. Whispers claim that not only is his heart here, but he is awake. And he has a new partner.” 

Luc’s eyes narrowed. That would explain the healed bruise he’d noted while fighting Sand in the cemetery, but he hoped Sharp’s intel was wrong. 

“I’m not sure if the lead will pan out,” she continued, “but I found a man who worked for Petras. He may talk if I offer him something in return.” 

“He will talk,” said Luc. “Because I’m going to question him.” 

“Of course, Captain. He runs the bakery three streets from the eastern edge of the Palace Pointe.” 

Perfect. Luc would go directly and be there just before business closed for the day to avoid causing a scene. He turned to leave, then thought better of it. 

“Sharp?” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Find Sand’s grandmother.”

Sharp’s brows creased.

“You want her brought in, Captain?” 

“No,” said Luc. “I want her within reach.” 

He wasn’t going to let Charlotte Sand and the Parson catch him on his heels again. Should the cardinal need it, he’d be ready with leverage.
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Luc shielded his eyes against the flash of setting sun in the bakery’s window. Apparently, this baker specialized in sweets and pastries instead of meat pies, because the door was already locked. Since the shop looked desolate, Luc circled to the back of the building and counted until he had the correct door. Most shop owners lived above their place of business. Luc hoped it proved true in this case, because he didn’t relish the idea of tracking down this man’s home address. 

He should have gotten more information from Sharp before leaving the palace. 

Luc pulled the small chain near the door. A moment later it whipped open to reveal a jovial, round-faced man with white hair, a red mustache, and flour on his shirt. 

“Good evening,” said Luc, inclining his head in greeting. “I am Captain Luc de Montaigne—”

“I know who you are,” snapped the man, then the whites of his eyes tripled in size, as if he’d just realized the tone he’d used and who he’d used it with. 

“Good,” Luc deadpanned, dropping his smile. “That should expedite things. You have information regarding Guardian Pol Baudin that the crown and cardinal would find of interest?” 

Luc said no more. He just stood. And stared. The man’s mustache twitched, first one way, then the other, his eyes darting around the alley. 

“The Avalanche’s partner died a year ago,” he said finally. “That’s public record.”

Luc arched his brow, waiting. The baker wrung his hands, then wiped them on his pants. 

“There was no one left in that family,” he said reluctantly, “so the heart was brought to Petras for safekeeping. The captain left town almost immediately with his page, René Durand. But when Petras returned, he was alone.”

Luc scoffed. “All that tells me is that René Durand was likely entrusted with the Guardian’s heart,” he said. 

A picture of Durand as Luc had first seen him flashed in his memory—small, underfed, and cowering against a stone wall. Luc cleared his throat and watched as the baker held up a hand and rushed on. 

“Yes, but there are whispers. Rumors that the maple Guardian walks. That he’s healing.” 

“Thank you,” said Luc. 

Before Luc could turn from the door, the baker snapped it closed. 

Luc returned to the palace slowly. Pol Baudin’s waking didn’t bode well. The man was a blasted trebuchet with legs. If he was healing, like the Parson was settling wraiths, then they were ingratiating themselves with the people. Luc remembered the court’s energy when the Parson and Sand had come to the throne room. If the public stood for the Order, the cardinal would have no choice but to reinstate them. Unless she was ready to start a civil war months before Artus took the throne. 

Luc found the cardinal in the small dining room near her chambers, taking dinner alone. She waved a hand, dismissing her guards, but did not look up from her fish or offer Luc a seat. 

“I have a lead on the missing hearts,” he said, “but one of the two may be awake.”

The cardinal raised her head slowly. 

“More treason,” she said, smiling. “That will make it easier to take the hearts when we find them.”

“I’m not certain that’s true,” said Luc. “Between the Parson settling wraiths, and the rumors that another Guardian is healing the poor . . . the people may hope you’ll reverse the edict.”

“It took time for the people to see Petras’s treachery,” said Lorraine, returning to her meal. “The rest of the Order will be no different. Of course, I would be extremely pleased if you could speed up the process.”

“Eminence, I—”

“Make the Order desperate and they will make mistakes.” The cardinal wiped her mouth with the delicate corner of a crimson napkin. “In the end they will capitulate or, like Petras, they will die.” 

Luc’s jaw tightened as he nodded. That night, he dreamed of Charlotte Sand. Moonlight kissed her skin, a light breeze catching her hair as she swung, bloody and broken in the traitor’s cage.
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The training room was empty. St. Claire wasn’t always on her game, but the woman was never late for a scheduled session. Mostly because she liked to berate Charlotte about being late even when she wasn’t. Charlotte drew her rapier and walked through several warm-up patterns while she waited. 

By the fourth pass, she decided St. Claire wasn’t coming. Charlotte sheathed her sword and followed voices to the kitchen where she found Pol and Marta packing herbs and ointments. Charlotte recognized Marta’s healer’s satchel, its dark leather worn with use, strap curling at the end beyond the buckle. Marta pulled a salve of some kind from the bag and passed it to Pol, who looked it over with interest. 

“You don’t need those much, do you?” asked Charlotte. She crossed to the kitchen hearth and picked up the coffeepot. It was empty. 

Pol tossed her a small smile and a half shrug. 

“They aren’t necessary,” he said, “but using power takes a toll. Medicines help things along so I can reserve energy. It’s why we don’t constantly feed our powers to our partners.”

Marta took the salve and placed it in her satchel. 

“I can imagine that matters most in situations like battle,” she said. 

“Fighting and healing often go hand in hand,” said Pol. “It can be difficult to decide which energy to expend and when. Add to that the chaos of battle—noise, emotion. I don’t miss it, that’s for sure.” 

The Avalanche looked at Charlotte. “I have appointments to keep today,” he said. “Marta’s coming with.”

This made perfect sense, but the idea of Marta wandering around the capital twisted Charlotte’s stomach. 

“Fine,” she said. “But as soon as I can, I’m finding a place for you and Grandmother to lay low.”

Marta rolled her eyes as René and Worth entered the room. Charlotte took her cloak from the wall.

“I’m going to find St. Claire,” Charlotte said. “She probably passed out in a tavern.” 

Pol closed his satchel and ticked off a list on his fingers. “Or in a ditch, or a gutter, a brothel, sometimes a church—” 

René hit Pol and donned his own cloak. 

“Either way, Charlotte’s right,” he said. “We need to find her. She never leaves Charis’s heart behind.” 

“If that’s true, then St. Claire is putting her Guardian at risk,” said Worth. “It’s time to give her an ultimatum. She can leave the capital or fucking fall in line.”

René’s black brows danced over golden eyes as he leaned toward Charlotte. “The silver in my pocket says I find her first.” The boy winked, then disappeared into the catacombs. Worth leveled a finger at Charlotte. 

“No fighting. St. Claire or anyone else.”

“I’ll do my best,” said Charlotte. 

“Your best is what I’m worried about,” growled the Guardian before ducking into the passage after René. 

Charlotte bit back another retort because he wasn’t wrong. As of yet, her best had not been good enough. 

The streets of Tuteurs were packed as the three of them emerged from the catacombs in the Merchant’s Pointe and went their separate ways. For hours, Charlotte popped into taverns and inns, glancing over the patrons for a telltale black-and-blue braid. Her feet ached in her boots, and any chance at taking René’s silver slipped slowly through her fingers. Across the street, another inn beckoned, the symbol of the Broken Bird nestled between a cat’s paws on the worn sign. Charlotte entered, pausing in the doorway to let her eyes adjust. 

There. At a small table along the right-hand wall, Raquel St. Claire sat, head on one arm, other hand wrapped limply around a tankard. Charlotte could see the drool pooled beneath the woman’s cheek from here. She was trying to decide whether to wake St. Claire and help her walk or to try to carry her, when a familiar laugh snagged her attention. The room was loud, and Charlotte wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t grown up hearing the sound.

Micah lounged in the corner of the common room. His hood covered his face, but there was no mistaking his long legs, stretched out and crossed at the ankle. Her cousin wasn’t alone. The barkeep with the Broken Bird tattoo leaned toward Micah, lips barely moving in his black beard as he took obvious care to hide his words. 

St. Claire hadn't moved. Getting her home would be simpler if Charlotte let her sleep off the drink. Charlotte sighed and sidled up to the bar and ordered an ale. The drink was cool, and Charlotte was thankful. She didn’t love ale to begin with and could not force it past her lips at all when it was warm. 

 Suddenly, the man with Micah stood, exiting the crowded room through a door behind the bar instead of the main entrance. With a glance over her shoulder to ensure St. Claire was still out cold, Charlotte left a coin on the bar and picked up her tankard. She lost sight of Micah as she wove through the crush, cursing her inefficient height. By the time she reached the corner, Micah made to stand, but Charlotte leaned over him, one arm on the table, the other on the back of his seat. 

“Who was that?” she said. 

Micah nearly jumped out of his skin, hand on his dirk, before he recognized her and wilted back into his booth. 

“Damn it, Char, I could have gutted you.” 

She smiled sweetly, taking the seat across from him. Her cousin did his best to relax, but Charlotte could read the tension in his frame. She tossed her head toward the doorway where the other man had disappeared. 

“I’ll ask again: who was that?” 

Micah sighed and raised his hand toward the barkeep for another drink. Charlotte smiled, knowing she’d won. 

“Nobody,” said Micah, pale blue eyes almost bored. 

“Liar,” sang Charlotte. “That man tailed me yesterday. He knew how to find us when almost no one else would have.”

Micah chuckled darkly. “You’re hardly difficult to find when one puts their mind to it, Char. When we were kids, I found you at hide-and-seek every time.”

“We never played that stupid game,” Charlotte grumbled. 

“Because you’re a poor loser.” Micah plucked a piece of lint from his cloak. His usual white jacket had been replaced with dark gray leather that looked as if it had seen better days. 

Charlotte raised her hand and gestured to the barkeep as well. Micah practically choked.

“Did you just order three beers?” 

Charlotte lifted one shoulder. “If we’re going to be here a while, I may as well stay hydrated.”

“Lubricated is more like,” Micah grumbled, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Fine,” he spat. “That man is a longtime acquaintance. We have similar goals and share information from time to time.” 

Charlotte’s brows contracted. “What goals?”

“Let’s just say that there are others in the capital, aside from you and your band of herbal misfits, who aren’t happy with the way things are going.”

“You’re involved with the Broken Bird,” said Charlotte. 

“I am involved with the lead actor in the Trotting Circus, Charlotte,” said Micah. “What you saw here was nothing.” 

“Does Artus know you consort with known rebels?” 

Micah’s eyes narrowed as a barmaid slammed four sloshing tankards between them. 

“Drink up, loves,” she said, ample hips already swaying on her way back through the crowd. 

Micah drained one tankard in twenty seconds and slid one toward Charlotte before grabbing another.

“What are you doing, Micah?” said Charlotte, lowering her voice. “You asked us to help Artus but didn’t tell us about the drugs. Now you’re conversing with a man whose group wants to topple the monarchy?”

Micah ran a hand over his face and leaned toward Charlotte. “I didn’t mention the drugs because everyone uses them as an excuse,” he said, voice low. “They say the drugs make Artus see things, but this fear? Seeing things in the dark? New.”

“The Settling Guild made those excuses?” asked Charlotte.

Micah nodded. Charlotte turned her tankard on the table and watched the ale slosh over the rim. The Settling Guild’s entire job was to deal with wraiths in and around the capital. 

“Why would the Guild ignore a plea to help their prince directly?” said Charlotte. 

“They didn’t ignore me,” said Micah, “but they did the bare minimum. Checked his rooms once, found nothing.” He raised one shoulder and let it fall. 

“What if the Settling Guild doesn’t want to help him?” said Charlotte. “What if they aren’t brushing you off, but hoping Artus gets worse? I saw a woman in settling robes with your friend from the Broken Bird yesterday. When we noticed her, she disappeared quickly.”

“He’s helping some of the Guild get out of the city,” said Micah. “It started with the crypts. Now the ultimatum the cardinal has given you and Worth? The head of the Settling Guild can read the leaves. If the cardinal takes this battle against wraiths and the Order even further, the Settling Guild fears they’ll be the first to hang.”

“Then why don’t they help us?” asked Charlotte. “Instead of fleeing, the Guild could stand against the cardinal. Instead of hoping for rebellion, the Broken Bird could help their prince secure the throne.”

Micah watched Charlotte, head falling back against the booth. He raised his tankard, then put it down without drinking. 

“Charlotte, these people have kept themselves—and their motives—hidden for years. They don’t make decisions quickly or lightly. Forget about them. Help Artus by getting rid of the wraiths in the Olde Pointe.”

Charlotte opened her mouth to argue, but the inn door opened and a slim figure stepped inside. 

“Shit,” she said.

He was hooded, and immediately folded himself into the crowd, but Charlotte had glimpsed the triumph in René’s golden eyes before she lost sight of him. 

“Do me a favor?” she said to Micah. 

He raised his brows, mouth quirking to one side. 

Charlotte grinned. “Start a brawl?”

Micah heaved a dramatic sigh. “My valet will be sorely put out if I soil these fine garments.” 

Charlotte planted a kiss on her cousin’s cheek. 

“Thank you!” She dove into the crowd, not waiting to see what Micah would do. 

Seconds later, she heard his charming voice. “Excuse me, would you like a drink?”

 She heard the splash of ale and a roar. Then tables started flying. 

Charlotte made for St. Claire. The woman was still at her table, but the commotion had finally roused her. There was no sign of René, and the room around her was filling with joyful violence. Charlotte ran to St. Claire, gripped the woman’s shoulders, and hauled her to her feet. 

St. Claire threw a punch, but teetered to the left. Charlotte dodged easily, caught the older woman before she could topple over, and dragged her toward the back door. 

“Hello, idiot,” slurred St. Claire. “It’s nice to see you.” 

“Oh, you are so far gone,” said Charlotte. 

A tankard flew past their heads, and St. Claire spun toward the woman who’d thrown it. 

“Nope,” said Charlotte. “This way, please!”

“Demons’ bloody mothers,” slurred St. Claire, but she did as she was told.

They made it out of the common room, and as Charlotte kicked the door closed behind them, she caught a glimpse of René leaping over a tipped table and sliding across the bar, hood down and smile wide. Thankfully, the air had cooled, and once they were outside, St. Claire shook herself. 

“Hurry,” said Charlotte. 

They jogged through a series of turns, but it was only a matter of time before René stepped out in front of them, arms wide as if he were welcoming them to a feast instead of cornering them in an alley. Just behind him, Worth stepped out of the shadows.

“Ladies!” said René. “How lovely meeting you here.” His eyes shifted to Charlotte. “You lose.” 

“How do I lose?” she said. “I have St. Claire.”

Worth’s grunt held no trace of humor. “I said no fighting.”

“That was Micah,” said Charlotte. “Can’t blame me, really.”

“Wait,” slurred St. Claire, tipping sideways until both René and Charlotte hauled her back. “Is this some game?” 

The mirth in René’s golden eyes died as he raised St. Claire’s arm around his shoulders. 

“Believe me, chère,” he said. “No part of this is a game.” 

Worth, Charlotte, and René made their way toward the Pointe de Jute, St. Claire supported between them. It was slow going, mostly because of the drunk woman with what felt like a million pounds of muscle. As they neared the entrance to the hotel’s catacombs, a chill brought Charlotte to a stop. 

“Wait,” she breathed.

René halted, and St. Claire stood on her own. The woman placed her hand on her dirk and eyed the shadows in the alley ahead. 

“You feel something?” she said, words almost clear of drink.

Charlotte nodded and Worth joined her, leaning to where she felt the wraith waiting. Fear coated the back of her neck with sweat as Charlotte remembered the last wraith she and Worth had encountered together. But she pushed the trepidation away, because this wraith didn’t feel like the others in the crypts. 

It felt younger.

It felt like home. 

As Charlotte reached the shadows, she saw it—to the left and mostly hidden behind some barrels. Perhaps some angry drunk had died in the night. If that was the case, she could settle the new wraith easily and report the body to the Settling Guild. 

Charlotte reached with her skill, seeking the pictures this soul might share with her, but the second she did, the temperature dropped. Images flashed in her mind—beautiful women in shining robes. Peaceful smiles. Hopelessness swelled inside Charlotte until every nerve was on fire. Charlotte was on fire. 

And this pain was very, very real. 
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Charlotte rolled over on the cobbles to see René and St. Claire silhouetted against the sky. 

“Come, chère,” said René, helping her rise. “That’s it.” 

The pain had gone, but Charlotte’s face was damp from tears she must have shed while in the grip of the wraith. She spun to where the spirit had been, but there was only Worth. Her Guardian knelt on the cobbles, staring down another alley. After a moment, he stood and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

“It’s gone,” he said. 

“You mean settled.” 

Worth shook his head, and though Charlotte’s mind was foggy with residual pain, she knew he had to be wrong. The wraith could not be gone. Unless . . . 

She pushed away from Worth to examine the alley. No body. No obvious bones. Charlotte sent her awareness out, as far as she could in every direction, but felt nothing. Nothing. 

Her hands began to shake. 

“Worth,” she said, hating the tremble in her voice. Charlotte swallowed, pushing the fear down and away. 

“I know,” he said, voice a low rumble. 

St. Claire’s voice at her elbow made Charlotte jump. 

“Sand,” said the woman. “What is it?”

“Wraiths can only move within a certain radius of the bones they’re attached to,” she said. “Usually, it’s less than ten feet or so.”

Charlotte let St. Claire chew over what she’d said. When the woman’s dark eyes flashed to hers, they were full of concern. 

“This one fled,” said the older woman.

Charlotte’s eyes closed, and she fought a shudder. 

René looked between Charlotte and the Parson. “You think it fled back to its bones.” 

Worth nodded. “Which means someone’s wielding it.”
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The fire in the hearth was the only light in the sitting room as they waited for Pol and Marta. Charlotte watched her Guardian pace. His face was drained of color, but his irises had settled to a deep, stormy purple. He collapsed into an armchair and let his head fall back, but the jumping in his right knee told Charlotte that Worth would rather throw the chair through a window. 

“By the Old God, I am so tired,” he said.

“We know one thing at least,” said St. Claire. “Artus isn’t hallucinating. Whatever he’s afraid of is very real.”

Charlotte sat on the floor near the hearth, allowing the fire’s heat to chase away the residual chill from the wraith encounter. Echoes of pain still pulsed through her bones. 

“That wraith was more dangerous than anything the cardinal wants us settling in the Olde Pointe,” said Charlotte. 

She glanced at Worth, unable to keep the worry from her face. She’d been next to useless against the ancient wraiths, and this one had overwhelmed her far more easily. She might be able to help Worth track it down, but what good would she be if they found it?

Worth said nothing but stretched a hand toward her shoulder, and Charlotte leaned into the offered comfort. 

“If there is a wielder in Tuteurs, Petras’s actions begin to make sense,” said René. “If he found evidence of a wielded wraith and the cardinal wouldn’t listen . . .”

“Would that have been enough to make Petras raise the Order?” asked Charlotte. 

“Without a doubt,” said St. Claire. 

“We need to track them down,” said Charlotte, throat tightening around the fear she could not banish. “Both wraith and wielder.”

“Yes,” said Worth, sighing heavily. “This may not look like the blatant attack that started the Wraith Wars, but it is an assault all the same. We have to protect Artus.” 

St. Claire grunted in affirmation as Worth stood. 

“Get some rest,” he said to all three of them. Then to Charlotte, “If we’re going to track down the crypt wraiths and a wielder, we’re going to need our wits about us.” The Guardian looked at the clock on the mantle. 

“Three hours,” he said. “Then meet me here ready to work.”
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When all was said and done, Worth gave her six hours. Charlotte slept so hard that she hadn’t noticed Marta come and go from the room, though the absence of the woman’s things proved she had. Charlotte met Worth downstairs, and neither said a word as they armed themselves and entered the catacombs. 

When they stepped out into the night, there was no moon. Clouds hung low and heavy, which meant no stars either, and Charlotte and Worth stalked the streets of Tuteurs in deep darkness. As they searched, she almost wished for the simple, agonizing emotions of the ancient wraiths in the crypts. Charlotte was used to settling, and she only used a blade when necessary. She'd never fought a person wielding the dead, like lengths of sharpened steel, against her mind. 

Charlotte and the Parson slipped into an alley connected to the Priest’s Pointe. As they neared the palace, the gentle light of streetlamps spread halos on the cobbles. Worth sent his lavender ahead, poking into nooks and sifting through cracks. Charlotte closed her eyes, focused on her beating heart, then sent her consciousness outward, searching. 

There. Just beyond her reach. A cool, steady resistance. 

“You feel it?” Worth’s words were barely a whisper. 

Charlotte nodded. 

“Good,” said the Guardian. “Try not to spook it. Wielded wraiths don’t take kindly to orders given by someone who isn’t their master.”

Charlotte continued into the narrow space between two buildings, following the tug in her chest and the growing cold. The alley turned sharply, reminding Charlotte a bit of the Olde Pointe, and she and her Guardian stopped. They were in a passage lined with doors—rear entrances to a printer and a stationer’s shop. Halfway down, beyond the light cast by a single lamp, a shadow moved. The darkness thickened, shivered, then split. 

“Two of them,” said Charlotte, her voice bouncing off the walls and making Worth wince. “Sorry,” she whispered. 

“Try your luck,” he said, gesturing into the dark. “If they give you pictures, they may show who’s controlling them.” 

Charlotte balked. “Hours ago I was on the ground screaming,” she said. “What makes you think this will be any different?” 

Her Guardian said nothing but gave her an encouraging nod and sent his calming lavender toward the wraiths as Charlotte began to hum. Twenty feet ahead, the wraiths shuddered, then cocked their heads at the exact same angle—an eerie pair wondering. Waiting. 

Charlotte took a painfully slow step forward and let words seep into her melody. 

“Run from the monsters, run from the dark—”

The wraiths’ heads snapped back as if Charlotte had hit them and they fled deeper into the alley, eyes like slashes of ink. 

“They didn’t like that suggestion,” said Worth, voice low.

Charlotte clenched her jaw and did her best to pull Worth’s calming influence into her lungs. She wanted to step deliberately toward the wraiths and force them to engage—to give her what she needed to know, but Charlotte knew that wasn’t going to work. 

“Good,” said Worth, reading her disappointment. “If someone is, in fact, wielding them, you can’t make demands. They will take it as an attack and respond accordingly.”

“Then what can we do?” asked Charlotte. “How do I coax images from wielded wraiths?” 

“If they see us as a threat, you don’t,” said Worth. “The only other option would be to follow them back to their bones.”

“To their wielder.”

Worth nodded. Charlotte squared her shoulders and left the words of her song behind. She reached toward the wraiths with her awareness and skill, doing her best to show kindness. They didn’t trust her, that was clear. If she couldn’t shift that, they wouldn’t show her a damned thing.

Suddenly the wraiths jerked toward her, heads lowered like circling wolves, and Charlotte felt something. Not pictures, but emotion—raw and angry.

“I see you,” she whispered. The wraiths’ emotion spiked and she stumbled back, panicking. “Worth, I can’t—” 

The Guardian stepped to her side, sending lavender up and around them like a shield, and Charlotte inhaled as if she’d been drowning. Worth’s grip on her elbow tightened. 

 “There’s something underlying their anger,” said Charlotte, “but I couldn’t parse it out.”

“Perhaps they can’t give you any more.”

Charlotte glared at the wraiths. “Or perhaps they won’t.” 

She stepped forward and stabbed with her awareness, hunting for the feeling barricaded behind their rage, and both wraiths stilled. Then, they lunged past Charlotte and Worth and fled out the opposite end of the alley. 

“Way to go,” growled Worth. 

The two of them jogged after the wraiths, but the spirits were fast. Charlotte’s quiet curses echoed into the dark as the streetlamps faded behind them. The wraiths had fled toward the city wall near the river, but she and Worth reached a split, each wraith having gone a different direction. To the right, the path toward the barracks and palace. To the left, the city’s sewers.

“We’ll split up,” said Worth.

Charlotte shook her head. “After what just happened?” 

Worth waved an impatient hand. “Charlotte, find the wraith and try again.” He fixed her with his pointed purple gaze. “Try harder.”

Charlotte eyed the sewer grate as Worth pried it open. The air wafting from the entrance was notably warmer. It’d be easier to track a wraith that direction, but that wasn’t enough to outweigh the smell. 

“You know the tunnels better than I do,” said Charlotte. “I’d probably get lost.”

Worth sighed and lowered himself onto the metal rungs leading into darkness.

“You owe me,” he said. “And Charlotte? Be careful. If you’re in over your head, take note of where you are and we’ll try again. Together.”

She nodded and turned to follow the thinning presence of the second wraith toward the palace. The moon peeked from behind a cloud, but the wraith stayed too far ahead for her to see its shape clearly. Still, Charlotte didn’t rush. She wasn’t supposed to be chasing it, after all. 

Charlotte approached the palace plaza from the east, but the gates were locked. She retraced her steps, hoping that the wraith hadn’t, in fact, gone into the palace grounds. Or, if it had, perhaps it would come out again and resume whatever odd errand had it away from its bones in the first place. 

Charlotte picked her way back into the depths of the Priest’s Pointe searching for the telltale chill. A misty rain began to fall, and Charlotte pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders. A familiar malaise washed over her, and she bent her head toward the shadows. 

At the end of a side street a shadow wavered, as if this spirit itself was searching. Charlotte followed the wraith at a distance, turn after turn until she found herself deep within the Priest’s Pointe. A monastery dominated this particular street where a walkway arched over the road, connecting the priest’s school to the archives. Generations serving the Silent Gods had come up through this place. 

Charlotte picked up her pace, leaving the monastery and its shadowed arches behind. The next street was like a miniature of the Market Pointe where every ware and service catered specifically to the clergy. Charlotte followed the wraith across an open plaza, but when she reached the other side, it had disappeared. She closed her eyes and reached, searching every street and alley that cut through the plaza, but there was nothing. 

Charlotte sighed in exasperation just as footsteps echoed through the dark.

She stepped instinctively into the shadow of a print shop with books in its window as Captain Montaigne stalked through the plaza. Charlotte sank deeper into the recess, gripping the rapier at her hip to steady her shaking hands. What could possibly have Montaigne out at this hour? 

Did it even matter? The captain had burned her family’s orchards to the ground, and the wraiths in that wood would have felt absolute terror as they unsettled amid the burning chaos. Perhaps the Old God was giving her an opportunity. If Charlotte was careful, it would be easy to make him pay here in the dark. 

A tightness gripped her chest, and Charlotte breathed through it. This was not why she was here. She could not repeat their encounter in the cemetery. 

The captain passed her hiding place. He was thoroughly disheveled—jacket unbuttoned revealing a wrinkled undershirt, hair standing up every which way. Again, Charlotte felt the cool presence of the wraith. 

Montaigne jerked to a stop and bent his head in the direction of the wavering cold. After a moment of stillness, he shook his head and dove into the closest alley. As thin as the wraith’s presence had been, he had felt it. Charlotte knew she should follow the wraith, but she could no longer sense it. So she followed her burning curiosity in the opposite direction. 

If the captain was so sensitive to the presence of a wraith, there was a strong possibility he shared her gift. Charlotte’s skill was lonely and dark. Meant to give mercy and help, it still set her apart and made her other. Could the magnetism drawing her to Montaigne be as simple as a shared skill? Or . . . 

Charlotte clenched her jaw to keep a curse from slipping into the quiet street. What if Captain Luc de Montaigne wasn’t gifted to settle? What if he was wielding wraiths instead? His darkness called to her, that was not a debate. The uncertainty lay in whether Montaigne had the potential to help or seriously harm. 

Charlotte toed her way to the corner of the alley where the captain had disappeared, keeping her breath slow and holding her rapier so it wouldn’t clatter against her thigh as she moved. There he was—head bowed toward a blank wall. Unlike when she’d found him in the cemetery, Montaigne was silent. No prayers passed his lips. He stood, alone in the dark, staring at the cobblestones in front of his boots. 

Hanging at his side, one of his hands began to shake, and Montaigne shoved it into a pocket and pulled out something small and round. An orange. 

Montaigne raised the fruit to his face and inhaled. Slowly, the captain drew in what Charlotte knew would be the brilliant, bright smell of her home. Montaigne’s eyes fell closed, and in the murk of the alley, Charlotte watched as his other hand closed into a fist, knuckles whitening. 

Her own hand followed suit, wrapping around the hilt of her dirk and squeezing until it hurt. Her orchards were ash, and he had the nerve to carry the memory of them in his pocket. To soothe some twisted angst he carried? Or to remind him of what he’d done so he could revel in it?

When the captain finally left the alley, Charlotte followed. His gait slowed, as if his time in the alley had drained him. Montaigne ducked into an unmarked building, and after waiting for his footsteps to recede, Charlotte did the same. 

It was a long, narrow corridor, lined with dim lamps. The air was humid, reminding Charlotte again of home and causing her chest to tighten. She walked the hall until she found a passage lined with doors. One of them was open, light spilling from it like sunshine.

A boy bobbed around the far corner of the hallway balancing a pile of linens. He stopped at the open door and called, “Drying cloths, Captain.” 

Charlotte froze. The humidity. Multitude of chambers. Drying cloths.

She’d followed the captain of the Cardinal’s Watch into a public bathhouse.
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Before she could talk herself out of it, Charlotte slipped down the hall and ducked into a small changing space. Shelves lined one wall, and a curtain separated her from the larger bathing room. The empty tub was larger than the dining table at Sand Manor. A moment later, the servant boy skittered past, giving Charlotte an idea. 

If Montaigne’s bathing chamber mirrored this one, perhaps she could sneak in and search his things for any sign he might be wielding wraiths. She would look. Then she would leave and take what she learned back to the others.

Charlotte steadied herself and slipped to Montaigne’s door. The hinges creaked as she entered, but thankfully the curtain between the changing space and the bathing chamber had been pulled closed. 

“Who’s there?” Montaigne’s clear, commanding voice floated through the heated air. 

Charlotte stilled her breathing and closed the door, hoping it sounded like the servant leaving. Water trickled as Montaigne moved, and Charlotte’s heart rate leaped. At the edge of the curtain, she could just see the far end of the bathing pool. 

Filtered moonlight fell through a high window, glinting off the water. Sage smudging sticks lay throughout the room, tucked into corners. Smoke trailed toward the ceiling and drifted around Montaigne as he reclined against the back of the pool. The tap was still running, and Charlotte recognized the leaves floating atop the rippling water. Fresh sage. She closed her eyes and inhaled, torn between the calm the herb could bring and worry that the smell of Luc de Montaigne might permeate her clothes. 

Charlotte turned from the curtain and focused on Montaigne’s things. His baldric and belt hung on a hook, oddly bereft of blades. On the bench sat his perfectly folded uniform, the small orange perched on top. Charlotte closed her eyes and reached her awareness around the space, looking for any sign Montaigne might be wielding. A wraith’s bone—even a fragment—would show itself. But there was nothing. 

Nothing but the very obvious pull in the opposite direction. 

Charlotte closed herself off, reeling in her awareness and skill, but it wasn’t the cool edge of a wraith that tempted her toward the heavy curtain. It was him. From the moment she’d met this boy on the road to Sand Manor, something about Montaigne had been deeply unsettling and alluring. He himself wasn’t familiar, but his deeper essence was.

She stepped to the curtain’s edge again, taking him in. And Charlotte was certain she couldn’t have known Montaigne, even if her father and Worth had. Because she would remember someone who looked like this.

And she’d been wrong. Luc de Montaigne was no boy. 

The water was deep enough to cover the captain’s hips where he sat, arms spread and supported on the pool’s rim. Rippling water and floating sage obscured his body beneath, but Charlotte’s gaze caught on his navel where it broke the water. His stomach was ridged with muscle, a smattering of dark, fine hair down its center contrasting with white skin that never saw the sun. 

Heat rose the length of Charlotte’s neck, and she bit the inside of her cheek. This man wanted Worth’s heart. He’d given the order to burn her home. But every time she tried to work up her anger in regard to Luc de Montaigne, her stomach twisted, as if an invisible thread connecting them didn’t want her to forget that to hate him was to, somehow, hate a part of herself.

It was maddening. 

Montaigne sank lower into the water, resting his head against the pool’s edge. Charlotte watched the way his muscles pulled taut to accommodate his outstretched arms. The left side of his chest caught her eye, and Charlotte gaped at a scar the size of her palm. The size wasn’t as disturbing as the fact that the scar was shaped like a very ornate letter L. As if the captain had carved his own initial into his flesh on purpose. 

To the right of the scar, a cord hung from Montaigne’s neck. Two small, wooden pendants rested along his sternum—his Silent Gods, kept ever close. The knot on his exposed throat bobbed with a swallow, and the captain should have looked vulnerable. Instead, without the many layers of fabric and leather, he looked stronger. 

Steam rose, encircling the captain’s head. His shoulders weren’t overly broad, but the tension in them was plain, even in repose. Whatever his day had seen, Charlotte would bet it had not been pleasant, and she enjoyed a small moment of satisfaction. The captain’s jaw twitched, his long stubble catching the low light. She’d never seen Montaigne with anything other than a hint of facial hair, and for some reason, this was what made her feel like a voyeur. That shadow along his cheek reminded Charlotte of the darkness she often felt hovering at her own edges. It highlighted the dimple on his chin and encircled his lips as he began to mutter quietly. 

For the love of the Old God, why was she staring at his lips? 

Charlotte closed her eyes and took a long breath. Instead of helping her relax, the sage made her heart race. Montaigne’s words were too quiet for her to make out as he whispered toward the ceiling. Unlike in the cemetery, the words were nothing like the old language, which Charlotte found so lovely. This was something more vulgar—the vast, borrowed vocabulary and rough edges of the common tongue. 

So, Charlotte understood perfectly when the captain raised his voice just enough and said, “Silence is your nature, but do you hear? Have you heard me?” His next words were a sigh. 

“Run from the monsters.” 

The air chilled around her, and Charlotte bit back a gasp as she searched instinctually for a wraith. But there was nothing in this room with them except Montaigne’s uncertainty and anguish. Even when he did his best to wall it in, the captain’s pain was ever present. Worth could not feel it, but Charlotte couldn’t shut it out. 

She’d not found any evidence that Montaigne was wielding wraiths, but something warred within him, and Charlotte found herself wondering if she had the ability to ease this turmoil. The captain released a shuddering breath, and Charlotte could not look away. In this vulnerable moment, she saw the boy in the road once more—wearing discomfort like armor as he bantered with Charlotte and struggled with his horse. 

Montaigne leaned forward, dipping his hands into the water. He was still wearing the bolt mechanism around his wrist—the one that usually hid beneath his right bracer. Heaven’s branches, he even bathed with a blade attached to his person. The captain dipped his hands again and raked them furiously over his face and temples, then into his hair. Wet, it was jet-black, no glint of deep silver to be seen, even where it caught the lantern light. Clumped together and pulled away from his face, it made him seem unkempt and highlighted his youth. 

What in hell’s roots am I still doing here? 

Montaigne sank quietly into the old language, and Charlotte’s throat caught as she turned her back. She had to go. Worth would think her an idiot, and St. Claire would say he was right before kicking her ass and calling it training. Behind her, the captain’s words built in strength.The rounded edges of the old language floated through the steam and sage before sharpening like a blade to separate Charlotte’s ribs and pierce deep. 

She clenched her jaw. There were thousands of bastards with pretty words. Deeds meant more. Montaigne had stood by as her brother was murdered. He’d burned her home to the ground. 

This had been a horrible idea. 

Charlotte moved silently across the changing room toward the door, but as she reached for the handle, the orange atop Montaigne’s clothes caught her eye. She lifted it, inhaling the aroma of home as tears lined her lashes. Charlotte wondered why, in that alley, Montaigne had clung to the fruit like it was the only thing keeping him from drowning. 

Something nudged the back of Charlotte’s mind. 

How can you smell of gods-damned oranges?

Charlotte’s stomach filled with lead. She dropped the orange onto his clothes as if it had burned her, but as she turned to the door, it rolled. 

One inch. 

Three. 

Charlotte wasn’t fast enough, and she watched the fruit hit the floor and roll toward the bathing chamber and through the curtain. 

The muttering prayers ceased, and the captain’s steel voice cut through the steam. “Reveal yourself.”

Charlotte stepped instinctively toward the exit. 

“This way, please. My bolt will find its mark before you get the door open.”

Charlotte closed her eyes, resigned. Then she pulled the curtain back with much more serenity than she felt. Montaigne had moved into the middle of the pool. He was standing, water thankfully still above his hips. Charlotte refused to notice how rivulets trailed from his lower abdomen in a distinct V, because surely the more important thing was that the contraption on his wrist was pointed directly at her face. 

“Lady Sand,” said Montaigne, for once seeming truly baffled. His throat bobbed in a thick swallow as he held her eyes. “I am going to sit back down.”

His obvious nerves strengthened Charlotte’s resolve. This situation was likely to go to hell’s roots, but she would make the most of it first. He was hiding something, this man who walked the streets in the middle of the night—who visited seemingly random alleys and fortified himself with citrus. 

But if Charlotte was going to get any useful information out of Captain Montaigne, she had to keep him on his heels. 

“Pity,” she said, making a show of the way her eyes raked along his bare torso. “The view isn’t half bad.”

The captain blushed spectacularly, and the color climbing up his neck and spreading across his chest matched the winking garnet in his ear. Charlotte grinned. He might regret calling her pretty, but she could appreciate the shell the gods had given him. If doing it openly unsettled him, all the better. 

Montaigne slowly lowered himself into the bath, water barely rippling as he reached to turn off the tap. His gaze darted to the water and back up, as if checking to be sure his sensitive bits were covered, then he cleared his throat. 

“Making a habit of ambushing me, Lady Sand?” 

Charlotte gave him a half shrug and did her best to smile through the pounding of her heart. 

“You’re adorable with that surprised look on your face, Captain. I find that I can’t abandon the smallest chance I might see it.” 

Montaigne’s brows flattened. “At least try to be convincing,” he deadpanned. 

She shrugged with both shoulders this time. It was only partially a lie. The day she’d met Montaigne in the road, his bafflement had made her smile. Even more now that she knew how rarely he allowed himself to be caught unawares. Coaxing that look from him felt like scoring a touch on the fencing carpet.

Charlotte kept her hands in the open. She had no illusion that the captain was any less dangerous because he was naked, and she didn’t want to end the day drowned in a priest’s pool. The captain’s muscular shoulders twitched as he touched the pendants around his neck absently and stared at her. 

From where Charlotte stood, with the low light surrounding him, Montaigne’s eyes were almost black. They were also full of questions he seemed unwilling to voice. Montaigne’s gaze traveled the length of her, lingering on her sword, but when their eyes locked again, his were shuttered and wary. A chill ran up her spine. 

“You can feel them,” she said, trying, and failing, to keep the knowing bite from her words. The captain stilled. “Wraiths,” continued Charlotte. “You sense them. Almost as easily as I do.”

Montaigne’s eyes narrowed for the briefest moment. 

“You truly don’t remember, do you?” he asked. 

Charlotte tried to read him, but he raked a wet hand over his face, covering what was either a growl of frustration or a chuckle. Montaigne leaned against the bath wall, elbows on the rim, and dipped his fingers into the bath, drawing lazy circles in the water. The movement made his muscular forearms ripple brilliantly, and Charlotte had to force her eyes to the contraption on his wrist.

“Whatever gave you the impression I have a sensitivity to wraiths?” he said. 

“It’s not an impression. I saw it, plain as anything as you wove through the streets.”

The captain’s lips tipped into a smile, drawing the top of his mouth into a distracting bow. God, what was wrong with her? Charlotte suddenly wished that she’d confronted Montaigne outside the baths. Because, though she’d thought she would have the high ground here, a growing awareness told her she was in way over her head. 

“Is that so? You saw it?” he said, voice brimming with humor. As if he was growing more comfortable with her looking. As if he liked it.

But Montaigne’s jaw tightened and Charlotte knew he was playing her, just as he had in the cemetery. Attempting to use this strange intimacy to distract her. Well, two could play that game. And Charlotte would bet her favorite boots that she was better equipped. 

Whatever power Montaigne thought he had, he was nothing but a naked man in the bath. The Old God wasn’t a prude, and Charlotte had seen enough bodies to know they were nothing special. 

Determined to call his bluff, she hooked her thumb into her belt, allowing the weight of her arm to pull the fabric just enough to show a sliver of skin. His eyes caught on the movement, and Montaigne swallowed thickly. Interesting. 

Charlotte raked her eyes down his torso again, this time allowing them to linger on the surface of the water over his lap. She saw nothing but a dark, suggestive shadow, but Montaigne didn’t know that. Charlotte kept her eyes pinned on him, then offered nothing but a small, clinical “Hmm.” 

Her eyes darted back to the captain’s just in time to see the smug look on his face fall to dread. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees and cleared his throat. Twice. 

“Either you can feel wraiths, like I can ,” said Charlotte, “or you can hear them.” 

Montaigne’s voice was a growl. “Are you accusing me of wielding, Lady Sand? When you’re the one chasing wraiths through the streets at all hours?”

“Keeping tabs on us?”

Montaigne waved a hand dismissively. “What kind of a captain of the Watch would I be if I didn’t?”

“Well,” snapped Charlotte, “if your Watch is paying attention, they’ve reported that we are settling wraiths on the cardinal’s orders. Not wielding them. Besides, if you truly thought that, I’d be in a cell or hanged already.”

“So you do know how serious an accusation wielding is?” said Montaigne, leaning toward her. “I would stop throwing it around, then.”

Charlotte leaned a hip against the doorframe—masking her irritation with nonchalance. “And you admit that settling is not wielding. Why deny that you have the gift, then?” she said. 

“I wouldn’t need to think about it at all if you and the Parson would do your bloody job,” snapped Montaigne. “The cardinal demanded you quiet them, and yet their chill still invades our streets. Aren’t you supposed to be good at it?” 

Charlotte almost screamed in frustration at his continued deflection, but every muscle in the captain’s shoulders and neck went rigid and sweat broke out along his temples. Charlotte was certain it had nothing to do with the steam of the bath. Darkness tinted her vision for the barest moment, and the connection between them drew taut. Suddenly this pull felt all too familiar, and the possibility that she’d known Montaigne as a child didn’t seem so far-fetched. 

No. 

It wasn’t possible. Something about seeing his body—liking his body—had her mind playing tricks. This man was dangerous. And even if her suspicion proved true, if Montaigne was a boy who’d disappeared from her life long ago, it had no bearing on what he had chosen to become. An ass with too much authority and no moral compass.

A wraith sensitivity left untrained could turn a person mad, but if Luc de Montaigne would rather live with the fear than harness it, she would leave him to his misery. 

Charlotte turned to go, but Montaigne’s voice rose behind her. 

“I know the Avalanche is awake,” he said. 

Charlotte stopped at the curtain and turned. 

“I’d heard rumors,” said Montaigne, “but you’re the one who confirmed them.” Montaigne drew a finger slowly across his forehead. “The cut is gone. At the very least, it should be scabbed over.”

“And?” said Charlotte, refusing to give him anything. 

Montaigne lifted one muscular shoulder and let it drop. The motion caused condensation to gather and trickle in rivulets down his bicep. 

“And I would not make a habit of defying the cardinal.”

“I do not belong to the cardinal,” snapped Charlotte.

Montaigne tapped his earring with a wet finger. “That’s not what that garnet says.” His smile was slow and sharp. “She’s marked you, Sand. The three hearts the cardinal hasn’t yet gathered are within my reach, and you have two days to settle the crypts. Time is running out on every front.”

“Two days?” Charlotte balked. “The cardinal said nothing about a time limit.”

“She’s growing impatient,” said Montaigne. “As am I. Two days to prove your loyalty.”

“The crypt wraiths aren’t the problem,” said Charlotte. “Someone is wielding.”

“Not in my city,” snapped Montaigne.

“If you can say that in good conscience—” 

“Stop.” 

Montaigne flinched toward her, and for a moment Charlotte thought he might come out of the bath to shut her mouth himself. Though, whether he’d use a blade or his own lips seemed up for debate. Charlotte’s cheeks flared.

The captain stilled and took a deep breath. “Like Petras, you see darkness in all the wrong places. Do what he couldn’t and admit that the time of Guardians has come to a close. None of this is worth dying for. Relinquish the hearts and go home.”

Charlotte took three quick steps to the edge of the bath. 

“You burned my home to the ground!” 

“And that won’t be the end of it if you continue down this path,” he said, voice rising. “Do not doubt my intentions. We need stability as Artus takes the throne. Not rebellion. I will not let you ruin everything with your misguided sense of duty.”

“Do you truly think the cardinal plans to abdicate her power as regent and let Artus ascend?” said Charlotte. “She will hardly let him speak in his own throne room.”

“Artus needs guidance,” said Montaigne. “The cardinal knows her place.”

Charlotte’s laugh was brittle. “If you believe that, you’re delusional.”

Montaigne’s jaw clenched, and his nostrils flared as he obviously fought to control himself. 

“I was not exaggerating, Sand,” he said. “If you cross the cardinal, you will end up like Petras.”

“I will not give up the Guardians to save my own head,” said Charlotte. 

“And your family?” Montaigne’s voice grew quiet. “I don’t make a habit of hanging old ladies, but I doubt your grandmother would last long in a cell.”

Charlotte’s vision tinted black, and her hand gripped the hilt of her sword before she forced her fingers to loosen one by one. 

“If I find you in the same room as my grandmother, I will slit your throat,” she said. 

“Settle the old wraiths,” said Montaigne, ignoring her threat. “Then deliver the Guardians’ hearts when you bring the bones, or I will come myself and take them.” 

Charlotte’s gaze bored into Montaigne’s for a full minute. It was as if the two of them stood at opposite ends of a battlefield, waiting for the shot that would start the bloodletting. Charlotte bent and plucked Montaigne’s orange from the ground. She stalked into the changing room and grabbed his clothes. 

“Come and get them then, Captain,” she said. “Might be a chilly walk.” She ignored her hammering heart and left the bathing room, slamming the door on Montaigne’s indignant cry. 

Charlotte ducked into the next room. She made quick work of peeling the orange, then rubbed its oil into the leather of Montaigne’s jacket. It would smell of her for weeks. Charlotte was contemplating taking her knife to the captain’s pants as well when a shadow darkened the doorway. 

Shit.

“What are you doing here?” said Worth, broad shoulders taking up the whole entrance. 

“Keep your voice down,” said Charlotte, relief flooding her to see her Guardian instead of Montaigne. 

Worth looked around them, baffled, before noticing the jacket in her hands. His amusement vanished. “Tell me that’s not a Red Jacket’s uniform.”

“It’s not just any Red Jacket’s uniform?” Charlotte smiled.

Worth’s face drained of color. He glanced over his shoulder three times in as many seconds, as if expecting Montaigne at any moment. She pictured a stark-naked Montaigne dripping in the doorway, wielding a blade he no doubt kept hidden up his stuffy ass, and sucked her lips between her teeth to stifle a laugh. Charlotte’s Guardian stepped close, lavender eyes pleading.

“Charlotte,” he said, his voice urgent. “Montaigne watched your brother die. When you tried to retaliate, he dealt with you as if you were a child. That man is not normal. He has no grace. No mercy. You have every reason to keep your distance, but instead—” 

“He can feel the wraiths,” she hissed. “Almost as easily as I can.”

Worth shook his head. “There will always be people who recognize wraiths but would rather not engage. It’s an uncomfortable existence, but it’s none of our concern.”

“This is different.” She gestured to the wall separating them from Montaigne. “This wasn’t just a childish attempt to embarrass him. I thought he might be the one wielding, but I was wrong. He’s too afraid to discuss wraiths, let alone wield them. He won’t listen to me, but maybe you can convince him to help us find who is wielding.”

“He won’t,” snapped Worth. “Luc de Montaigne never forgave your father and me for bringing him here instead of allowing him to remain near Sand Manor after his mother’s death. No matter how well he hides it, his rage will keep him from ever utilizing a gift like yours, if he has one. And this little infatuation you’re developing is going to bring the Watch down on us in ways you can’t imagine.”

Charlotte’s cheeks flared with heat. She was not infatuated . . . 

Was she?

Worth rubbed at his chest, and the pain in his eyes stole Charlotte’s breath.

“I was under the impression you wanted to be part of the Order,” he said. “That means we are a team. We make decisions together and put one another first.” Worth’s voice faltered, but he cleared his throat and turned it to stone. “If you don’t want to be partnered with me, then cut the heart out of my chest and put me back to sleep. I won’t wake for you again.” 

“Heaven’s branches, it’s not like I tried to assassinate the man,” said Charlotte. “You’re being dramatic.” 

Worth yanked Montaigne’s uniform out of her arms. “Go back to the safe house. We’ll discuss this further when I return.”

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

“To clean up your mess.” He snatched the peeled orange out of her hand and stalked toward the door. 

“I was going to eat that!” said Charlotte.

Worth shot her a glare that could freeze boiling water and tore a juicy chunk out of the orange with his teeth. He dropped the rest onto the floor and stomped on it on his way out. 
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Charlotte spent the entire walk to the safe house watching over her shoulder for her Guardian. Was Worth right? Perhaps she’d been foolish, but Charlotte was certain there’d been no real risk. Montaigne was dangerous, but so was Worth in the right situation. She had been alone with the captain twice now, and though he wasn’t singing her praises or buying her drinks, he was nothing like Grandier. She respected Montaigne’s skill with a blade but knew, somehow, that he wouldn’t carve her up for the fun of it. 

Unless she was imagining that to be true because she lacked the strength to ignore the connection between them. It was not infatuation. And Charlotte would not think about how he’d looked—or how he’d looked at her—while in the bath. 

He’d threatened her grandmother and given the cardinal’s temporary pardon an expiration date. One Charlotte was fairly certain she and Worth could not meet. The Guardian may have been right about the captain’s ruthlessness.

Once through the catacombs, Charlotte found Pol and René in a squabble of their own. They were in the basement kitchen cooking, though it was not even dawn.

“We agreed!” yelled the Avalanche. He stalked between the table and the hearth, where René stirred something that smelled like stew. “No climbing above five stories if I’m not there.”

“We discussed,” said René patiently, firelight glinting off his flawless skin. He caught sight of Charlotte and smiled. “Chére! Tell Pol that I am not a child. As he can obviously see, I am fine.”

Maple seeped from the Avalanche, but it remained in his own orbit as if he were strengthening himself for the argument. He snatched the wooden spoon from René and poked the boy in the chest.

“Charlotte,” said the maple giant, “explain that surviving a climb and it being nothing are two very different things.” He looked to René. “Tell her where you were.” 

René dabbed at his black jacket. “There’s gravy on it now,” he grumbled. Then to Charlotte, “I wanted to see if I could get into the cardinal’s rooms from the outside. It was a completely reasonable endeavor. If it had worked, we would have the Guardians’ hearts.” 

Charlotte’s eyes went wide. “You climbed the Cardinal’s Keep?” 

No wonder Pol was livid. Charlotte herself was almost overcome with the urge to punch René. Hard. The boy scoffed. 

“It’s nothing I haven’t done before,” he said. “Just not that tower. And perhaps not that high.”

Pol threw the spoon at René and flopped back into a chair at the table. “You may climb like a goat, boy, but all it takes is one fall.”

René’s frustration melted away, and he pinned the Avalanche with his most winning smile. “If I fall, it’s on purpose.”

“I have enough to worry about right now,” growled Pol as he rubbed a hand over his face and beard. He turned to Charlotte. “Marta and I encountered something disturbing this evening as we helped the sick.” 

“A wraith?” asked Charlotte. 

Pol shook his head, eyes flashing amber-yellow in the light of the hearth.  “Our last patient was outside the city walls,” he said. “A farmer found him in his barn, and his condition had Misha’s network talking. She sent for me.”

Charlotte’s brow contracted. “His condition?” 

“It was like the aftermath of battle,” said the Guardian, “when a soldier’s mind sees nothing but the fight, though it’s long over. He was a member of the Settling Guild. I tried to ask what had happened, but he spoke in circles. Marta suggested we take him to the Guild so his own could care for him, but he ripped the dirk from my belt and slit his own throat.” 

“What was his name?” asked Charlotte, dread pooling in her gut. 

“Ralph?” said Pol. 

“Rolf,” corrected René. “Rolf Aaron.” 

Charlotte closed her eyes. The man Worth had helped at the crypts—who’d stood up for them in the throne room. Perhaps, like other members of the Settling Guild, he had been attempting to leave town. 

“What happened to him?” 

Pol’s silence deepened, but René’s quiet words floated from where he stood at the hearth. 

“He knows,” said the boy. “He just doesn’t want to admit it.” 

The Avalanche closed his eyes. “I’ve only seen one type of attack produce this level of mental injury.”

“A wielded wraith,” said Charlotte. 

Pol’s silence was all the answer she needed. Was it coincidence? Or had the wielder attacked one of the only citizens who had openly helped the Order? 

“And the idiot is angry at me for climbing a tower,” said René. 

“Just be careful, both of you,” said Charlotte. 

The look René threw at Charlotte said You first, as if he knew where she’d been and who she’d been with. And that the who had been completely naked. Heat welled in Charlotte’s belly, and she cursed inwardly. Infatuation.

“What?” asked René. “You look as if you’ve been caught with a bloody knife.”

Charlotte laughed wryly. Somehow, comparing her odd attraction to Luc de Montaigne to a murder weapon made perfect sense. The heaviness in the room slowly dissolved as she filled them in on her night. Once they’d stopped laughing, Pol swiped tears from his eyes.

“God, that is brilliant,” he said. “I’ll give you eight hundred in silver to put red pepper in his pants next time.”

Charlotte smiled. This was what she’d expected from Worth. Maybe not appreciation, but comradery. A lark, not a lecture.

“Sounds like you need to be careful as well, chére,” said René, face grim and a bit distant. When René spoke again, Charlotte had to strain to hear. “The night I met Luc de Montaigne, he was holding a knife in an alley, covered in someone else’s blood.”

“Sounds about right,” she muttered.

René’s smile was small and sad. “I’d only seen six summers.” 

Charlotte tried to do the math on how old that made Luc in René’s memory, but realized she didn’t know how old the captain was now. Older than her by a bit, but she wasn’t sure. What could drive a child to such violence? Given Worth’s reaction earlier, there was a good chance he might know. She would ask as soon as he got back, and she would admit that, perhaps, he’d had a right to be angry. 

Twenty minutes later, however, her Guardian was still missing. Maybe he’d gone to the Olde Pointe to search for the bones without her again. If he ran into whatever had attacked Rolf Aaron, would the Parson be able to handle it alone? 

Pol sent maple spooling her way and nudged her with his elbow. 

“The Parson has managed for more than two hundred years,” said the Avalanche. “He can take care of Luc de Montaigne.”
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Luc smelled the Guardian before the knock sounded. 

He tightened the drying cloth around his waist and checked the blade mechanism on his wrist before opening the door. 

“Parson,” said Luc, words clipped.

He stepped back, but the Guardian lingered in the doorway, amethyst eyes wary. He tossed Luc’s clothes onto the bench, then raised his hands to prove them empty.

As if it mattered.

“I apologize if my partner has inconvenienced you, Captain,” said the Guardian. 

Lavender pulsed, just barely, and Luc held his breath for a beat to lessen its effect. 

“Inconvenienced?” His laugh echoed through the bathing chamber, light and bitter. “Is that what you call it when your most private moments are interrupted by a completely unapologetic woman?”

The corner of the Parson’s mouth quirked up. “Usually I’d call it lucky.” But Luc’s jaw clenched, and the Guardian’s face fell a shade toward contrite. 

“Sorry. My partner can be a bit—”

“Irreverent?” snapped Luc. “Childish? Stupid?”

The Parson’s nostrils flared. “I was going to say rash. But every one of those descriptors would do for each of us at one time or another. As well you know.” 

At the allusion to their shared past, Luc crossed his arms over his bare chest, jaw working. When Jonas Sand had brought Luc to the capital, he’d found him a place in a crumbling orphanage run by priests. Sand and the Parson had visited, of course, stopping in from time to time to teach some of the children swordplay. Sometimes they had brought the young prince. 

For Luc, it hadn’t been play for long. He’d worked hard beneath the eyes of Jonas Sand and his legendary Guardian, and he’d excelled. At first, Prince Artus had beat him soundly, but Luc worked until the two were matched, and then until he could best the prince easily. 

Back then he’d believed that if only he could become the best, the Order of Guardians would have no choice but to let him join them. 

Luc had been the best. But then the king and queen had died, and any dream Luc had of chasing honor alongside Jonas Sand had died along with them. He allowed a sneer to spread across his face, refusing to let memories of the Parson in his past color his present. The Guardian stepped closer. 

“This is new for Charlotte,” said the Parson. “She’s grieving. And young. Extend her some leniency.”

“I am young,” snapped Luc. “Yet fully capable of controlling myself. Or perhaps you’ve forgotten.”

“I have forgotten nothing,” said the Parson,  his eyes turning a deeper purple. He looked to where Luc’s red jacket lay across the bench. “What happened to you?” 

“What happened? You and your previous partner deserted”—Luc swallowed—“everyone who needed you.” He stepped closer. “You abandoned your oath to protect the crown and people died. You may think you chose Artus that night, but the ten-year exile of the Order turned this city upside down and destroyed him.”

“And becoming a puppet to the cardinal was your solution?” The Parson leaned in, somehow feeling larger, though Luc had him in height by at least three inches. “How many times did Jonas tell you, Luc? This rage only makes everything worse. Controlling it is the only way to be your own. No one can do that for you. Not even her.”

Luc’s arms fell to his sides, knife shockingly hot where it reflected his own heat against his wrist. The smell of oranges reached him through the lavender, but he pushed it away. The Guardian was right about one thing. Luc had to regain control. He stepped closer to the Parson than any other man would have dared, certain that, if his nine-year-old self had been watching, the kid’s jaw would have hit the floor.

“Is that what you tell yourself to dull the edge of your treason?” he said, voice cool. 

“If we hadn’t acted, the king and queen—”

“Might have died,” snapped Luc. “Which they did anyway. If you hadn’t abandoned them to it, the Order wouldn’t have been exiled. Artus would have had you by his side after his parents were gone. He needed you.” 

The Parson’s eyes fell closed for a beat, and Luc reveled in the fact that he’d been able to prick the Guardian’s tough skin.

“Maybe he did need us,” said the Parson, voice dark. The man’s eyes were unflinchingly bright and shot through with a purple that was almost navy. “But he’s not the only one. I’m sorry for that.”

The hair on Luc’s neck stood on end as he watched the Parson’s face, certain the man meant every word. Instead of making Luc feel better, it made him remember. His childish fear. His weakness. The unforgiving, unrelenting shadows that followed him everywhere the year after Jonas Sand died and the Parson had been exiled to sleep along with the other Guardians. 

Rainier Worthington was wise enough to know that being sorry was nowhere near enough. Luc hauled the Guardian forward by his jacket and released the knife in his bracer, sliding it deep into the man’s stomach. The Parson’s eyes went wide as his hand wrapped around Luc’s wrist, tightening until Luc felt his bones grind together. He clenched his jaw, unable to pull away or drive the knife deeper, and the two men stood, breath mingling and tension mounting in the space between them.

He could fight. Right now, Luc could use everything he had to attempt to end this. If he succeeded, the Parson’s heart would gain him a much-needed reprieve. The Guardian’s eyes narrowed, and the man’s other hand shot to encompass Luc’s neck. Luc grabbed the Parson’s forearm with his free hand,  but the older man dug his fingers into the soft spot in Luc’s throat. 

“Keep fighting,” growled the Parson. “See which one of us makes it out of here.”

Gods, Luc wanted to. But the darkness pulling at him felt like a gift of wolves’ teeth, and he would not let it win. 

Luc kept the blade buried but let go, raising both hands. The Parson released his hold on Luc and wrapped his fingers carefully around the hilt of the knife in his gut. 

Luc’s words seeped through clenched teeth. 

“The cardinal is done being patient,” he said. “You have two days to bring the settled bones of the crypt wraiths to the palace. We both know Sand won’t turn over your heart. So do it for her. Relinquish the idea of the Order and give Sand the chance at a future her father never had.”

The Parson withdrew the knife and slumped against the doorframe, barely keeping his feet. Blood bloomed thick and fast through the Guardian’s fingers as he tried to hold pressure to the wound. The man’s eyes flashed the darkest purple as he pulled in one deep breath. Then another. Finally, he shoved himself upright.

“If we ever cross blades, Montaigne, you’d better be ready to end me,” said the Parson. “Because if you don’t, I’m going to end you.”

The Guardian stumbled out the door, but Luc didn’t relax until the man’s limp faded down the hall. 
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Luc was going to die and meet the Mother and Father before he managed to clean the Guardian’s blood from this blade. It was red, like any other man’s, but it was oily and cloying, tingeing the air at once with copper and lavender. Godot stood in silence at the captain’s shoulder, collecting soiled rags, which only served to smear the gore. The glimmer of hurt in the Parson’s eyes before they’d steeled to wrath had nearly gutted Luc. 

The man had only been returning his clothes.

“Godot, could you find somewhere else to hover?” Luc closed his eyes and tried to extend grace. 

The valet, who would normally simper something about remaking the bed before disappearing, didn’t move. “Sir,” said Godot quietly, “are you quite all right?” 

The rag stilled on Luc’s blade as he swallowed the unfair response on the tip of his tongue. 

“I am fine,” he said after a moment. “Please go.” 

Godot’s sigh bordered on irreverent, but he did as he was asked. Luc had never stabbed a Guardian before, and the surprising thickness of the blood made him uneasy. 

Luc dropped his head. He’d also never stabbed a man for spite. It reminded him unsettlingly of Grandier.

Luc’s walk back to the palace had been long, his mind catching over and over on the face of Charlotte Sand. He hated surprises. Generally, no one managed to surprise him, but Sand did. Over and over. However she misunderstood his ability to sense wraiths, Luc couldn’t help but recognize the similarities between the two of them.

But to walk into his bathing chamber? As an adult, the only person Luc had been naked in front of was a battlefield medic after a border skirmish. Even then, he’d been mostly beneath a sheet. Sand had stood there shamelessly. The woman was sacrilegiously bold, but Luc also knew that she wasn’t wholly to blame. He’d goaded her on, thinking his own daring might have been enough to make her leave. Instead, she’d unabashedly doubled down. The memory of the curves where her rapier rested, and the bit of skin she’d exposed, all while making it glaringly clear that his body was nothing special . . .  She was making his life a torment. 

Even worse, he hadn’t hated it.

Luc dropped his knife and rag, then stifled a curse and ran both hands roughly through his hair. 

“Father forgive.” 

What in the name of all that was holy had changed? He’d always liked Charlotte Sand. She’d been kind when no one else was and helped when no one else would. Her nearness had eased his crowded mind. Now, she made it race. 

Simply the smell of oranges did something feral to his insides. Even when she was elsewhere, something pulled—struggling to drag him to wherever she might be. Try as he might to retain his decorum and honor the vows he made to his gods, it all went out the window every time she neared. He wasn’t some fourteen-year-old running after his friend’s sister, but when Charlotte Sand was in front of him, that was exactly what Luc felt like. 

Was she was as confused as he was? Luc had watched her eyes rake over his naked flesh, and though he might not have much carnal experience, she couldn’t have bluffed everything. At least at first, when she’d been just as surprised as he, she’d blushed in a way that couldn’t possibly have been from the heat of the baths. 

Then again, what did he know about women? As little as he knew about himself, apparently. In the few moments he wasn’t overthinking things, he’d liked that she was looking. That she watched him with such interest, even if it was a game. It shamed him to think it, but he envied her. She had such a free way of being that Luc would never know.

He lay back against the armchair and closed his eyes, relishing the burn of exhaustion as he imagined what it would be like to be as free as Charlotte Sand—to be free with her. If he’d remained in the south after his mother’s death, might they have come together naturally? 

He could see them in his mind, sneaking into the orchards as the moon rose. Her laugh ringing into the night, threatening to get them caught. He would shush her. Catch her hand and spin her into his arms. Then press his forehead against hers and breathe her in. 

He would be at peace.

Luc’s eyes stung and he stood hurriedly, digging his palms into his sockets as a ragged laugh tore from his throat. This was madness. Charlotte Sand was a rebel and a thorn in his side. She was not the innocent girl he’d known, full of light, and he was no longer that scared little boy.

Except tonight, he’d let the darkness in. Let his fear and uncertainty show until he’d slipped and the Parson had paid for it. This was why Luc had taught himself control. It was why the freedom Sand flaunted could never be his. 

There were consequences to letting the monsters have you. 

Luc released the barb on his bracer, pressing until it broke the delicate skin of his wrist. He hissed through his teeth at the burst of accompanying pain. 

Perhaps he’d leave the barb open all day. 

At least the encounter in the baths had given him one thing: Charlotte Sand right where he needed her. Luc’s threat against Sand’s grandmother gave him leverage. She would fall in line, even if she did it kicking and screaming.

It did not matter that threatening an old lady was the least honorable thing Luc had ever done.

Luc finally scooped his bloody blade from the floor and took it to the washroom to lather it in soap—something he would normally never do. The soap cut through the Parson’s blood, and as Luc took a clean oiling rag to the blade, and the last of the lavender fell away, his nose caught the sharp, distinct smell of citrus. He glanced around, convinced that Sand stood just over his shoulder. Then he caught it again. 

Luc raised his jacket to his nose with trepidation and inhaled.

The girl had rubbed the orange into the leather.

He roared in frustration and almost tore off the jacket, but the citrus was on his skin now, and changing would hardly make a difference. 

Luc left his rooms, regretting his lack of sleep. He brushed off Godot’s attempt to hand him a scone and headed toward the council chambers where he was supposed to meet with Artus about security for his coronation in the fall. Normally, Luc wouldn’t worry about numbers. But a dip in recruitment had him wondering if they should offer incentives to citizens who joined up between now and the ceremony. When the captain found the meeting room empty, he retraced his steps and peeled off to Tower Tristain and the prince’s rooms where chaos had apparently been unleashed. 

Raised voices echoed down the hall, and Luc recognized that of Micah LeBeau. He rounded the corner to see the doors to Artus’s suite flung open and a number of his Watch fleeing, LeBeau on their heels. 

“I don’t care what your degenerate captain said,” LeBeau roared. “Don’t come back until you learn some respect for your monarch!” 

Luc was already moving quickly, but when LeBeau’s eyes met his, they held relief. And that made Luc run. 

“What is it?” 

LeBeau’s face was stone, as if daring Luc to turn this into a fight. 

“A wraith,” said LeBeau. “In his fucking rooms.”

With every bit of control Luc could summon, he followed LeBeau through the foyer and into the prince’s sitting area. Sweat seeped down his back, and every nerve in the captain’s body told him to turn around. But his job was to protect his prince. 

The space was as full of blue furniture as Luc’s was full of red, though Artus’s cushions seemed well-used. The prince was slumped in a chair near the cold hearth, head in his hands and rocking back and forth. 

“It’s gone,” he rasped.

LeBeau cursed loudly as Luc stopped at the edge of the carpet, watching the shadows. Something cold crept along his spine and his throat soured, filling his mouth with saliva. Luc swallowed as LeBeau kicked a small table, sending it flying. 

The wraith wasn’t gone. Not fully. Darkness lingered in the far corner, perhaps even in the wall. But Luc wasn’t going to tell them that. He fortified his mental walls and pretended he couldn’t feel it. 

“No one believes us!” snapped LeBeau, leveling Luc with a glare and pointing to their prince. “He’s suffering, and all anyone can do is blame the drugs!” 

Weak laughter burst from Artus’s mouth, but he stifled it with the back of his shaking hand. A chill rippled from Luc’s neck to his hips, and he inhaled the citrus from his jacket greedily. Once, twice. Then he opened his eyes and knelt before the prince. 

“Highness, are you all right?” 

Artus watched Luc through shining eyes, their green popping even more than usual against a bloodshot background. 

“I will be,” he said hoarsely.

Micah LeBeau kicked over another piece of furniture. 

 “Reign it in, LeBeau,” said Luc. “Or this will be the last time you see the inside of the palace, let alone the prince’s chambers.”

LeBeau raised his hands in surrender, jaw tight. 

“I’m fine, Captain,” said Artus. “You may go.” 

“Sire—” 

“Leave me!”

Baffled, Luc stood. He didn’t want to tarry. Though the wraith had gone, in truth this time, its malaise hung in the air. Sand’s claim that there was a wielder in the city felt suddenly more tenable than it had an hour ago, which made leaving Artus a horrible idea.  

But if his prince didn’t want him here, he would oblige. Luc dipped a small bow and walked to the hall, LeBeau at his shoulder. 

“Someone is doing this on purpose, Montaigne,” said LeBeau, his eyes darting to where Artus had reclined on a chaise. 

LeBeau’s words echoed Sand’s, and Luc wished he could believe the two cousins were working together to unsettle him. After what he’d just seen, however, he could not lie to himself. 

 “Artus needs my cousin,” said LeBeau. “And the Parson. I don’t know what’s happening, Captain, but I am certain the disbanding of the Order and the timing of these wraiths were not an accident.”

Luc’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t react with a fist to the man’s teeth. “Are you saying the cardinal is to blame?” he said. 

“I’m saying I don’t believe in coincidences,” said LeBeau. 

Luc pinched the bridge of his nose. 

“The Parson and Lady Sand are due in the throne room the day after tomorrow,” said Luc. “If they have emptied the Olde Pointe of wraiths, I will ensure Sand is brought to see Artus.”

“And the Parson?” said LeBeau. 

Luc knew it was less a question and more a test. LeBeau knew the Parson was not going to leave the palace once he stepped foot in it. Either the Guardian would surrender his heart, or the cardinal would take it. 

“I’ll bring Sand myself,” said Luc. 

He left, walking numbly toward the Barracks Tower. A new shift of guards passed him on their way to Artus’s rooms. Luc would have to reprimand those who’d fled earlier, but he didn’t relish the thought. It could wait for tomorrow. He was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that he had encountered a wraith in the palace. 

Was LeBeau right about someone terrorizing Artus on purpose? If so, Luc knew Sand and the Parson were the only people with the skills to set things to rights. Even so, he did not enjoy the thought of telling the cardinal that they needed Sand and her Guardian to clear the palace as well as the crypts. The Settling Guild had been close to useless of late. Not to mention the fact that they seemed to be fleeing the capital. Could one of them be wielding? 

Luc rounded the corner to his own suite just as his hands began to shake. He clenched them into fists and threw open his doors only to see Lorraine the Pure silhouetted against his balcony windows. 

For the love of all that was holy, could he not get a moment to think?

“Eminence,” he said, pulling up short and forcing his voice level.

Lieutenant Sharp was present as well. She met the question in his gaze with a minute shrug as Luc smoothed his jacket. 

He needed to find out what the cardinal wanted and get her to leave. As quickly as possible. Luc wasn’t ready to discuss the wraiths with her until he had tangible information and a plan to handle things. Otherwise, she would find a way to blame him, and Luc may not get the chance to act at all. 

The cardinal turned, brows contracting. 

“Are you quite all right?” she asked, echoing Godot’s words from earlier. It wasn’t concern he read in her eyes, but confusion. Especially when her gaze dropped to the empty sheaths at his hips. “You aren’t wearing them.”

His claws. Yet again, Luc had left them in his weapons case. He couldn’t carry them without thinking of what they’d cost, and it made him sick.

Slow it. Still it. Seal it tight. 

“Not at the moment,” he said. “As to your first question, I am fine. What can I do for you?” 

Lorraine ran a hand along the back of a gilded chair.

“Grandier has made another request for pardon and release,” she said. “I told him I would consider it but would weigh your opinion. Out of respect for your position, and the power it gives you.” 

The power she had given him. It was a not-so-subtle reminder that he had little choice, regardless of how she couched it. It didn’t matter. Luc had enough on his plate without having to deal with Grandier. 

“Allow this matter of the Guardians to calm down before releasing him,” he said. “Please. My last report said he was still moving gingerly. He won’t be any use to the Watch until he’s fully healed.”

The cardinal nodded as if that was what she’d expected. 

“Your concern for his health is surprising,” she said. 

“It’s not concern,” snapped Luc. “It’s strategy. I need soldiers who can pull their weight. Grandier can’t.” 

Lorraine’s brows arched, and a knowing smile crept across her face. 

“Fine,” she said. “Focus on this matter of the Guardians. Hopefully your evening in the baths has solidified your resolve.”

Luc felt what little color he had drain from his face. He shifted on his feet but held the cardinal’s gaze. Someone had reported his movements. The cardinal knew that Sand had visited him in the baths. But what the cardinal actually knew probably paled in comparison to what she would assume happened between Luc and Lady Sand as they’d been cloistered together in a priest’s bathing chamber.

Luc cleared his throat. 

“My resolve has never wavered, Eminence,” he said, proud of how sure he sounded. “I shortened the timeline. Sand and the Parson will be here tomorrow with the bones, or they will have failed.” 

“Tomorrow?” said the cardinal, brows arching in approval. 

“Yes, Eminence,” said Luc. “When they arrive, take the Parson’s heart by force, and pry an oath from Sand that she’ll leave the capital and never return.”

“An oath is one thing,” said the cardinal, “enforcing it is another.”

“I will enforce it,” said Luc, and he meant every word. He needed that girl out of this city and out of his head. 

The cardinal crossed her arms and raised a lithe finger to tap the corner of her mouth. Her eyes found the small bead of sweat Luc felt gathering at his temple and followed its progress as it trailed toward his cheek. 

“You’re afraid,” she said, closing the distance between them. 

“I have nothing to fear, Eminence,” said Luc. The lie came easily, but so did the cardinal’s sharp smile. 

“You will if you don’t get your head straight,” she snapped. “I have begun to wonder if you want to fail. You are underestimating the Parson and the Sand girl. Trusting them when you should not. Just like you did with Jonas Sand.”

Luc dropped his gaze to the floor and cleared his throat. “With respect, Eminence, I do not trust any members of the Order as far as I could throw them. And my lieutenants report that there is only one heart still sleeping—” 

“Sleeping, waking, I don’t care, Captain. There are three Guardian hearts outstanding. I want them by the week’s end, or I will not only pardon Grandier, I will give him your job.” 

The cardinal brushed past him, and Luc felt the terrifying urge to pick up the closest chair and throw it at her back. He had given her everything—every piece of the man who had somehow survived his childhood bowed at her feet, but instead of offering help or comfort when he was in need, she threatened him.

Yet he couldn’t help wondering if she was right. His memories of Charlotte Sand were absolutely distracting. Was Luc sabotaging his own efforts with some misguided bout of childhood hero-worship? 

Heat rushed into his cheeks. The shame of the encounter in the baths—of his desire—gathered between his shoulder blades then sank into his stomach like a stone. This was not who he was. He was Luc de Montaigne, Priest of the Silent Gods and Captain of the Cardinal’s Watch, and he had a job to do. Perhaps his sense of honor, no matter how thin it felt of late, was a privilege he could no longer afford. 

“Sharp!” he called. The lieutenant was beside him in two breaths. 

“Captain?”

Luc stared out the window toward the Pointe de Jute as rain began to fall. “You know the location of Sand’s grandmother?” he said. 

“Of course, sir,” said Sharp. 

“Good. I want the old woman in chains.” 
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Morning had come and gone, and still Charlotte, René, and the -Avalanche waited for Worth to return. Near the roaring fire in the sitting room of the safe house, Pol and René occasionally tossed insults or trinkets back and forth. Charlotte had nestled into one of the armchairs, her dark jacket undone and hanging open to reveal the white shirt beneath. Her rapier was balanced across both knees and every so often she ran a finger gently along the blade. Just as Charlotte wondered if she should drag the others out to search the city, the hidden door to the kitchen flew open and Worth limped through.

“Rough night?” called the Avalanche.

Worth’s only response sounded like a growl.

The Guardian let his cloak fall from his shoulders and headed toward the hearth, looking ready to burn the whole place to the ground. His hand clasped his left side and blood seeped through his fingers, running over his hip and staining his pants almost to his knee.

“What happened?” Charlotte rushed toward him, but he pointed a bloody, shaking finger right in her face. 

“Sit down.” He limped toward where René was already arranging a chair and a pile of cloth.

“I’ll fetch Marta,” said the boy, disappearing toward the hall and the stairs beyond.

“I returned the good captain’s clothes,” said Worth, breath hitching as he lowered himself into the chair. 

“He didn’t appreciate it?” drawled Pol. 

Worth glared at the other Guardian as Charlotte pulled her sewing kit from around her neck and started toward him.

“I am so sorry, Worth. I didn’t think—”

“No, you didn’t,” he snapped. “Put your needle away.”

“But—”

“I’ll be bound in hell’s roots before I let you touch me right now.”

Marta entered at a brisk pace and went to work helping Worth out of his blood-soaked jacket. Charlotte sank into her chair trying to decide whether to cry with relief or find Luc de Montaigne and give him a scar to match the one she’d seen on his chest. She blinked away the sheen building in her eyes and leveled a look at the Avalanche.

“You said he could take care of himself.”

“If he hadn’t,” said Pol, “the bath attendants would have discovered a limp pile of burlap and lavender—and the cardinal would have his heart.”

Charlotte’s gaze cut back to where her Guardian sat, shirtless. His broad, muscular chest looked pale with his loss of blood, and the swirls of his dark chest hair were interrupted at intervals by innumerable scars. The most prominent one was a puckered stab wound, directly over his heart, to the left of his sternum. 

“The blood has slowed,” said Marta. She spread the new wound with careful fingers, and Worth ground his teeth. “Excuse the intrusion, Parson,” she said. “It’s a clean cut, straight through muscle and avoiding organs. It should heal easily if we can keep infection at bay.”

“Infection’s not usually an issue for us,” said Pol. “Part of the whole immortal warrior thing.” 

Worth grunted as Marta poured whiskey over his exposed wound, and Pol extended a stream of maple to help with the process. The Parson breathed deeply, eyes closed. Eventually, lavender loosed toward Charlotte, not sweet, but not bitter either. 

“What happened with the wraith?” he asked, still not looking at her. “Or were you so busy following the captain of the Cardinal’s Watch into his bath you forgot what we were supposed to be doing?”

Marta’s eyes went wide, but she kept them on Worth’s wound. Charlotte’s cheeks felt like flames. 

“I wasn’t in the bath,” she said, covering her face. “I followed the wraith until I found Montaigne stalking the alleys of the Priest’s Pointe.”

Worth leveled her with his amethyst gaze. 

“Did you choose to follow the captain instead of the wraith?” he asked.

Charlotte shook her head immediately. 

“The wraith disappeared, so I followed the captain. I figured if he was wielding, he’d have bones on him.”

Charlotte did not shrink from the judgment clouding Worth’s face. 

“I swear,” she said, “I never meant to engage.”

The Parson shook his head, then winced. After taking a moment to collect himself through the pain, he sighed. 

“I lost the wraith I was following as well,” he admitted. “It disappeared where the newer sewers intertwine with the old catacombs. But once it was gone, I felt something else.”

Worth made as if to rise, then cursed and stayed where he was. 

“Marta,” he said, “would you go up to my room and bring the sack you find on the bed?”

The woman nodded and headed upstairs. When she returned with what looked to be a large bag made of altar cloth, the temperature in the sitting room dropped dramatically. Charlotte leaned forward in her seat as Worth took the sack and opened it. 

Bones. Old, dark, and chipped with age. 

“You settled the old wraiths from the crypts,” said Charlotte. “All of them?”

Worth shrugged. “As far as I can tell,” he said. “I can’t take much credit, though. More than thirty of them, together in one pile. And already half settled.”

“Half settled?” asked René. “Is that even a thing?” 

“It means that whoever gathered them tried to give them rest,” said Charlotte. “But they weren’t strong enough.”

“It’s why it was so difficult for us to find them,” said Worth. He reached through the bones and removed a stack of papers. They were frayed on one edge, as if they’d been torn from a book. 

“What in hell’s roots is that?” said the Avalanche. 

Worth dropped the papers, and as they fluttered to the floor, Charlotte saw what had made Pol balk. It looked like pages from a storybook, but interspersed throughout the words were images. Pictures heavy with black ink painted a scene full of darkness and fear. Women ran from a darkened figure, a stone abbey towering in the background. Charlotte’s heart began to pound. 

“St. Steward’s,” she breathed, scooping up the pages and flipping through them. “What were they doing in the catacombs with a bunch of wraiths’ bones?” 

Worth scratched his jaw. 

“I’m guessing Petras knew I would be the only person capable of getting close to these bones,” he said. 

René shivered. “And the only one strong enough to settle them.” 

“Which meant I would be the only one able to reach those,” said Worth, indicating the pages in Charlotte’s hands. She studied them closely, something about the shapes nagging at her memories. They were crudely drawn, barely decipherable as women, let alone particular women. But the setting did what the details could not. 

“They’re nuns,” she breathed.

Beside her, René shook his head. “Of course they’re nuns,” he said. “It’s an abbey.” 

“No,” said Charlotte, looking to Worth. “The wraiths are nuns.”

She turned between the Parson and René, desperate to make them see what she did. 

“The wraith that attacked me showed me its death. I saw women in robes. It was peaceful at first, but it descended into blood and pain.” 

“That’s far from definitive, Charlotte,” said Pol. 

“Perhaps,” she said. “But what if this is what Petras found? What if he not only knew that there was a wielder, but that they were wielding nuns from St. Steward’s?” Charlotte looked to Worth. “Where is that abbey?” 

Worth stared at the pages in Charlotte’s hands, chewing on the inside of his cheek. Then his eyes lifted to hers and flashed amethyst.

“About a day’s ride from the capital,” he said. “Along the North Road.”

Silence descended. Petras had seen wraiths in the capital. He’d woken his Guardian and fled, probably in an attempt to verify his suspicions that whoever was wielding them had ravaged the graves of the massacred nuns. 

Worth’s heavy sigh echoed the frustration Charlotte felt building in her chest. 

“We still don’t know who is wielding them,” he said. 

“No,” said Charlotte, “but we’re close. Whoever is wielding these bones either came from the area near St. Steward’s or went out of their way to collect them. These wraiths mean something to them. Otherwise, why not just dig up bones from the wood nearby?”

“You could be right,” said Pol. “How does that get us closer to finding the wielder?”

Charlotte rubbed her hands over her face. They would need to search for someone in the city with ties to St. Steward’s, and that could take weeks, if not months. At least they had the bones from the crypts. They could give the cardinal what she had demanded and hope it earned them the hearts of the rest of the Guardians. At the very least, perhaps it would buy them time to ferret out the wielder before they truly hurt Artus.

The Avalanche nudged Charlotte with a broad shoulder.

“You and Worth need some rest,” he said. “You’ll both feel better.”

Worth was already nodding off beside the fire. She left him there and tried not to let uncertainty overwhelm her as she climbed the stairs. If they walked into the palace, they would be giving the cardinal exactly what she’d asked of them, but Charlotte felt in her bones that it would not be as easy as they hoped. Worth’s encounter with Montaigne proved as much.

She had been so certain the captain would not hurt her. So why had he stabbed Worth? Had the Guardian slipped up? Or had Montaigne held himself together while Charlotte was present only to have his rage boil over when Worth returned his clothes?

Exhaustion pushed painfully at the backs of her eyes, and her head felt hazy. It was both too full of information and unable to process. She fell into bed, dragged the covers up to her chin, and forced herself to comb over every moment with Montaigne in the bathhouse, hoping to find something, anything, that would explain her turmoil. He’d watched her brother die, burned down her orchards, and now he’d attacked her Guardian. Charlotte’s feelings toward him should be clear, merciless fury. 

But something in Charlotte’s chest constricted, and she couldn’t convince herself that it was anything but need. 

It wasn’t lust. She may have liked seeing him bare and unsettled, but she could ignore physical attraction. Charlotte had never let anything so banal derail her. 

What she couldn’t ignore was his pain. The fear she’d seen in his eyes when they’d discussed wraiths had been real, and for the first time in her life, Charlotte had felt a deep, driving need to settle a living soul. 

She’d missed it in the moment, surrounded by steam and sage and Montaigne. But now, alone in her room, she forced herself to think through why his fear had felt so familiar. Dread hollowed out her gut, yet she pressed through memories of the orchard wraithwood back home. 

She was thirteen and gritting her teeth against a particularly feral wraith, Grandmother chiding her impatience with the dead. 

She was ten, reading the history of the Wraith Wars in full for the first time, trying not to shake with fear at the firsthand reports of what facing wielded wraiths had felt like. 

Eight. Mourning the death of her father, the loss of their Guardian who was not permitted to wake, and missing her friend because, the year before—

Charlotte gasped and sat up in bed, tears brimming over her lashes. 

“No, no, no,” she whispered, but she was already reaching for the Parson’s Book. She’d perused these pages before, looking for a hint of some darkness—an infected child Worth and her father may have helped. But she’d been focused on the wrong thing. 

She shouldn’t have looked for darkness, but fear. 

Because Leo Washer had not been darkness. He’d been a wisp of a boy who sought the sun any chance he got. His smile had been rare but full of truth. Charlotte scoured the final pages of Worth’s gorgeous, antiquated script covering the last few years of his partnership with her father. And there, near the bottom of the second-to-last page, was a series of truncated sentences scrawled by her father. 

LW orphaned. Registered with the priests of the Cardinal’s Home in the Priest’s Pointe. 

Then, about a quarter of the way down on the next page: 

LW was born for blades. The rest he struggles to control without help. Without her. After the king and queen’s journey, we will work with him on this. 

The journey where Jonas Sand would die and the Order’s decline would begin in earnest. 

No wonder she’d missed Montaigne in these pages. At some point, perhaps once dedicated to the Silent Gods, he had changed his name. Guilt bled from her heart, spreading through her chest until it threatened to suffocate. Charlotte crossed to the narrow window and cracked it, drawing in gasps of fresh air as rain began to fall. Captain Montaigne’s voice echoed in her mind. 

You really don’t remember, do you? 

She hadn’t. She had moved on. Her father had died, the Parson had fallen asleep, and she had been left to the settling of the dead. Just as Leo Washer had been left to a darkness he’d not been able to fight alone. Charlotte had forgotten her friend. 

Was what he’d become somehow her fault?

When she finally crawled back into bed, she let the exhaustion overrun her and sank into a dreamworld full of wraiths speaking with the voice of her childhood friend. Montaigne was there as well, half clothed, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away, though her Guardian’s blood dripped from his fingertips. 
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She awoke covered in sweat to see that night had fallen again. Tomorrow, the cardinal’s grace period would end, and Charlotte would report to the palace with the wraith’s bones and hope that the cardinal kept her half of the bargain. 

Worth wasn’t downstairs, nor was he in his room. Charlotte checked the training room as well as the nearest catacombs. Her second time through the kitchen, Pol was heating up water for tea. He took one look at her and gestured toward the ceiling with his chin. 

“Check the roof.” 

Charlotte nodded her thanks and took the stairs two at a time. At the end of the hall on the third story, a narrow stairwell led up to what she’d assumed were attics. The view of the capital from the rooftops of the Pointe de Jute was breathtaking. 

Charlotte stepped from the stairwell out into a cool drizzle to find her Guardian sitting on the corner of the low wall at the roof’s edge. She sat beside him, one leg beneath her, and followed his gaze out over the city. He turned to look at her, grimacing when he moved too quickly, but other than that seemed to be healing well. Though he did smell oddly like syrup instead of lavender. 

“I really am sorry,” she said, willing him to meet her eyes.

Worth’s jaw worked, knuckles white on the ledge. 

“In the twenty years we were partners, your father never did something so stupid,” he said. 

“I know!” Charlotte’s voice broke. “I’m not my father. I won’t ever be my father. You didn’t have to wake for me, but you made a choice. It would be nice if you stopped making it so obvious that you regret it.” 

Worth’s head snapped up, and he leveled her with his amethyst gaze. “I was talking about me, Charlotte.” Worth’s words were clipped. “I walked into that room with Montaigne, even though I’d just told you how dangerous he was. I should have dropped his clothes outside the door and come back with you.”

“Oh?” Charlotte bit at her lip, unsure what else to say. 

“Yes. Walking in there was my mistake. But that doesn’t negate the fact that you made one as well,” continued Worth. “If Montaigne is not wielding, the darkness in this city may not stem from him, but he’s let it change him. I can’t have you challenging him every chance you get.” 

“I wasn’t—”

“God, Charlotte, listen!” bellowed Worth. He closed his eyes, regret stealing over his face. “I could not protect your father, and I am damned well going to do better by you.”

Charlotte’s stomach clenched as she looked for the right words. She needed him. Not as a weapon or a means to an end, but as a partner. She was not equipped for any of this on her own. And the tension between them was not one-sided. 

Charlotte steeled herself and decided to try something new. It was actually her encounter with Montaigne in the bath, and the memories she’d uncovered last night, that had given her the idea. As a child, Montaigne had taken refuge in Charlotte’s presence. She’d never offered him peace intentionally, except as a child would—with words and silly gifts. But she’d been trained to settle the restless dead, and she wondered now if the skills would work with the living, much like Worth and Pol were able to reach outward with their lavender or maple. 

Charlotte tapped into the skills her grandmother had taught her, but instead of reaching outward, to search for wraiths, she reached inward. She located her own emotions—regret. Love. Then she imagined weaving them together and pouring them toward Worth, as if she were settling a wraith. The Guardian flinched. 

When Worth turned to her, his smile was sad but relieved. 

“Thank you,” he said. He reached out, and Charlotte took his hand. It was warm even slicked with rain. “Was that the first time you’ve done that? Projected your thoughts, your feelings, on purpose?” 

“It is,” she said. 

“Good,” said Worth. “If you can project your emotions, you can protect them. From the oldest of wraiths. From the cardinal’s captain. Your enemies don’t have to be Guardians to be able to read your intentions, and Montaigne’s mind is an iron trap.”

Charlotte thought back to her fight with Montaigne in the cemetery. To the baths. He read her easily at every turn, knowing exactly what would shock her or make her stumble. 

“Did you hide his identity from me on purpose?” she asked. When Worth only stared over the city, she pressed him. “You could have told me Montaigne was Leo. Instead, you let me believe I didn’t know him.”

Worth’s grunt held a tinge of regret. 

“His real name was Lucien,” said the Guardian. “That boy’s dependence on you was the reason your father brought him to the capital.” 

Charlotte felt the confusion on her face, and Worth’s chuckle was void of any real humor. 

“You are right that Montaigne feels wraiths acutely. It was always so, but instead of learning how to help himself, he leaned into your innate ability.” Worth’s chin dropped to his chest. “Your father didn’t like how much he clung to you,” he said. 

“Because he was a peasant?” asked Charlotte. 

Worth’s eyes scolded her even though his words didn’t. 

“Because he was using you, Charlotte. He may not have realized it, but that friendship was based on desperation. There was nothing real about it, and your father worried that it would grow into something even more . . . unhealthy.”

Charlotte bristled. Surely she would have seen what Montaigne was as they grew, had she been given the chance. But that was in the past, and Worth was right. Beneath all the pretty prayer and admittedly distracting physicality, Captain Luc de Montaigne was dangerous. The next time she saw him, she would remember and fortify herself accordingly. She leaned against Worth’s shoulder and looked out over the darkened city. 

“Clearing your head?” she asked.  

“I’ve actually been searching for wraiths,” he said. “Hoping that from this vantage point I might get a feel for where the wielded bones are being kept.”

“Anything?” 

Worth shook his head and pulled a small, wrapped bone from his jacket. It was a fraction of what he’d unearthed in the crypts. The Guardian ran his thumb along the bone reverently, and Charlotte felt a faint shudder. 

“If the bones are in this city, they’re hidden well,” said Worth. He sighed and swiped roughly at the damp gathering in his whiskers.

“I’m fairly certain they’re in the palace,” said Charlotte. 

She peered through the mist toward where warm light shone sporadically through the tallest of towers. Beside her, Worth sighed. 

“We should be avoiding that place at all costs,” he said. “But if someone is wielding, Artus is in danger.”

“Not to mention the fact that the cardinal is expecting us,” said Charlotte. “The pardon is up in the morning.”

Worth stood and reached to help Charlotte to her feet. 

“I have no faith that she will give us the hearts of the other Guardians,” he said. “But the crypt bones will get us into the palace. We will do whatever we can to find those wielded bones.”

“You and Pol shouldn’t be anywhere near the cardinal,” said Charlotte. “If she doesn’t plan to surrender the other hearts, she will have no qualms about taking yours.”

“I agree,” said Worth. “Public opinion is the only thing keeping Pol and me alive right now. Soon, the cardinal will turn the people against us, or she will cease to care and kill us anyway.”

“Let me take the bones,” said Charlotte. Worth made to argue, but she held up both hands pleadingly. “I can do this.”

Worth shook his head. 

“Of course you can do it,” he said. “But what if she arrests you, or worse, and I’m not there?”

“Then I get her out,” said a voice from behind them. Raquel St. Claire stepped from the stairwell onto the roof. 

The Guardian’s jaw twitched. 

“You couldn’t put down the bottle long enough to protect Charis,” he growled, “and she was the most important thing in your world. Give me one reason to entrust Charlotte’s safety to you.”

“There isn’t one,” said St. Claire. “Just like there’s no reason for me to trust that you’ll lead us better now than you did that night.”

Worth strode to the far corner of the rooftop, but St. Claire pressed on.

“But I’m setting our past aside, and I’m asking you to do the same, even if you can’t forgive me.”

The Guardian turned, his eyes fire.

“For leaving Jonas alone to guard Artus while you drank yourself into a stupor,” said Worth, his words full of grief instead of anger. 

St. Claire raised her chin. 

“Yes,” she said. 

Charlotte wanted to disappear. Melt into a puddle and seep through the roof tiles, leaving these two to whatever this was. Her heart twisted for them both. For the loss and anger, for this conversation that had been ten years in the making. 

Worth watched St. Claire for what felt like an eternity before he nodded once. 

“Tell Pol and René,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

St. Claire practically fled the roof, her boots slapping against the tiles.

“She’d better damn well mean it,” said Worth. He tugged at William’s baldric, newly fitted to Charlotte’s torso, and smiled sadly. “She did a good job with this.” 

“I know,” said Charlotte. 

She ran a hand over the freshly oiled leather and the knives sheathed along its length. Worth coughed, rubbing absently at his chest. 

“You do that often,” said Charlotte, gesturing to his hand still hovering near his heart. “Why?” 

Worth released a dark, amused laugh. 

“After centuries of fighting, you fail to remember every injury,” he said. “But the body never forgets the first one.”

“The one that made you a Guardian?”

“The one that killed me,” said the Parson. “Choice made me a Guardian.” He looked out over the city toward the palace. “Charlotte, something is changing. Charis’s heart is wrong, but that’s not all.”

“What do you mean?” Charlotte took Worth’s hands, her own dwarfed by the Guardian’s. 

“I’m not as strong as I’ve been in the past,” he said. His gaze was dark and full of uncertainty. “I have theories, but each one is more terrifying than the last.”

“Then stop theorizing,” said Charlotte firmly. “Tomorrow is enough for us to worry about. We’ll figure out Charis when we’ve come out the other side.”

Worth’s smile was almost real. 

“Okay,” he said. “But to come out the other side you’re going to have to focus.”

Charlotte nodded. She squeezed Worth’s hands, either to comfort him or to reassure herself, she wasn’t sure which. The cardinal, Grandier, and Montaigne. Thoughts of them filled her at once with bloodthirst and something uncomfortably primal. She bit her lip until the taste of iron spread over her tongue and took a fortifying breath.

“This is about more than vengeance,” she said. “You can trust me.”

“Good,” said Worth. “Because if you start a fight in the throne room there will be no walking out.” 
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In the kitchen, the members of the Order stood in a loose circle. Worth had wrapped the bones from the crypts and put them in a bag that was easier to carry for transport to the palace. Once Charlotte and Worth had proven to the cardinal that the wraiths within them had been settled, they would bury them in the wraithwood. 

René and St. Claire checked over their equipment spread out on the table for the third time, while Pol watched his young partner with narrow eyes. 

“I still don’t want René anywhere near that throne room,” he said to Worth. 

“If you’re going, your partner goes,” said Worth, tightening the strap that held his staff to his back instead of meeting Pol’s eyes. “Feel free to stay here.”

Pol slapped Worth’s hands away from the buckle and tightened it for him. 

“I have to go because you’re an idiot,” grumbled the Avalanche. He lowered his voice. “Your partners are supposed to keep your heart from falling into the wrong hands, yet you constantly take unnecessary risks where they are concerned.” 

Worth smiled at Pol. 

“Don’t throw that Guardians over humans garbage at me,” he said. “You know how I feel about it. How I’ve always felt about it.”

“That’s not fair,” said Pol, exasperation bleeding through his attempt at calm. “I take every consideration for my partners’ lives. But there are thirteen of us, Rainier.”

Worth stilled. “Meaning?” he said, voice low. 

Pol shook his head and ran a hand over the back of his neck. 

“Let me answer for you, old friend,” said Worth darkly. “What you really want to say is that I should send Charlotte alone into that palace—because she is expendable.”

Charlotte looked to René, but he didn’t seem perturbed by the conversation. 

“They know the risk when they sign on,” said Pol quietly. “Petras wouldn’t want us risking the last of our hearts so you can assuage your own guilt about Jonas.” The Avalanche turned to Charlotte. “I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

She nodded, because she understood. Though Charlotte hadn’t liked the idea of walking into that palace alone, it tore at her to know that, in keeping her safe, Worth might be risking the entire Order.

“Petras isn’t here,” snapped Worth. “Join us, or don’t.”

Pol gave a noncommittal grunt but reached for his cloak. 

Charlotte tightened her empty belt over her deep blue settling robes. She was going before the cardinal unarmed. Not in her capacity as a member of the Order, bodyguard to the crown, but as one skilled in settling the restless dead. She needed to look the part. Charlotte also hoped that the weight of the fabric would remind her to keep calm. 

Marta bustled about the kitchen refilling her healer’s bag and piling used dishes in the sink. She would remain in the safe house until evening. Charlotte stepped between her sister-in-law and another dirty teacup, forcing Marta to meet her eyes. She wrapped her in a hug, burying her face in Marta’s shoulder. 

“If we aren’t here by tonight, find Grandmother and get somewhere safe,” said Charlotte. 

“That’s the sixth time you’ve said that,” said Marta with a wry smile. “Be careful.”

They looked each other over one final time. Charlotte took in the strength in Marta’s raised chin and smiled. 

“See you soon,” she said. 

Pol gripped Worth’s shoulder and turned him around, stepping close enough that his braided beard almost brushed the Parson’s chest as he bent to look the man in the eyes. 

“No matter what happens in that throne room,” said Pol, “the cardinal cannot have your heart.” 

Worth’s jaw clenched, but he nodded once. Pol gripped the back of the Parson’s neck and pressed their foreheads together.

“We’ll be fine, Pol.” Worth’s voice was gentler than Charlotte had ever heard it. 

The Avalanche nodded, as if trying to convince himself, then the four of them took to the catacombs.

Pol and René stayed in the dark passages beneath the city, but Charlotte and her Guardian made their way to the main hall of the Hotel de Jute and left out the front door. The time for hiding was past.  In the Plaza de Jute, the morning sun shone off cobbles still wet from last night’s rain. Worth approached the fountain and pulled a letter from his jacket, but as he lifted the laughing gargoyle, a whistle cut through the air. Charlotte saw the small child from the wraithwood in the shadows of the alley and beckoned him over. 

The boy came, eyes only for the Parson. 

“Return to the wood and watch,” said Worth. “Guarding wraiths is not a job for children. If you see anyone digging up bones, no matter who—run.”

The child looked at Charlotte, then back to Worth. His whisper was faint when he said, “Run from the monsters?”

“Exactly,” said Worth. 

The child took off into the shadowed alley, and Charlotte and Worth turned toward the Palace Pointe.

The weight of Charlotte’s settling robes was stifling in the growing heat of the day. She carried the bones from the crypts across her back in a large bag. At the moment, they were silent, but keeping them insulated against extreme emotion was the only way to ensure they remained at peace. 

As they walked, Charlotte noted the tiny blue bird on more than half of the tavern signs. They galvanized her because, even though she didn’t trust the Broken Bird completely, it was comforting to know that, if they failed today, there were others who might pick up the pieces. 

Charlotte and Worth strode through the gates onto the palace grounds, boots striking the stones with confidence. It wasn’t until she entered the foyer with its towering stairway that her throat tightened. The doors closed behind them, the force of it reverberating in Charlotte’s chest. Worth sent a bit of lavender her way and she adjusted her posture beneath the bag of bones. She could do this. They would exchange the bones for Guardians’ hearts, then she could use her skill to find the person wielding wraiths to torture the prince. 

Halfway up the Thousand Stairs Charlotte’s legs burned. By the time she approached the throne room, they felt like jelly. She pushed her awareness outward, looking for any sign of a wraith other than those she had with her, but all was quiet. 

“I don’t feel them, either,” said Worth. 

“I can’t decide if that’s a good sign.”

When they entered the throne room, Artus’s throne was empty. The crowd of courtiers had been replaced by Red Jackets, each soldier watching Charlotte and Worth warily. 

She took her time walking toward the dais where Cardinal Lorraine the Pure sat on her red and gilded throne, watching with the eyes of a predator. Over her shoulder stood Montaigne, jaw rigid, gaze pinned somewhere beyond Charlotte’s shoulder. Good. It would be easier to ignore him if he was ignoring her. 

“Lady Sand,” said the cardinal, her voice crystal clear and edged in ice. “Do you come with proof of loyalty or deception?”

Charlotte hefted the bag of bones from her shoulder and placed it gently on the floor. 

“We’ve brought the settled bones from the crypts, Eminence,” she said. 

The cardinal gestured to Montaigne. Charlotte watched as the captain stepped from the dais. His gait was measured but languid, as if he had better things he could be doing, but the tightness of his jaw as he approached betrayed his unease. 

Montaigne crouched on the blue carpet and opened the flap of the bag to reveal the settled bones. His back was to the cardinal, but Charlotte saw his face bleed of color as his eyes began to water. The captain swallowed once. Then again.

“They are wraiths, Eminence,” he said. “And they are settled, but I would not keep them here for long.”

Montaigne stood, but as he turned to the dais, the bag toppled over and a number of bones came free of their wrapping and clattered to the blue carpet. Charlotte tensed, but the spirits connected to the bones remained settled and still. Montaigne almost tripped over himself in his haste to retreat, eyes widening with panic before he could lock it away.

“The wraiths we found were ancient and volatile,” said Charlotte. “Though we believe we have found them all, the best thing to do would be to seal the crypts again.”

“If you’ve done what you claim,” said the cardinal, smiling, “I won’t have to. We can rebuild the Olde Pointe into something useful. Something beautiful.” 

The cardinal nodded toward the back of the room, and a soldier shoved the  throne room doors closed. Worth stepped toward Charlotte, but two members of the Watch came forward to grip his arms. His jaw twitched. 

“I will not make a scene,” he promised the young soldiers, “but do not be deceived. You hold me because I allow it.” Then he called to the cardinal. “The bones are here. All of them. You have no reason to detain us.” 

“I want her to prove it,” said the cardinal, watching Charlotte. 

“Excuse me?” said Charlotte, struggling to rein in her rising panic. 

“Wake one up, Lady Sand,” said the cardinal. “For all I know, you have unearthed bones from the wraithwood to exchange for the hearts of your Order. Our people need peace; our prince is desperate for relief. If you are loyal, assuage our fears.”

Charlotte was already shaking her head. The cardinal’s eyes narrowed as her smile stretched.

“Why do you hesitate to obey?” she said. “If you are telling the truth, the pictures these wraiths show us will be ancient indeed. That will make it easy enough to verify your claim.”

Charlotte bit back a curse, but before her on the floor, one of the bones on the carpet shivered. And the cardinal’s smile quirked. 

“She’s baiting you,” said Worth, his voice quiet. 

“I know,” Charlotte whispered. 

Whatever this woman’s motives, Charlotte would not give her the satisfaction of reacting. She planted her feet and imagined the carpet was the soft soil of her orchards. Worth’s lavender pooled around her, and when she met the cardinal’s eyes again, Charlotte was serene. 

Lorraine the Pure stood from her throne. She sauntered from the dais, and even Worth’s presence couldn’t keep Charlotte’s stomach from churning as she stepped between the bag of wraiths’ bones and the cardinal. 

“Lady Sand, it is a simple request,” said the cardinal. “Wake the bones.”

Charlotte focused on the cardinal’s dark eyes and raised her chin. 

“No.”

The cardinal’s face turned to stone, but there was triumph in her eyes. 

“You openly defy an order from your regent?” said the woman. 

“What you’re asking is torture,” said Charlotte. “These spirits are at rest.”

“And your prince is not!” 

The soldiers filling the room began to whisper as the cardinal stepped closer. 

“Charlotte Sand, in light of your refusal, your pardon is revoked.”

The woman reached for Charlotte’s ear, gripped the earring, and tore it away. Charlotte gasped. The cardinal had tried, and failed, to provoke her anger. Now she was using pain. 

Darkness tinted the edges of Charlotte’s vision, but she held her ear with blood-slicked fingers and drew in one shaky breath after another. Warmth trailed down her neck, but Charlotte had seen worse. The throbbing was already ebbing away. Lavender swirled around her, and she focused on the presence of Worth’s steady, magical heartbeat. 

The muttering of the soldiers grew intense and Montaigne stood rigid on the dais, looking torn. Behind Charlotte, the door to the throne room opened and a soldier of the Watch approached the cardinal. 

“He’s here, Eminence,” said the soldier. 

“Good,” said the cardinal. Then she raised her voice to the room. “Charlotte Sand came to this city with Guardian Rainier Worthington, who woke in direct opposition to a royal edict.” Charlotte opened her mouth to speak, but the cardinal continued. “She flaunted her presence in the city, using a Guardian’s powers to cause commotion and unrest, yet the crown extended grace. She was given an opportunity to prove that the crown of Niveaux could trust her.”

Around the room the soldiers quieted, their faces a mixture of mistrust and suspicion.

“We did as you asked—” said Charlotte. 

“You directly defied me!” said the cardinal, stepping so close her nose almost brushed Charlotte’s forehead. “Now you will see what happens to the families of those who chose themselves over their prince.”

Lorraine’s smile remained, unsettling in its stillness. On the dais, Captain Montaigne’s jaw worked as if he were figuring a puzzle, but Charlotte lost sight of him as the cardinal leaned in close and whispered, “Time for a reunion.”

The woman’s gaze locked on something over Charlotte’s shoulder. Charlotte turned as uneven footfalls echoed through the palace, and Lieutenant Grandier stepped into the throne room. Bile rose in Charlotte’s throat, but she swallowed it as she took in the man’s simple tunic over pants that were much too loose. Her father’s sword was not present, and though the scars on his face were distorted by his wolfish smile, beneath it was pain. 

No matter how badly the cardinal wanted to unsettle her, Charlotte knew this man was in no shape to fight. He would be no threat.

Then Charlotte noticed the chains in the lieutenant’s hands. His grip turned his knuckles white, and the other end of the chain disappeared through the throne room doors and into the hall. 

Silence fell as soldiers of the Watch looked between Charlotte and the cardinal. Captain Montaigne, for all his assumed nonchalance, could not keep his eyes from darting to the wraith bones on the floor. Charlotte wondered if she should be ready to settle, just in case, but beside her Worth buckled, almost hitting his knees. 

“No,” he said. 

Before Charlotte could ask what he sensed, Grandier yanked the chains, and Charlotte’s grandmother stumbled into the throne room.

The old woman’s ankles and wrists were manacled, and blood ran down the old woman’s fingers to splatter against the white marble of the throne room floor. Charlotte’s grandmother had not only been imprisoned . . . she’d been treated abominably. 

Charlotte stifled her cry with a fist.

Lavender erupted from Worth and poured toward Charlotte’s grandmother until she went limp in her chains and had to be supported by another soldier. Worth tried to get to Charlotte, but the expenditure of magic had him shaking his head to clear it and the soldiers holding him pushed him to his knees.

Montaigne had said he could hurt her family. Not only had he followed through with his threat, he had freed Grandier in order to do it. Charlotte met the captain’s eyes and poured every ounce of malice into her words. 

“You monster!” 

The room shuddered. Charlotte turned, trying to reign in her fury, but there, in the midst of the throne room, a wraith began to unwind from its bones. 
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The wave of grief from the wraith hit Charlotte in the chest and sent her to the ground. The agony began—low and intense—but Charlotte clenched her teeth. It was not hers. It was not hers. 

Even Worth was on the ground, head in his hands. He stood slowly, leaving the soldiers who had been holding him to writhe on the ground, and stepped to Charlotte’s side. She struggled to her knees, retched on the blue carpet, and pushed shakily to her feet. 

Lavender pooled heavily at their feet as Worth took her hand, and Charlotte did her best to build a wall between her own emotions and those flowing from the wraith. Her jaw locked until she tasted blood in her mouth, but the pressure around her heart lessened until she could breathe. 

“We have to settle it,” said Worth, straining. 

The wraith dipped its head toward the Red Jackets lining the room. Some fled, but most froze, watching with horror as the wraith opened its mouth in a silent scream. Grandier hit the floor, gripping his head and whimpering in fear. 

Charlotte could take advantage of the moment. Draw a weapon from the belt of one of the soldiers and kill him here. 

If you start a fight in the throne room there will be no walking out. 

Worth’s words echoed in her mind, and she squeezed his hand and left Grandier to his pain. Soldiers retreated from the wraith’s assault. Terror. Hate. An overwhelming, all-encompassing sadness. 

Men and women dropped, one by one. Somewhere on the dais, Montaigne was doubled over, but Charlotte didn’t have time for him. She reached for Worth’s lavender as it unspooled around them. Once, the aroma had meant drudgery. But it had come to mean so much more. 

It was peace . . . and comfort. It was Worth, and it was hers. 

Charlotte stepped toward the wraith, reached for her connection to Worth, then her own power, and pushed. The settling melody danced in her head, but it wasn’t what she needed. The song was gentle but demanding. This wraith was too old, too delicate, to be told what to do. 

Instead, Charlotte remembered William, a sword through his ribs. 

The wraith-boy from Sparrow’s Glen, head bashed in for protecting his sister’s honor. 

The old couple Pol had healed, snuggled together in their shared bed, holding hands through obvious pain. 

Montaigne. 

Charlotte gasped as the captain’s face swam before her mind’s eye, aching with unrest. She gathered every bit of her strength and began humming. The melody was the same ancient call to rest, but the meaning behind it was deeper—full of sadness, but also full of care. She pushed outward, toward the old wraith, and it shuddered. Then turned. 

Hollow eyes locked onto Charlotte. She met them with nothing but understanding. 

“I see you,” she whispered. And the wraith sighed with audible relief and buckled back into its bones faster than any soul Charlotte had ever settled. 

The room was so silent Charlotte’s ears rang as she collapsed to her knees, tears flowing freely. Worth sank beside her, wrapping her in his arms. 

The edges of the throne room began to stir as Red Jackets came back to themselves, muttering to one another. And the cardinal rose from the seat she had taken, looking down her nose with disappointment. 

“I asked you to use your powers to bring us peace,” said the cardinal. “Instead, you brandish them against us?”

Charlotte would have laughed, but the glint in the cardinal’s eyes sent chills straight to her toes. 

“I did nothing of the sort,” she said. 

Open fear had replaced suspicion on the faces around the throne room. From the dais, Montaigne watched with studied stillness. His eyes were dark but dim, as if something within the captain had been snuffed out. Instead of his pain, Charlotte felt an undeniable revulsion. 

Grandier pushed himself to his knees. The look he leveled at Charlotte was murderous. “You WIELDING WITCH!” he screamed, and the soldiers around him echoed the cry. 

The cardinal motioned to Montaigne, and he stepped to the front of the dais. 

“Charlotte Sand,” said Montaigne, gesturing over Charlotte’s shoulder. The rhythm of boots echoed off the throne room windows. Though his voice had begun with a tremor, and the captain looked as if he might be sick, Montaigne turned his words to steel. “You are under arrest for willfully using a wraith to terrorize the people of Niveaux.” 

His words washed over Charlotte, and a knot formed in her throat. 

“No,” she said, searching his face. “You can’t believe that.” 

No one could truly believe that. Except the terrified faces in the crowd told her that they did. 

The soldiers of the Watch surrounded Charlotte and her Guardian. One wrenched her arm behind her back, and she cried out as six Red Jackets went for Worth. An explosion of lavender rocked the throne room, flinging them backward. The Guardian turned, and the guards surrounding Charlotte drew their blades to face him. Worth leveled one with his fist, but his next swing missed and he danced back, chest heaving. 

Maple tore through the throne room as Pol came through the doors swinging, René in his shadow. Pol fought his way to Worth as René attacked Charlotte’s guards. Montaigne drew his sword and intercepted René’s, ripping it from his hand and pummeling the boy to the ground with his fist.

In the center of the throne room, the bones shivered, and Charlotte swallowed her frustration. Ignoring the soldiers holding her, she pushed every bit of focus toward keeping the wraiths in their bones. 

“CHARLOTTE!” 

Worth’s voice shook the room, and when Charlotte found him across the sea of Cardinal’s Watch, Pol was dragging the lavender Guardian from the throne room. He didn’t want to go, that was plain, but he couldn’t get to her through the soldiers. And he was too spent to fight the Avalanche. 

Pol fought his way through the doors, dragging Worth with him. Hope battled despair in Charlotte’s chest as she lost sight of the Guardians. If they remained free, not all was lost. She did not struggle as Montaigne’s soldiers marched her onto the dais, past the thrones, and through a door into another hall. 

The door closed behind them, the chaos of the throne room receding. Montaigne’s redheaded lieutenant shoved René forward. The boy was bleeding from multiple cuts to the face, one eye already purpling, but the woman didn’t seem to care.

“Walk,” she said, not even bothering to move her hair from where it had fallen into her face. 

Charlotte leaned closer to René. “What happened?” she said, voice low. 

“St. Claire got us inside,” he said, wincing as his split lip began to bleed anew. “We ran into a patrol and had to split up. I haven’t seen her since.”

“If she wasn’t caught, she may be able to help us,” said Charlotte. 

“Perhaps,” said René. “If she can’t, Worth and Pol will—” 

“No!” said Charlotte. “They can’t risk helping us, René. We are going to have to do this on our own.”

René’s dark eyes closed, and a quiet curse escaped his lips. The sentiment fit the situation perfectly. Charlotte had just been framed by the cardinal. She’d seen the manipulation, but that didn’t matter when crowds saw something else. Even Montaigne had looked at Charlotte as if she were something vile. There was no doubt that Lorraine the Pure was an enemy of the Order.

Charlotte closed her eyes as the soldiers led her and René deeper into the palace. The soldier holding her tightened his grip until the sensitive skin under her arm began to bruise. These people would not help her. Charlotte had no idea what the Guardians’ next step would be, but she had to get René out of the palace. 
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Once Luc had secured the bag of wraith’s bones, he put them under guard and called for the Settling Guild. They would take them into the wraithwood without delay as his soldiers combed the city for the Parson and Avalanche. The Guardians’ escape would not go over well with the cardinal, but Luc was already sifting through options.

He sent Sand’s grandmother to the infirmary. Grandier had disappeared, probably because he knew that Luc was already fantasizing about slitting his throat. Luc still could not believe the cardinal had released Grandier without his knowledge. The man had already brutalized an old woman, and the knot in Luc’s stomach had not abated since he’d first seen the woman’s blood. It hadn’t mattered that Grandier held the chains. Luc had threatened Sand’s grandmother. Luc had given the order to bring her in. And Charlotte Sand had been wrathful. 

Luc made his way toward the cells in the Barracks Tower where Sand would be imprisoned. The cardinal wanted to see the girl in private, and while he would comply with orders, the captain didn’t rush. Instead, he used the walk to calm his fraying nerves. 

Luc had been expecting the wraith in the throne room, and still he’d almost lost his breakfast. His defenses were in shambles. Sand, however, handled the wraith with cold precision. The cardinal thought anger had finally turned the girl—that seeing her grandmother bound and beaten had caused rage to consume what little light she had left. Luc knew better. 

Sand could grit her teeth and bear any number of physical attacks, but the pain of others hurt her. He’d seen it often as a child. When his mother lay dying, young Charlotte had cried harder than Luc had. On the one occasion they’d encountered a wraith together, he’d collapsed, overtaken by fear and nausea, but she’d stood between him and the thing, a literal shield. The wraith didn’t bother her. But his pain had. 

Even now, anytime she caught his veneer slipping, her eyes mirrored his anguish. It was why he’d agreed to come to the capital with Jonas Sand, and why he’d never returned to the south. Until last month. He still hated seeing her in pain, but for the love of the Gods, he’d do anything short of killing her to keep her from becoming one of the monsters.

Charlotte Sand had been walking a line between dark and light ever since her brother’s death, and given what he’d just seen, she was turning. Luc could not let that happen.

He took a staircase deeper into the barracks and caught up to the soldiers escorting Sand. Luc pulled up short when he saw René Durand beside her, eye swollen and bruised. 

“Sharp, I’ll take Sand from here.” 

The lieutenant turned and nodded once, and Luc reached for Sand’s arm.

“I’ll be tangled in hell’s roots before I let him touch me,” she said, sidestepping. 

“The cardinal wants to see you, Lady Sand,” he said. Then turning to Sharp, “Put Durand in one of the upper cells.”

“Wait!” Sand faced Luc, eyes blazing. “I’ll go to the cardinal, but release René. He did nothing wrong.”

“He was sneaking through palace corridors—” began Sharp.

“Public corridors,” said René.

Luc wanted to hit the smug smile from the boy’s face, but he stilled himself and smiled. 

“Fine. I will take them both, Sharp,” he said. “Follow with three soldiers to keep them honest.”

Luc took off, hoping his pace was enough to make Sand jog. Ten minutes later, they reached the door to the cardinal’s private suite. Luc raised a fist to knock, but Sand grabbed his wrist. 

He spun into her, nostrils flaring, and tried to ignore the searing heat where their skin touched. She stared right back, and Luc’s pride flared when Sand’s certainty wavered. It was as if she were trying to read him and finally, blissfully, could not. 

“My grandmother,” she said, voice thin. “Let her go, with René. You have me. You don’t need them anymore. Please.” 

Luc closed his eyes against her pleading, deeply unsettled by her rare, exposed grief. He could not release René Durand, but Grandier’s atrocious treatment of Sand’s grandmother had been completely unnecessary. If the cardinal had allowed that, then she could allow Luc the leeway to make some small form of amends.

He swallowed, then nodded to one of the soldiers behind Charlotte. 

“The lieutenant will escort your grandmother—and only your grandmother—outside the palace walls,” he said. “We expect you to cooperate, Sand.”

Her head bobbed in swift agreement. 

“Fully,” said Luc. 

He watched Sand swallow, then nod. Relief washed over him. He would not have to use the boy as leverage. He knocked on the cardinal’s door and did not watch Sand disappear inside.

“Lieutenant,” said Luc, once the door had closed, “take Durand to his cell before you see to Sand’s grandmother. And give the old woman a message from the cardinal: The Parson and the Avalanche will turn themselves in by sundown tomorrow, and they will bring the heart of Bella Charis, or Charlotte Sand dies. And we’ll come for them anyway.”

Durand blanched as the lieutenant gripped his arm.

“You aren’t this person,” said Durand, so quietly that Luc almost didn’t hear. 

Luc gripped the boy by the jacket and slammed him into the wall. Then he leaned down and got right in Durand’s face. 

“I am exactly this person,” hissed Luc. “I should have let the man in that alley have you.” 

“But you didn’t,” said Durand, smile sad. “Given the chance, you would save me again. You would have killed ten monsters to save a terrified child. Because that is who you are. Your jacket may be red, but your heart is that of a Guardian.”

The boy’s eyes flicked to the cardinal’s closed door. 

“Perhaps especially when it comes to her.” 

The boy slipped from Luc’s grip and turned to accompany the Red Jacket willingly. Luc watched until they disappeared, then inhaled deeply and reset his mental armor. René Durand was wrong. For the first time since the death of William Sand, Luc felt truly in control of this situation. Rainier Worthington would not let his partner die when he could prevent it so easily. Even if they wanted to run, the city was locked down. Luc had seen to that. 

The end of this debacle was within reach. One way or another, the Order would fall. 
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Charlotte stepped into the cardinal’s antechamber, pausing to let her eyes adjust to the dimness. One wall was crowded by an altar where red prayer candles illuminated an immense tapestry. The Silent Gods stood almost life-size against a backdrop of stained glass. The Mother, who seemed to look like every woman and no woman at once, reached toward Charlotte with a hand full of red lilies. The Father, just as familiar, yet distant, held a sword parallel to the ground. A set of scales hung in perfect balance on its blade. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” 

Charlotte turned as Lorraine the Pure approached, the picture of loveliness. Somehow, in the light of this altar, the woman didn’t look as cold. 

“It is,” Charlotte admitted. “The needlework is perfection. It must have taken a lifetime to make.” 

“Yes,” was all the cardinal said. Then she took Charlotte by the arm and led her through an archway and into a sitting room.

Charlotte did her best to hide her tension. The far wall was lined with floor-to-ceiling windows, but they did nothing to brighten the space, because every one of them was covered with heavy red drapes. To the left was another door, closed against Charlotte’s curious eyes. In the far corner, a naked burlap scarecrow took Charlotte by surprise. It slumped unceremoniously against the wall without a cross to offer support. A hearth dominated the next wall, vases of red lilies lining its mantle. There was no fire in the grate, but a long, narrow table sat before it, a Red Jacket standing guard at each end. Along the table, laid out as if on display, were eleven Guardians’ hearts. 

Charlotte stopped. Her heart pounded and she unwound her skill, searching each Guardian for any sign of life. Each one exuded a heavy sense of waiting. They stood at the ready. If the cardinal put any one of these hearts in that straw body in the corner, Charlotte had no doubt it would wake. 

Except for one. 

At the end lay the heart of Bella Charis. Gray-veined and dull.

And if the cardinal had Charis, she had St. Claire.

“What did the Order do to you?” said Charlotte. “How could you possibly hate us this much?”

Lorraine’s frown seemed genuinely surprised. 

“Hate you?” she said. “Lady Sand, you and your friends aren’t nearly that important.”

“Maybe we aren’t,” said Charlotte, “but what about Artus? Are you really trying to cleanse this city for him? Or are you grasping at anything that will help you retain what little power you’ve stolen since his parents died?”

One of the guards stepped toward Charlotte, but Lorraine halted him and approached the table of hearts.

“I have a few questions for you, Lady Sand,” said the cardinal. The woman’s dark eyes never left the table. “How does one wake a Guardian? Truly.”

Charlotte almost told Lorraine the Pure exactly where to shove her request. But she couldn’t risk angering the woman until enough time had passed to see her grandmother safely out of the palace. So Charlotte made a show of studying the hearts. 

“We aren’t really the ones doing the waking,” said Charlotte. “They can sense what’s going on around them while they sleep. Who is around them. They wake when someone seems like a good match.” 

The cardinal crossed her arms, white robes pulling tight across her narrow shoulders as she watched Charlotte. 

“You can speak to them?” she asked. 

“No,” said Charlotte immediately. “But they are wraiths of light, so I can sense their presence and, sometimes, their memories or intentions.”

“Show me.” The cardinal’s brow arched as she gestured toward the table. 

Charlotte sighed and stepped forward, then brushed her skill over each heart. Their consciousnesses brightened with the attention, as if they knew Charlotte was with them. That she was for them. 

“Can you see if any would wake for me?” said the cardinal. 

Charlotte couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped, but she met the furious slant of the cardinal’s eyes and swallowed it. 

“Why would you want to wake a Guardian? Your edict declared them obsolete.” 

The woman raised a single shoulder and let it fall—a movement Charlotte supposed was meant to convey limited interest. But Charlotte could read the intensity of the woman’s eyes as she watched the hearts. 

“Call me curious,” said the woman. 

Charlotte turned back to the table and brushed the hearts with her power again. This time, she prodded them with the shape of an idea. Would any of them wake?

A sharp image made her stop—an impish grin on a beautiful face—and Charlotte pointed, indicating the heart of the clover Guardian. Margot Isla. 

“She will,” said Charlotte.

The cardinal nodded to one of the soldiers and the man retrieved the scarecrow from the corner. Charlotte bit her lip. Waiting. 

“If I were you, I’d at least give her a cloak,” she said.

The cardinal looked perplexed, and Charlotte rolled her eyes. 

“Worshippers of the Old God may not be ashamed of our bodies,” she said, indicating the hearts, “but none of them will thank you if they wake before strangers naked as the day they were born.”

The cardinal’s head tipped to the side in acquiescence, and she swept the white cape from her shoulders before tossing it around the torso of the scarecrow. Then she picked up the heart Charlotte had indicated and placed it inside the burlap chest. It was merely full of straw, but that wouldn’t matter to Margot. 

“Be ready,” said the cardinal to the male soldier.

He nodded and drew his weapon. The cardinal stepped back and signaled the other soldier who cinched the scarecrow’s chest closed. Before the woman had retreated, the air in the room concussed, pushing them back. Margot Isla shifted from burlap to beautiful light brown skin, her auburn hair loose and wild as her eyes locked on Lorraine the Pure. 

Before anyone could react, Margot pulled the cloak tight around her shoulders, grinned, and spat in the cardinal’s face.

The soldier’s blade pierced Margot’s neck from the side, and blood sprayed from the wound before turning to straw as the Guardian reverted to burlap. Lorraine the Pure spun on Charlotte and hauled her close by the front of her settling robes. She hadn’t even wiped the spit from her cheek. 

“You think that was funny?” she said, words clipped and level.

Charlotte would have rather seen the woman feral. This control sent Charlotte’s stomach to her toes. The cardinal walked her back until she felt the heavy curtains. 

“By now my ultimatum will have reached your friends,” the cardinal said. 

Charlotte’s brow contracted. Ultimatum? 

“They will come,” said the cardinal, “because if they don’t, they believe I will kill you. But I’ll kill them, and I’ll make you watch.” 

Charlotte pushed against the cardinal’s grip, attempting to wrest the woman’s claws from her robes, but Lorraine the Pure was stronger than she looked. 

Charlotte’s vision narrowed to pinpoints. “You are such a WASTE OF SPACE!”

A slow grin dominated the cardinal’s face as she leaned close. “There it is,” she whispered. “The dark. This is what will save you, Charlotte. Killing you would be a waste. Instead, I will draw that darkness out of you—out, but never away. I will wrap you in it until you are such a pretty little monster.” The woman’s words brushed Charlotte’s wounded ear. “Exactly like my Luc.”

“Grandier was my first,” continued the cardinal. “He likes hurting people, which makes him easy to use but more difficult to control. Luc, on the other hand, runs so hard from the darkness that he doesn’t realize he’s overtaken it from behind.” 

Charlotte’s brow drew together, and the cardinal shoved her toward the soldiers. 

“Take her,” she said. “We are finished.” 

Numbness washed over Charlotte as she was led back through the antechamber and into the hall. Captain Montaigne stepped forward to meet her, raising his hands to tie her wrists with a single strand of rope. 

Charlotte longed to scream, but tears overwhelmed her instead. The cardinal was right; Worth and Pol would come because of her. And if she was forced to watch them die, Charlotte might not be able to hold back the terrifying thing hovering just beyond her edges. 

She and Montaigne walked in silence until they slowed, and she recognized the royal tower. Four guards stood at the end of the hall, bracketing the doors to the prince’s rooms.

“What are we doing here?” she asked.

The captain sighed. “Your cousin heard about your arrest, and Artus has demanded you be placed in rooms adjacent to his.”

The hope must have shown on her face because Montaigne scoffed. 

“Don’t get any ideas,” he said. “There will be a full contingent of guards assigned to you day and night. There is nowhere to go.”

Charlotte stared at Montaigne until he looked away, giving her the courage she needed. 

“The cardinal is using you,” she said. 

“As a general uses a soldier,” said Montaigne, exhaustion pulling the cadence of his words into a lilt not unlike the one she’d heard when he spoke the old tongue. 

“No,” she said. “Petras was hunted down and killed because he figured out that the wraiths terrorizing this city were not coming from the crypts. Someone brought them from St. Steward’s.” 

“St. Steward’s?” Montaigne pinched the bridge of his nose. “Sand—”

There was a shift in the air around them, and the temperature dropped. Charlotte watched Montaigne’s eyes flare, and behind the doors to the prince’s chambers, Artus began to scream. 
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Sand, I must lock you in your rooms before I see to the prince.” Montaigne looked torn between his job of protecting his prince and his obvious desire to be anywhere but here. The four guards outside Artus’s rooms watched Montaigne, waiting for orders. 

“Don’t be an idiot,” said Charlotte. “If it’s a wraith, he’ll need my skill. Unless you want to handle it?” 

Montaigne ran a harried hand through his hair, but the look he gave her was unamused.

She had to get inside that room before the wraith disappeared if she was going to have any chance at figuring out who was wielding it.

Another scream tore through the doors, and the captain flinched. 

“Fine,” he ground out. Montaigne led her past the guards, then untied her wrists and opened the doors. “And Sand? Don’t try anything stupid.” 

She slipped into Artus’s suite, trying to remember any part of Worth’s instructions about wielded wraiths. She could not give it any kind of command. Charlotte would show care and curiosity. Nothing more. Then maybe it would show her a picture that would tell her who was wielding it, and what they wanted with Artus. 

The prince’s voice rose and fell in a tortured whimper and tears rose hot as Charlotte tried to calm herself. The doors closed behind her, Montaigne apparently unwilling to be in the room with this wraith. Charlotte was alone in a foyer as tall as the oldest tree in her orchards, windows lining the wall across from her. The prince went eerily quiet. Like in the cardinal’s chambers, thick drapes had been pulled closed, but through a crack Charlotte saw a balcony overlooking the river and mountains.  

A thread of cool nudged her, and she turned a full, slow circle. To the left was a closed door. To the right, an archway into a sitting room. Seats and cushions were scattered around a huge fireplace, above which hung a gigantic portrait of the prince. Artus reclined on a chaise, facing away from Charlotte so all she could see was his choppy blond hair hanging off the cushion and his bare feet thrown up over the other end. 

She cleared her throat. 

“Highness?”

Artus was on his feet in an instant, the knife in his hand shaking. Instinctively, Charlotte itched for a blade, but she was unarmed, not to mention smart enough to refrain from drawing a weapon on her monarch. She dipped her head in a small bow.

Artus’s eyes narrowed and he watched the corners of the room suspiciously, but he tossed his knife onto a marble table where it knocked over a small statue of the Tristain crowned crow. 

“Lady Sand. Micah said you would come.” A pulse of cold pushed Artus back, and an airy laugh escaped before he could stop it with his fist. He cleared his throat before speaking again. “I should have taken your help when you offered it in the arena.”

Charlotte turned slowly.

“If you could be quiet, Highness,” she said, “I can make certain this shadow leaves you for good.” 

He watched her warily. “According to the gossip, I should question why you appeared right on its tail,” he said. 

Charlotte ignored him and canvassed the room, feeling for an uptick in the cold, or a shudder of the wraith’s intentions. There. In a dark corner between the fireplace and bookshelf, a wraith hovered, stretching itself toward her as if curious.

Behind Charlotte, Artus loosed a derisive chuckle. 

“You won’t find its bones in my rooms, Lady Sand. Don’t think I haven’t searched.” 

“All due respect, Highness, please stay quiet.” 

Surprisingly, he did. Charlotte stopped halfway across the room, pulled a lavender smudging stick from her robes, then leaned to light it in the embers of the hearth. With the lavender smoking, she closed her eyes and began to hum. Not the settling song this time. If the wraith was being wielded, it wouldn’t settle anyhow, but if she could get it to show her its death or grievances, she might be able to ascertain the motives of its master. 

The wraith rippled as if in a breeze caused by Charlotte’s song, then solidified into something sharper. Behind her, Artus groaned. 

“It’s getting stronger, Sand,” he deadpanned. “I don’t think that’s what settling looks like.” 

She ignored him and did what she’d been taught. She waited. 

Then they came—picture upon picture.

A nun smiling while hanging laundry. 

Glimpses of a young girl’s tears.

Hurt. Heartbreak. 

Ropes and blood.

Unfair. Unfair. UNFAIR. 

Behind the girl, a man in the shadows.

Tears pricked Charlotte’s eyes, but she took a deep breath and fought the wraith’s turmoil surging to the surface. Beneath it, she sensed another emotion but couldn’t identify it. She reached out, coaxing, trying to convince the wraith to trust her with its truths. After a full minute of silence and stillness, the wraith relented, and Charlotte felt unswerving thirst for vengeance alongside grave devotion.

A stone church. 

The shadow man’s face, red with fresh scars.

Scars Charlotte had become all too familiar with the day her brother died. Charlotte gasped, her outburst causing the wraith to recoil.

“No,” she whispered. It couldn’t leave. Not yet. She needed to know for sure. Charlotte took a step toward the shadows, but before she could reach out again, the wraith was gone. 

“Well done, Sand,” drawled the prince. “You’ve chased it away. Do you know who sent it, at least?” 

Charlotte’s hands began to shake. 

“I think it’s Lieutenant Grandier,” she said, voice fractured. 

Had Grandier's reaction to the wraith in the throne room been an act, then? Or was he simply poor at blocking those he wasn't wielding himself?

Artus laughed, but when Charlotte swayed on her feet and sank onto the edge of an overstuffed chair, his face sobered. 

“You aren’t joking,” he said. 

Charlotte shook her head. “I know what I saw.” 

The prince rubbed at his face, then cursed brilliantly, eyes catching on a covered silver tray on a side table. Charlotte’s mind churned, trying to make sense of what the wraith had shown her. The cardinal wanted the Order finished. A wielder haunting the prince made everything more complicated and dangerous. But if the two problems were one—if the cardinal wanted the Order gone because she was using a wielder, then it wasn’t complicated at all.

“She wants the throne.” Charlotte met Artus’s gaze.

“Why not just kill me?” said Artus. “Why the torment?”

“She has to keep the public on her side,” said Charlotte. “She wants to be seen as a benevolent ruler, not a conqueror. If you’re dead, who does the throne pass to?”

“I have no heir,” said Artus. “The council would choose a new ruler after a full inquiry into my death.”

“Which would not go well for Lorraine if her plot was discovered,” said Charlotte. She leaned toward Artus, elbows on her knees. “If you’re judged incompetent while she’s still regent? Does the council still choose?” 

“Yes,” said Artus, realization dawning. “But without the inquiry, she’d likely have the public’s favor to take the crown.”

Artus sat back heavily onto the chaise and began to laugh. The sound grated like a blade against glass, and the wild light in the prince’s eyes brought Charlotte close to panic. When he met Charlotte’s eyes again, his were bright and clear. 

“I’ve never been anything but a puppet,” he said. Charlotte wanted to argue, but the prince stopped her. “No one is going to believe you.”

“No one,” echoed Charlotte. The Order was out of time. 

Artus swept the cover off the tray and watched Charlotte with incredibly green eyes. L’apaisement. The prince’s face was drawn with need, and his hand shook uncontrollably as it reached for the liquid. This wasn’t a choice the prince made in order to forget his past or make his present bearable. Artus needed the blue vial because, without it, he would fall apart. Her heart broke for him. 

“You find me wanting, Lady Sand,” said Artus. 

Charlotte tried to hide her feelings, but it was never as easy as letting them all flow out. Especially after the wraiths she confronted in the last twenty-four hours. Exhaustion was seated deep in her bones. 

The prince smiled. “Don’t worry. Most people do.”

“I have never found you wanting, Highness,” she said, offering a wan smile.

Charlotte leaned her head against the chair. Any moment now, Montaigne would retrieve her, and she would be no closer to taking down Grandier than she had been the day her brother had died. 

“In a way, it is fitting that this drug has ruined me,” Artus drawled. “After all, it is the reason everything fell apart.”

Charlotte looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

“The cardinal would have me believe myself abandoned,” he said, keeping his voice down, gaze flicking to the closed doors. “But if that is not true—if the Order stands for me still—and we are to work together to fight this, then we must trust each other. Which means I must tell you everything.” 

When Artus gestured for Charlotte to sit beside him on the chaise, she did, picking at a loose thread in the blue fabric instead of meeting his eyes. 

“The night my parents died is a blur,” said Artus quietly. “Someone slipped l’apaisement into my drink. Given that way, the reaction is extreme. I started seeing things. Shadows. Darkness. I attacked my parents, and the camp fell into chaos. I am what allowed the Order to be taken by surprise. I did not kill my parents, but I may as well have.”

The prince shifted, leaning to rest his head on the chaise and stare listlessly at the ceiling.

“After that night, the drug took hold,” he continued. “Had your father lived, maybe he could have helped me bear it. Then I wouldn’t have craved the false peace it brought. We’ll never know.” Artus’s voice broke. “And that is all my fault.”

Charlotte’s heart cracked open for the prince. For the boy he’d been then, barely ten. Artus’s head rolled toward her, his lips spreading into a sad smile. 

“No one loves the wicked, Lady Sand,” he said. “And that’s what that night made me.”

“That’s a lie,” said Charlotte, barely resisting the urge to reach for Artus’s hand. 

“It’s not,” said Artus, looking away, voice stronger than she’d heard it. Then a whisper. “It’s not.” 

“You said yourself you didn’t hurt your parents,” said Charlotte. “You can’t be held accountable for what an assassin snuck into your drink.”

He turned to her fully, raising one leg up onto the chaise and wrapping an arm around his knee. 

“Your father did not die protecting me.” 

Charlotte’s mouth opened, but Artus stopped her. 

“Please,” he begged. “Please, or I’ll never say it.” 

Charlotte dropped her gaze to the fabric of the chaise between them. The weave seemed to move, bold blues blending together like wraiths against a dark sky. 

The prince’s eyes fluttered, and a single tear slipped down his cheek. 

“When I attacked my parents, the Order moved me to my own tent. Your father tried to reassure me, to keep me from hurting myself, but it only made things worse. He never saw the knife I pulled from my boot, and when I came back to myself, Jonas Sand—the only man who’d truly taught me anything—was dead at my feet.”

Charlotte tried to swallow but found that she couldn’t move. 

Surprisingly, her vision remained clear. No darkness. No burning fury. It was buried deep, muddled with sadness and something shaped oddly like regret. Artus hadn’t asked for this life. He hadn’t asked for murdered parents or for the blame to be set squarely on the shoulders of the Order. He hadn’t asked to be manipulated and used—pushed into addiction instead of protected. 

And still, his hand had held the blade that had taken Charlotte’s father. She saw now why Artus had wanted to confess. If he took the throne, and the Order was reinstated, would this knowledge allow her to protect Artus with her life and the lives of those she cared about? 

Charlotte honestly didn’t know. Her next words were quiet, but firm. “What do you expect me to say?” 

Artus dropped his chin to his chest.

“I am not asking you to forgive me,” breathed Artus. 

When his eyes met hers, they brimmed with regret, but beneath the guilt he carried, Charlotte saw the prince’s determination. 

The door to the hall opened, and the captain’s clipped voice rang through the foyer. “Sand.”

“Coming.” 

Artus caught her hand and flashed her one last sad smile. “Not forgiveness, just a chance. None of us can beat her alone.”

“Sand.” Montaigne’s boots echoed in the entryway, but Artus leaned in to whisper. 

“You must get away from him.” Artus pressed a small key into her hand. “That room isn’t what it seems. Check the paneling. Then get the Order out of this damned city.”

Charlotte leaned back to search Artus’s face, but Montaigne wrapped a hand around her arm and turned her toward the door. 

“Your cousin will see you as soon as he’s able,” called Artus, his voice light, as if they’d been having afternoon tea. 

Charlotte heard what wasn’t said. 

If the Order fled, Micah could find them. And like René had taught her, sometimes you had to cut your losses. There was always a time to run. 
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The key bit into Charlotte’s palm as Montaigne led her down the hall. Halfway to the stairs, the captain approached a tapestry and shoved it aside, revealing a door. When the captain unlocked it and gestured for her to enter, Charlotte raised her chin and stepped over the threshold. 

She only had to be patient enough for him to leave, then she could follow Artus’s instructions and get out of this blasted city. Everything was falling down around their heads, and Charlotte was under no illusion that the remnant of the Order could take on Grandier and the cardinal from their current position. 

First, she had to get back to Worth.

Charlotte slipped the key into the pocket of her settling robes and took in the room. Layers of dust confirmed that it hadn’t seen recent use. The narrow bed had probably belonged to a valet at some point. This was somewhere an important servant could sleep while remaining at the beck and call of their monarch. Which meant there was probably a door leading from this room into Artus’s chambers. 

Behind her, the door closed. Charlotte turned as Montaigne shoved a shaking hand through his hair then began removing sheets from a couch and a tiny table with two chairs near a cold hearth. 

The setting sun angled through a single window and Charlotte watched the light shift, turning the mountains to the north pink and apricot against a purpling sky. 

“If you’re looking for a way out, I wouldn’t try that,” said Montaigne. He bent to the hearth and crafted a nest of kindling taken from the ancient iron bin against the wall. “You may get it open, but you’re at the top of Tower Tristain. The outer wall is perfectly smooth. Only a spider could make the climb, and only a bird could survive the leap.”

Montaigne struck a flint and the kindling caught. He leaned to blow on the ember, then stacked a bundle of sticks over the growing flame. Standing, the captain dusted his hands on his breeches. 

“When the guards arrive, I’ll send someone for more wood.” 

“I shouldn’t need much,” said Charlotte. “After all, I walk free if the Parson and the Avalanche meet your demands?” 

She watched Montaigne carefully, trying to decipher if he knew the cardinal’s plans to keep her regardless, or if he truly thought Charlotte would be released. Did he know how the cardinal spoke of him? Like a tool? Or worse, a toy? Charlotte’s stomach twisted and bile rose. In that respect, Montaigne was not unlike a wielded wraith. A dark means to an end that would no doubt be disastrous for the country of Niveaux. 

 Instead of answering her, Montaigne lowered himself onto the couch. 

“What are you doing?” snapped Charlotte. 

He raised one leg to cross the other. “Waiting for reinforcements.”

“You can wait outside.” The key felt impossibly heavy in Charlotte’s pocket. “It’s been a long day, Captain, and I would like some privacy.”

Montaigne’s smile was sharp. 

“There is no circumstance under which I leave you alone in this room, Sand,” he said. “It has been a rather long day. If I were you, I’d find a seat and get comfortable.”

Charlotte sighed and crossed to the window, avoiding Montaigne’s profile against the growing light from the fireplace. This would not do at all. His presence was a barrier to her escape and, Charlotte had to admit, completely distracting at a time when she desperately needed to think. This man was dangerous. Yet the connection between them dragged at her, pulling taut until she almost joined him on the couch just to make it stop. 

She drew a slow breath, doing her best to ignore him, but Charlotte was tired from her encounters with the wraiths, not to mention weeks of training and little sleep. There was no way she could incapacitate Montaigne, but once he was gone, there would be multiple soldiers to deal with. 

She had to get him to leave, and she had to do it fast.

“I need a bath,” she said.

He didn’t flinch. “I’ll make sure your interior guards are female.”

Charlotte scoffed. “You think that matters?”

His eyes found her then, stoicism turning to exasperation. 

“How could it not?” 

Charlotte knew she shouldn’t engage with Montaigne, but perhaps that was exactly what she needed to do to make him leave. She met his granite gaze without flinching and said, “Fill a tub and find out.” 

Montaigne went absolutely still. Eventually, his nostrils flared as he inhaled, and Charlotte watched his throat bob in a thick swallow. 

 “Why do you do that?” he said, turning away from her to face the fire again. “Make me uncomfortable on purpose?” 

Suddenly, Charlotte wasn’t playing anymore. She was so tired of his supposed honor when his actions were nothing short of barbaric.

“Because I meant what I said earlier,” she said, seething. “You are a monster. Monsters deserve to be uncomfortable.” 

Montaigne didn’t look away from the fire, but the captain brought his right hand to his opposite bracer. She heard a minute click. Montaigne flinched. 

Charlotte looked around the room for something she might be able to knock him over the head with, but it was woefully empty of decor. She could try one of the chairs, but he would see her before she even raised it over her head. 

Damn it. 

Charlotte leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the window. Even from here the smell of Montaigne teased her nose. Sage and rainwater—as if he had just come in from a day in the woods. Charlotte closed her eyes and bit the inside of her cheek. She did not need to think about what he smelled like. She most certainly should not think about why he smelled that way. About flecks of sage floating on water.

Across the room, Montaigne sighed heavily. “The other day,” he said, “in the baths?” 

Charlotte’s head whipped around. Surely, he could not read her that well. Montaigne crossed to her, keeping his distance and leaning a narrow hip against the dark paneling. 

“You told me there was a wielder in the city,” he said, and relief bloomed in Charlotte’s chest, deflating just as quickly and leaving her oddly empty. 

“I thought it impossible,” continued Montaigne, “but after today . . . what you unleashed in the throne room—”

“That was not wielding,” said Charlotte. 

“I know.” Montaigne’s eyes closed for the barest moment, then he looked at Charlotte. “I know.” 

That could not have been easy for the captain to admit. 

Montaigne did not try to hide the shaking in his hands as he balled them into fists and looked out the window, toward the mountains. The magnetism between them strengthened, his dark and her light, and Charlotte ground her teeth against the primal need to step toward him. His jaw caught a sliver of the setting sun and Charlotte was reminded of that same jaw, unshaven and golden in the torchlight, surrounded by smoking sage. His bare shoulders. The strange scar on his chest. 

Charlotte cleared her throat. 

“You have to admit that disbanding the Order in the midst of these attacks makes no sense,” she said evenly. “Even with your famed control, wielded wraiths are not something you can shield yourself from.”

The captain’s face was a blank slab of granite, the sliver of dusky light from the window slicing his face in two. 

“Even if that is so,” said Montaigne, “why would I trust you to help? The woman who can’t control herself long enough to keep a sack of bones settled?”

Charlotte stepped right into the captain’s space and shoved him back a step.

“That was not my fault!” She shook her head, a familiar burning behind her eyes. Charlotte refused to let those tears fall in front of him. So she latched on to the ice-cold emptiness of her rage and loosed it like an arrow. 

“The cardinal was baiting me,” she said, seething. “She set me up. And it didn’t work.” Charlotte’s voice cracked. “I was doing well. Until Grandier brought my grandmother in, bleeding and wearing chains heavy enough for a man three times her size.”

Montaigne’s eyes closed, and he flinched as if the words had been physical blows.

“My grandmother,” continued Charlotte, stepping closer until Montaigne couldn’t help but look at her. “The woman who sent you cake and jam. The woman who patched your knee when we climbed that rotted out tree and you fell—” 

Montaigne’s head snapped up, his gray eyes intense and flecked with green. 

“You remember.” 

It was not a question, so Charlotte didn’t answer. She met his gaze openly. Captain Montaigne turned his back to the wall and slid until he sat in the floor, elbows on his knees. He raked his hands through his hair before resting his head in them. 

“Of course, I remember,” said Charlotte. Though he didn’t deserve an explanation, she couldn’t help but give one. “It took a while. You changed your name. We are both so different.”

“We are,” said Montaigne, head falling back to lean against the wall. “And we aren’t.” He was silent so long that Charlotte wondered if he might be falling asleep. Then he whispered, “I am still afraid of the dark.”

Charlotte sat on the edge of the small bed, feeling incredibly small. His admission broke something inside her, and the words tumbled out before she could stop them. 

“I’m supposed to fight that dark,” she said, voice shaking. “But I am so damn inadequate, and I’ve lost everything.” Charlotte watched the last of the sun’s light blink out over the mountains, tears weaving silent tracks over her cheeks. The small room felt cold despite the fire without the golden glow. 

“Gods, Sand,” said Montaigne, his voice tight, and the captain cleared his throat. “Everything you’ve lost is my fault. I wish desperately I could take it all back.”

She met his eyes, already shaking her head. 

“That isn’t true,” she said. 

Montaigne’s lips flattened, and he opened his mouth then closed it in defeat. 

“I know you wish things were different,” said Charlotte. “The worst thing is that they could be. You could be that boy again, but you won’t choose him. You will always choose the red.”

Charlotte pulled her legs onto the bed and turned her back to Montaigne before lying down. Pressure built in her chest as her heart pounded and her breathing quickened. Her tears would not stop anytime soon, and they would not be silent. So, heedless of her audience, Charlotte let them come. 

She closed her eyes and saw William, too young to inherit the role of father but doing his best. The birthdays he’d made magical. And the times he’d fallen short—belittled her ideas or teased her instead of encouraging her. But, even on his worst day, Charlotte had never doubted that William had loved her. 

It had been stupid of her to want a place in the Order. A sob escaped as Charlotte admitted to herself that the responsibility of being attached to a Guardian was quite shit. Though she wouldn’t give up her partnership with Worth, she desperately missed the days of walking her orchards and comforting the dead. 

Like William—like her father—those orchards were no more. 

Her father would have known what to do. He would have saved William. He would have woken Worth and kept their family and their home safe. Then he would have ridden to the capital and known exactly how to set everything to rights. 

But deep down, Charlotte knew Jonas Sand was bigger in her memories than he’d ever been in life, and living up to the ideals of a ghost was just so hard. She’d tried. And she would probably keep trying. But she would fail. Like she’d been failing, over and over.

“Sand.” Montaigne’s voice was uncomfortably close, and Charlotte’s eyes shot open to see him kneeling beside the bed. 

He reached his hands toward her on the coverlet, then stopped, as if he knew his touch would not be welcome. His face was twisted in pain, and he closed his eyes to breathe through his nose. 

“Sand,” he said again. “What can I do?”

Charlotte almost laughed, but a sob broke free. Didn’t he know he’d done enough? 

“Get away from me,” she said, hating the weakness in her voice. She couldn’t even bring herself to scream at him. 

The captain shook his head. “I’m not being altruistic,” he said, pushing the words through a clenched jaw. “I need you to feel better.”

Charlotte watched as Montaigne dug his hands into the blanket, knuckles white. She was hurting him. This connection between them, his pain, and her ability to extend hope—in this moment, they were reversed. Her grief was a flood, and it was threatening to capsize him. Though he would have her believe it was selfish, the connection between them could not lie. He could not stand to see her in pain.

This was not what Charlotte needed. She didn’t care that Luc de Montaigne was torn. That something in him called to her. That he seemed ready to do anything to stop her tears. She desperately did not want to care. 

But she couldn’t help but wonder why things couldn’t have turned out differently for both of them. What could this tortured boy have become if he’d never left the safety of her orchards? 

Their eyes met, and in the look Montaigne pinned on her, she saw the fierce truth of their shared grief. Her anguish was his. Everything she mourned, he did as well. Luc de Montaigne was still that scared boy she’d given a puppy. Circumstances had forced him to bury that child beneath a veneer of control and learned indifference. 

Her tears were still falling, but they weren’t for herself any longer. These tears fell for Leo Washer—for that sweet, endearing boy who had always been afraid of the dark. 

Charlotte sat up and Montaigne searched her eyes, his own holding as much longing as they did confusion, and it made Charlotte’s heart race. His gaze didn’t falter as he reached out and wrapped her hand in his own. Warmth spread up Charlotte’s arm, and the connection between them crackled, then ebbed, as if sighing in relief. Montaigne’s calloused thumb brushed Charlotte’s knuckles, and a single tear slipped from his eye. Then the captain dropped her fingers as if he'd been scalded and leaped to his feet. The sudden separation wound Charlotte as tight as a bowstring and, as he made to turn away, Charlotte was off the bed reaching. 

She gripped his red jacket in both fists, hauled him close, and—

Kissed him. 

Montaigne stumbled into her—his full weight slamming them into the wall beside the bed. Their teeth clashed before he righted himself, but instead of pulling back or flinging her away, the captain braced himself against the stone. 

And fell desperately into the kiss. 

Charlotte’s tears mingled with the salty tracks on Montaigne’s face. She pulled his lower lip into her mouth and he gasped, then stifled his sob by returning the favor. Their energies intertwined, reaching, roiling, neither darkness nor light but some strange, murky twilight. She felt his fear and wanted to calm it, but her grief was too strong. It weighed both of them down, and they sank to their knees on the carpet. 

This was madness. 

But it was also a moment, and Charlotte would be damned if she’d let it be stolen from them like everything else.

She ran a hand up Montaigne’s neck, the softness of his hair taking her by surprise as much as the small, helpless noise that escaped him. Montaigne found her waist and hauled her toward him until she straddled his thighs, her settling robes bunching between them, and Charlotte opened her mouth to meet his fury with her own. This was more heat than she’d expected. More than she’d known could exist. She both craved it and longed to shove it away, afraid it might burn her alive. 

His hand moved up Charlotte’s side until it cradled the back of her neck, thumb brushing her jaw. She felt the shiver in her core, and as they broke away for a breath, another sob escaped. Montaigne silenced it with his lips, leaning forward until Charlotte slid from his lap. He drew his mouth along her jaw, down her neck, his arm beneath her as he gently lowered her back to the floor. 

It was too much. All of it. The wanting and the pain fought within Charlotte until she did the only thing she could. She reached inside, gathered it in her chest, and shared it. 

Something erupted between them. A concussion of power threw Montaigne back, eyes wide with surprise and pain before he hit the wall and slid to the ground, out cold. 

Charlotte stared in shock. Montaigne's lower lip was deliciously, sickeningly swollen, and Charlotte could still feel the rawness where his invisible stubble had grated against her sensitive skin. Her stomach swam with a mix of fury and something else entirely as Charlotte dug into her robes and found the key with shaking hands. 

She hadn’t meant to hurt him, and part of her desperately hoped he was uninjured, but she had to go. Now. 

Charlotte ran her hands along the paneling in the wall nearest Artus’s rooms. When a piece of the molding moved beneath her fingers, she twisted it to reveal a small brass keyhole. Inserting the key, Charlotte turned until something gave, and the wall opened just enough for her to slip through. 

She looked back, watching Montaigne’s chest rise and fall. Heart hammering in her chest, lips tender and bereft, she wiped the tears from her face, wondering how many had belonged to him. Charlotte watched Luc de Montaigne on the floor, face finally free of tortured grief, and she was reminded starkly of the wraith of the boy in Sparrow’s Glen, hovering over his broken body, too full of anger and fear to follow the light. 

“I see you,” she whispered. 

Charlotte slipped into the passage, closing the wall behind her.
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Charlotte Sand had chipped his damn tooth. Eyes still closed, echoes of Sand’s grief making him raw, Luc’s tongue found the newly sharpened edge of his left canine. He flinched with the need to punch something, and that’s when he felt the shackles on his wrists. 

 Luc’s throat constricted, heart pounding as his eyes flew open. He was hanging from the ceiling in a set of chains, his shoulders pulling painfully. Luc struggled to take his weight onto his feet, bare torso heaving with the effort it took to breathe.

Bare. 

Where, for the love of the gods, was his jacket? Where was his shirt? 

Luc scrambled for any memory of how he’d gotten here. He’d been watching Sand. Waiting for the Watch. Then his stomach clenched, heat roaring through him as he closed his eyes. 

She had kissed him. 

He had kissed her back.

Then she had attacked him. 

“There he is,” said the cardinal. Her voice was honey laced with arsenic, and Luc finally recognized his surroundings. 

He was in her chambers. Though it had been more than a year since he’d been punished like this, Luc knew what was coming. 

“She escaped?” he said, squeezing his eyes closed, slowing his breathing to steady his racing heart. 

This would go better for him if he could find his walls. 

Walls Charlotte Sand had absolutely obliterated. 

“She did,” snapped the cardinal. “We have lost every bit of leverage. We captured St. Claire and, with her, the heart of Bella Charis, but the grandmother released? Sand allowed to escape? Your Watch found you collapsed on the floor, thoroughly disheveled.” 

Luc felt the color rise in his cheeks. Sand had kissed him. And Luc had completely lost control. She had stolen his breath and dignity, and he had paid for it. Drawn into her grief until she’d weaponized it—flung it at him like a blade he’d been unable to block. Even now he felt hollow. Her light had dimmed, and in her desperation, he’d seen his own vile choices mirrored back at him. One by one. 

No wonder she thought him a monster. 

If Charlotte Sand could fall to the dark, there truly was no hope left for him. 

“Where are you right now?” The cardinal’s voice recalled him to the present. 

Wariness shone from her dark eyes as they combed over his face. Luc clenched his jaw and tried to focus as she raised a finger and traced the L-shaped scar on his chest with a fingernail. 

The touch covered his body in gooseflesh, and the cardinal smiled. Then she dragged her finger down the middle of Luc’s chest, along his stomach. He yanked on his restraints, but they held. 

“Stop,” he said, voice firm as he faced the cardinal’s questioning gaze. 

Her eyes narrowed, smile sharp. “It isn’t just any woman you need, then,” she said. “Like some Red Jackets who make their vows before they’re old enough to see what they may be giving up?” The words were clinical, as if she were satisfying curiosity instead of accusing Luc of breaking his vows. “There is something about her.”

Luc shook his head, denying the accusation, even as shame washed over him. “No,” he said. “She took me by surprise. I hit my head.” 

As thin as the explanation was, it was all Luc was prepared to give. 

“Good,” said the cardinal. “Because I need you, Captain, to keep the throne safe and the capital stable.” 

She dug her sharp nail into the scar on his chest, and Luc bit back a scream. Blood welled in the open wound as the cardinal began retracing the letter she’d branded him with when he’d become captain. 

Old habits came flooding back, and Luc dove into his mind for respite from the pain. It would be over soon. He only had to breathe. Luc reached for his mother’s memory. For the day Sharp had befriended him in basic training. For the day he’d been promoted.

But the only face that would surface was that of Charlotte Sand, slick with their combined tears as he pulled her into his lap and lost himself. Her emotions crested over him again, and the burning of the cardinal’s nail in his flesh combined with Sand’s pain split him open. He cried out, unable to get the impressions Sand had given him out of her head. His own face, the day her brother had died. His dismissive air in the cemetery. Her orchards, the trees nothing but blackened skeletons in heaps of ash.

Then something else flashed, and Luc gasped. Not all she had experienced in the past month had been darkness and pain. Pol Baudin, healing her wounds. St. Claire’s anger, but also an irreplaceable gift of kindness. René Durand’s smile—bright and warm as the sun itself.

Charlotte Sand may have attacked him on purpose, but she had definitely not been in control. Just as the Parson would have stormed the gates to save her, Charlotte Sand would come for her friends. 

“I can get her back,” he gasped. 

The cardinal stopped just shy of the second loop in the cursive L but did not remove her hand. She raised her brow expectantly and Luc breathed through the pain, attempting to make sense of what he’d seen. 

“Sand’s attack,” he breathed. “She showed me things. Mostly pain.” 

“But?” snapped the cardinal. 

Luc raised his eyes and set his jaw, determined to make her see. “She cares about Durand and St. Claire. You say we’ve lost leverage, but I’m telling you we still have it. Whether or not we have Sand, the ultimatum stands.” 

The cardinal opened her mouth, but Luc spoke over her. 

“Hang them publicly. The Order will not let it happen, and I promise you, once they step onto palace grounds, I will not let them leave.” 

Lorraine’s eyes narrowed, but she raised her arms to unlock his wrists. Luc stumbled but regained his balance just as the cardinal slapped his jacket into the fresh wound on his chest. He flinched but didn’t cry out. 

“Go,” said the cardinal. 

Luc slipped on the jacket without his shirt and rushed through fastening it as he headed for the door. 

“Captain?” said the cardinal. He stopped. “If you fail me again, I will write my name with a knife sharp enough to cut through bone.” 

Luc nodded and left the cardinal’s suite, ignoring the Red Jackets stationed at the door. They had probably been the ones to discover him. To remove his clothing and string him up, still unconscious. Darkness edged Luc’s vision, and he gasped. 

Slow it, still it, seal it tight. 

He ignored the pain in his chest and called for Sharp as soon as he entered his rooms. While he waited for Godot to relay the message, Luc filled the basin in his bathing chamber and splashed his face and head with water. He looked at himself in the mirror and pulled back his lip to see the newly chipped canine. Charlotte Sand may have gotten the better of him, but it wasn’t going to happen again. 

She had assured him that she wasn’t wielding the wraiths in the palace, but then she’d attacked him in a way that had felt entirely too familiar. Her darkness had overrun him, and in the aftermath, Luc felt like a fool. He’d wanted to believe the best of her. That, no matter what life had taken from her, there was a light that could not be extinguished. At some point, however, Luc had to be honest with himself.

Could the attack on Artus have been her as well? Luc wanted to believe that he would have felt the bones if Sand was wielding. But what if he was wrong? What if he had been fooled and had allowed a monster to walk right into the prince’s rooms? 

“Captain?” 

Luc glanced over his shoulder to see Godot returned. 

“Lieutenant Sharp is on her way,” said the old man, his eyes locked on the dark stain bleeding through Luc’s jacket. Godot’s voice brooked no argument when he pointed at the edge of the tub and said, “Sit.”

Luc suffered the man’s ministrations as Godot peeled away the red leather, revealing the fresh wound. Godot’s jaw clenched, his old eyes flashing with something akin to rage. 

Then it was gone, and Godot was once again the attentive valet. He prepared a bowl of warm water and added wormwood oil. Then the old man dipped in a rag and pressed it to Luc’s raw chest. Again, and again, until the wound was clean. He swabbed ointment into the angry flesh and covered it with a bandage, wrapping the binding all the way around Luc’s torso before securing it. 

Then Godot’s deep-set eyes locked onto Luc’s, his next words quiet but full of conviction.

“This,” he said, indicating Luc’s wound, “is not love. And it does not deserve your loyalty.”

Luc stared, uncertain he had heard the old man correctly. 

“There is a fresh shirt and jacket on your bed, Captain,” said Godot. 

The valet turned to leave, but Luc cleared his throat. “Godot,” he said. 

The old man halted in the doorway. 

“Thank you,” breathed the captain. 

For the shirt and jacket, perhaps. For the care and dressing of his wound. For the honesty. Godot seemed to hear it all. The old man nodded once and left Luc to dress.

Freshly clothed, Luc followed Sharp’s voice back into the sitting room. 

“Lieutenant,” he said. “Have a scaffold erected in the palace plaza.” 

He crossed to the clock case and opened it, reaching for Jonas Sand’s sword. Godot was nowhere to be seen and Luc felt relief, though he didn’t care to analyze it. He tossed the sword to Sharp. “Give it to Grandier. Send him for the executioner.”

Sharp nodded, but her mouth pulled thin as she looked at the sword in her hands. 

“Are you sure, Captain?” 

Luc reached into the weapons case and pulled out his claws. A chill rippled along his arm as he sheathed them at his waist, but he dug deep for his barriers—for the calm he had made for himself when everyone else had failed him. He looked at Sharp. 

“I’m sure we’d better not fail.” 

The Parson and Jonas Sand had been right. Luc could not depend on anyone else for peace. He had to fight for it himself. At the moment, that meant fighting the monster Charlotte Sand was becoming, even if it broke him in two. 
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Charlotte slowed in the catacombs near the Hotel de Jute to catch her breath. She rounded a corner and descended a shallow staircase, but before her boots hit level ground, a hand covered her mouth and strong arms wrapped around her from behind. 

Charlotte kicked out, but the arms tightened. Maple filled the passage and a deep voice said, “Charlotte?”

The Avalanche let go of her mouth and spun her into a hug. She inhaled the maple greedily, allowing his added strength to seep into her weary bones. When Pol pulled back, his eyes were bright yellow and brimmed with tears. 

“Did he let you go?” asked Pol.

Charlotte shook her head and tried to keep her voice from shaking. “No,” she said. “Artus gave me access to a hidden door. I couldn’t get to René. I’m so sorry—” 

Pol hauled her into his chest again and held her for a full minute before leading her toward the safe house. Charlotte bit her lip, the ache in her chest throbbing, though she’d been emptied of tears.

The two of them walked in silence until they entered the safe house kitchen. Worth looked up from the bag he was packing and vaulted the table to get to Charlotte. He pulled her against him gently and rested his cheek against the top of her head. 

“The Old God was listening today,” he breathed against her hair, voice tight.

The Parson sniffed, then ushered her through the sitting room and down the hall to the training space where Marta was going through weapons. Swords were scattered at her feet, and a pile of crossbows had been pulled from the wall. Marta rushed to Charlotte, and after the appropriate amount of admonishment, Charlotte sank to join her on the floor. 

Pol leaned against the wall, but Worth dragged a chair closer to Charlotte and spun it around to sit in it backward. The Parson refused to meet Pol’s eyes, and the set of his jaw told Charlotte he still hadn’t forgiven the Avalanche for pulling him from the throne room. 

“Grandmother is upstairs, sleeping,” said Marta, and Charlotte felt relief like the first rays of sun after the last freeze. “She couldn't tell us much about her trip north.”

“Was she hurt very badly?” asked Charlotte. 

Marta took her hand, shaking her head. “A few deep cuts. One wrist was broken, but it’s already healing.”

Charlotte smiled at Pol, and the Avalanche tipped an imaginary hat in her direction, then said, “How, exactly, did you get out?”

Charlotte closed her eyes and leaned against Marta’s shoulder. She recounted her path through the passages of the palace and, eventually, into the city and catacombs but kept the details of how she’d incapacitated Montaigne to herself. 

Once she wrapped her head around what had actually happened—what she had done—Charlotte had begun to shake. She’d woven her way through the city in the dark, her heart and lips raw from her encounter with Montaigne, and her mind fractured over the fact that she had attacked him with her grief. Forced it toward him with an intent that was the opposite of everything her grandmother had ever taught her. 

“Charlotte?” Marta’s voice cut through her thoughts, and Charlotte looked up to see every gaze on her. 

Worth, in particular, studied her with eyes that held a million questions, while at the same time giving her the impression that he knew. 

She would tell him about what had happened as soon as they were alone. Because, though it would embarrass and shame her to admit she’d kissed Montaigne, she had to know that the cardinal wasn’t right. That she wasn’t giving in to the dark. 

“Did you see St. Claire?” asked her Guardian.

“No,” said Charlotte. “But they have Charis.”

“There’s no way she would let them pry Charis from anything but her dead hands,” said Pol darkly. 

 Silence descended and the weight of it threatened to crush Charlotte, once and for all. 

Pol ran a weary hand over his face as his deep voice rumbled through his beard. “What are we going to do?” 

“We have to get out of the city,” said Marta. She turned to Charlotte. “Montaigne will not rest until he finds you.”

Charlotte read the trepidation in Marta’s face. If the cardinal and Montaigne had burned the orchards in retaliation for Worth’s waking, what would they do this time? 

“Artus agreed,” said Charlotte. 

“We are no use to the prince two steps from the scaffold,” said Worth. “We’ll get clear and allow things to calm down.” 

Marta nudged Charlotte with her shoulder. “Grandmother wants to find the stores of black powder and burn it all down around the cardinal’s ears on our way out.” 

“I’m game,” said Pol darkly. 

A smile pulled at Charlotte’s mouth, but she turned to the Guardians, and there was no longer a tremor in her voice. 

“I’ll do whatever you two decide, but I’m not doing it without René,” she said. “And St. Claire, if there is even the smallest chance she was captured. If Montaigne follows through, they’ll hang tomorrow. Unless we turn ourselves in and hand over your hearts.”

“We cannot surrender,” said a voice from the door. Charlotte looked up to see her grandmother, bruised but sure on her feet. “The cardinal lied about returning the Guardians’ hearts then framed you for wielding. Even if you gave in to her demands, she would walk René and St. Claire onto that scaffold and hang you right along with them.”

Charlotte crossed the room and wrapped her grandmother in a gentle embrace. 

“I know,” she said. “But I won’t leave them. We’re the reason René is there in the first place. If I had been able to control myself in the throne room—”

“The cardinal would have found another way to crush us,” said Worth. “But I agree. We get to René, keep our eyes and ears open for any sign of St. Claire, then we leave the capital and regroup.”

Pol looked stricken. 

“He wouldn’t want us risking this,” he said, jaw clenched. 

“Guardians first?” said Charlotte. 

“NO!” yelled Pol. “It’s Petras all over again! René is a boy, but he takes on the entire world for those he loves, whether it’s his responsibility or not. If we pull him out of there, Charlotte, and you die in the process, he will never recover.”

Charlotte stood a little straighter, meeting the maple Guardian’s autumn gaze. 

“Then we’d better do it right. And we're going to need the Broken Bird.” 
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Luc stepped onto the royal dais alongside the hastily built scaffold, his -fresh captain’s jacket shining like blood. He was armed to the teeth:  rapier at his hip, throwing knives in every hidden sheath he owned, and his infamous claws strapped to his belt. Beside him stood Artus, rigid but clear-eyed, Micah LeBeau towering just behind.  Luc focused on the plaza and told himself he wasn’t nervous. There was no way the Order would let their compatriots hang. Sand, the Parson, and the Avalanche would be here, and Luc was ready. 

“No cardinal this afternoon?” Artus cocked a hip against the wooden rail.

“She’ll be here,” said Luc, eyes still trained on the plaza and empty scaffold. He rested his hands on the handles of his claws to draw strength from their familiarity.

 The air in the plaza cooled. Luc inhaled and pushed the darkness nudging the edges of his consciousness away. Slow it, still it, seal it tight. If Sand brought bones to this fight, Luc would be hard-pressed to hold himself together. 

On the far side of the palace plaza, the door to the dungeons opened, and Grandier led a group of the Watch toward the platform. The lieutenant wore the Sand family sword and a smirk that begged to be beaten from his scarred face. Sand had wanted to kill the man for weeks now. 

Luc smiled grimly.

She would not choose today to stand there and do nothing.

“Twelfth hell,” whispered Artus, and Luc had to bite back his own curse when he saw the prisoners in the back of the cart.

Raquel St. Claire stared at Grandier through swollen eyes. Her lip was split, blood running freely from the wound, but there was no doubt that the woman was working through a thousand ways to kill Grandier with her bare, bound hands.

René Durand was on his knees, covered in blood, and still as a grave. 

The silent crowd made room for the approaching cart. Murmuring began near the dungeon door, then spread through the mass of people. Within minutes, Luc could feel the discontent like a rumble in the palace’s foundations. Though the crowd had been eager to see the members of the Order hang, apparently the sight of the boy, broken and barely conscious, made them uncomfortable. Luc watched as an old woman made the sign of the Old God’s blessing in Durand’s direction. 

He ran a thumb along each of his opal blade handles and sent up a prayer to the Silent Gods. 

Steady. Keep me steady. 

A cold breeze mussed Luc’s hair, and he swallowed as the wagon neared the scaffold. St. Claire’s mouth was gagged, no doubt to keep her from yelling obscenities. Durand hadn’t been gagged, and the slack line of his jaw made him look even younger than his sixteen years. 

The cart stopped, and Grandier climbed into it and kicked the boy onto the platform. His body hit with a heavy, wet sound, and Durand tried to roll to his knees, groaning. When St. Claire stepped forward as if to help, Grandier yanked on the rope tying her hands, spinning her away.

Pulling his eyes from the painful scene, Luc scanned the crowd. His Watch was stationed around the plaza. Red jackets, not in uniform, were dispersed throughout the crowd at random. Streets beyond the palace and the catacombs were guarded. Once the Order stepped into this plaza, they would turn over their hearts, or die fighting. One way or another, this ended today.

Grandier threw curses upon René Durand as he hauled him to his feet. Slouched, head hung low and seeping blood, the boy was brought to the noose. It took three guards to hoist St. Claire into position, Grandier keeping far from her, as if the lieutenant knew better than to tempt fate. 

Lieutenant Sharp stepped to Luc’s elbow. 

“We’ve seen Sand and the Parson,” she said. “But not the Avalanche.”

“Oh, he’s here,” said Luc, reading the tension in the plaza. Grandier settled the rope around Durand’s neck. “LeBeau, get the prince to his rooms.”

To the man’s credit, Micah LeBeau nodded and reached for Artus. 

“No,” said the prince, voice ringing with authority, though his hands shook. “I belong here.” 

Luc gripped his knives, ready for a fight, and certainty rippled through him like an otherworldly strength. 

“Sharp, tell Cormac to close the city gates.” 
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Darkness shuddered just beyond Charlotte’s ability to pinpoint it. She and Worth had folded themselves into the crowd, covered in cloaks and attempting not to draw the eyes of those around them. Pol would remain hidden until they needed him to either escort René to safety or use his fists to fight their way out of this plaza. 

The presence of St. Claire on the scaffold filled Charlotte with dread and hope. She hated seeing the noose around the woman’s neck, but at least she was alive. The look St. Claire leveled on Grandier was fierce. If they could get her free, Charlotte knew the woman would wreak havoc.

Cool air trickled through the plaza. Wraiths were near, but not present—the edge of a waking dream—and Charlotte tried to slow her pounding heart. Nearby, wraiths waited for their master to call and direct them, impatience rippling like a cold wind. 

Charlotte’s stomach roiled. 

She had told Worth about the wraith in Artus’s rooms, and the Parson had agreed that they should be wary. Whether or not it was Grandier, if the cardinal was working with a wielder, they would not only face the Watch today. 

They would be fighting the dead.

When Cardinal Lorraine the Pure exited the palace and stepped onto the royal dais, bile rose, but Worth released a bit of lavender and Charlotte inhaled greedily.

“When you feel the wraiths, watch those around you for bones,” said the Parson, tensing with the nearness of so many unsettled spirits. “It could be a weapon. Or an ornament of some kind. One wraith would likely be one small bone. More means someone probaby ground multiple bones and re-formed them into something portable.”

On the scaffold, the noose tightened around René’s neck. His golden eyes caught Charlotte’s, and the resolve in them startled her. She had come to see René as a light, pure and simple. He laughed often and loved everyone within reach harder than any of them deserved. 

“What was the signal again?” asked Worth. 

“There wasn’t one,” said Charlotte.

She’d been right that they needed help. Three of them—five, Charlotte supposed, counting Marta and her grandmother—weren’t enough to free the prisoners and fight their way from the plaza. So Charlotte had spent the hours before dawn scouring the capital for the barkeep with the bird tattoo. Though she and Worth hated it, the success of the day depended on whether or not the Broken Bird could be trusted to come through.

“I still don’t see why they couldn’t kick things off with an arrow through Grandier’s throat,” said Charlotte. 

She raised her eyes to the dais as Captain Montaigne scanned the crowd. He leaned down as the cardinal whispered something into his ear, then the woman stepped to the center of the dais and raised her hands for silence. 

The crowd fell still. Even the wraith-chill dissipated somewhat, as if the souls did not wish to upset the cardinal by stealing the show. 

“People of Tuteurs,” began the cardinal, voice melodic and clear. Her face was lovely, her long white robes pristine and edged in red. But Lorraine’s face reflected not one bit of kindness or care. She was marble brought to life to enact the vengeance of the Silent Gods. 

“The prisoners before you have been convicted of treason,” she continued. 

The crowd roared, cries for mercy few among the calls for blood. Vengeance. Charlotte gripped the hilt of her sword. A conviction required a trial. Like Petras before them, René and St. Claire would not get one. 

The air around them shuddered again, and Worth shifted nervously as the cardinal continued. 

“Raquel St. Claire refused to hand over her Guardian’s heart, defying a royal decree.”

Tension rippled through the plaza as the people shouted curses and spat at St. Claire’s feet. The cardinal smiled and raised her hand again for quiet. 

“René Durand woke a Guardian, defying his prince, and was found in possession of wraiths’ bones with the intent to wield them against the crown.” 

Instead of crying out against the blatant lie, the crowd went eerily silent. People looked at one another, whispering. Could it be true? Was the young boy a wielder? Charlotte’s stomach sank when the fear in each face shifted to hatred. 

Charlotte flinched toward René, but the woman to her right grabbed her wrist and held a single finger to her lips. Tattooed on the woman’s hand in brilliant blue ink was the small symbol of the Broken Bird. The woman’s smile was small but sure, and hope flared in Charlotte’s chest. They were not alone.

“For their crimes against the crown,” yelled the cardinal, “these two will be hung from the neck until dead.”

People surged toward the scaffold, hurling insults and cheering the cardinal’s proclamation. The citizens’ complete shift in loyalty in only a few days had Charlotte’s head spinning. 

On the dais, Artus gripped Micah’s arm and spoke frantically in his ear. The cold buzz in the plaza intensified and, regardless of her training, Charlotte had a difficult time isolating and ignoring it. By the clench in his jaw where he stood behind the cardinal, Montaigne looked to be having the same issue. 

She hated how alike they were, even as she felt the ghost of his lips on her own.

Beside her, Worth glanced toward the plaza walls. Grandmother and Marta had hidden pots of black powder to ensure at least one way out of this plaza, but Charlotte had no idea how the Broken Bird was going to get René and St. Claire free of the scaffold. They were cutting it too damn close. She eyed the woman beside her, then looked back to the stage as the cardinal signaled the executioner. Hooded and masked, the man stepped to the lever that would drop the prisoners to their deaths. He was practically the size of the cart they wheeled René and St. Claire in on. 

Charlotte waited, ready to shrug out of her cloak, but when the executioner’s hand gripped the mechanism, she saw it—a tiny, blue bird standing out against his skin. The man pulled the lever and the world seemed to hold its breath. 

Until it exploded. 

The front of the scaffold blew to pieces, scattering the crowd close enough to be in the path of the debris. Screams of terror filled the plaza as soldiers scrambled to right themselves, and the public clambered over one another for the exits. Some bled from minor injuries, pushing against one another in their haste to escape the chaos. 

On the dais, the cardinal had ducked at the sound of the blast. As Montaigne helped her to her feet, members of the Watch surrounded them both. Micah covered Artus, yelling in the prince’s ear. Charlotte cursed. Why was the prince still here? 

Grandier rushed René and St. Claire with a blade, but maple erupted through the plaza, sending everyone within a hundred feet, including Charlotte and Worth, staggering back. The executioner cut Raquel free, tossed her a sword, and melted into the crowd. Pol lowered his shoulder and sent Grandier flying from the broken scaffold. In one deft motion, the Avalanche dodged a knife thrown by another soldier and cut René’s bonds. 

Charlotte met Worth’s amethyst eyes, and he nodded once. Smoke obscured half the plaza as they leaped onto the platform and joined the Avalanche and Raquel in a loose circle around René. The boy struggled to his knees, breathing shakily. Charlotte held her sword steady as Worth spun his rowan staff and Pol clenched his fists, looking for a path to the walls. 

“Brilliant plan,” croaked René. “Now all we have to do is get out.”

Pol cut his partner a look, but Charlotte searched the crowd, heart pounding. 

“The breach should have already been opened,” she said. “Something is wrong.”

Worth’s jaw clenched, purple eyes flashing as the smoke began to clear, taking their opportunity for cover right along with it. Marta had set the charges, and by now she would be well on her way to the hidden chapel outside the city with Charlotte’s grandmother. 

“What needs to happen?” said St. Claire.

Worth pointed to either side of the plaza. “Powder near the east and west walls,” he said. “Behind water barrels. You’ll recognize the design. Light both, if you can.”

Raquel leaped from the far end of the scaffold and disappeared into the crowd, blue braid whipping behind her. 

As the smoke cleared, the members of the Order stood alone on the tipping scaffold, Montaigne’s Red Jackets surrounding them, blades drawn. Charlotte chewed her lip and fought the urge to wipe sweat from the palm of her hand. 

Worth’s voice was low, but steady. 

“We must fight long enough for Raquel to open the walls.”

Beside Charlotte, Pol grinned. “Then we’re going to have to fight our way to them,” he said.

Charlotte nodded. Today, there would be no holding back.

“To the hilt,” she said.

“I might rethink that,” called Captain Montaigne. 

He stepped to the front of the royal platform, hands hovering over the claws at his belt. Behind him, Micah tried to usher Artus into the palace. 

The crowd had thinned as much of the public fled the explosion, but the plaza was lined with curious bystanders, seemingly unable to tear themselves away from the scene unfolding. Worth stepped closer and maple unwound from Pol, wrapping all of them in its sweet embrace. Charlotte felt strength ripple through her limbs. Tears burned her eyes, but she willed them away. She could not afford to focus on anything but staying alive. They had to escape.

“We have you surrounded,” said Montaigne, voice floating over the plaza as the cardinal stared directly at Charlotte with a particularly wicked curl to her lip. “Lay down your weapons and we’ll avoid bloodshed.”

But to Charlotte’s left, Grandier drew her father’s sword and lunged. She blocked the blow, and hell’s roots exploded around her as Montaigne’s soldiers attacked. 

The members of the Order stood back-to-back as blades came at them. Worth spun his staff with abandon to keep them from being overrun. Pol threw punches as often as he threw soldiers, flinging them from the scaffold and out into the crowd like cannon fodder. One leveled Montaigne where he stood on the dais, sword drawn and barking orders. 

The temperature in the plaza dropped, and Prince Artus struggled with the door before cowering against the wall. Micah stood between him and the fighting, massive sword drawn and head swiveling to keep the madness and Artus in view. 

Charlotte stepped into Worth’s shadow and tried to pinpoint the darkness that seemed to be attacking Artus, but Grandier sidestepped the Avalanche and stalked toward her, scarred mouth stretching to show his teeth. 

She had dreamed of this moment, and it was finally here. 

Charlotte sank into her defensive stance as Grandier approached. The lieutenant laughed, then lunged. 

Charlotte danced aside, allowing Grandier’s momentum to drag him past her. As he staggered, she whipped her sword toward his head. By some miracle, the lieutenant blocked, then reposted, sending his blade toward Charlotte’s ribs. 

She parried, but was too slow, and Grandier’s blade glanced off the back of her hand. 

Charlotte skittered out of reach. The wound wasn’t deep, but blood flowed over her sword hand, coating the pommel. Grandier’s eyes sparked as they caught on the blood. 

“That’s a lovely shade of red,” drawled the lieutenant. “The Silent Gods would approve.”

His blade sliced toward Charlotte’s thigh and she barely caught it, then threw her weight forward, shoving Grandier back. 

“Good,” she said. “Let’s see if we can spill some more for them.” 

Charlotte swiped at Grandier’s middle, forcing him to parry over and over. There was nothing about him that called to her need to settle. No bone that she could see, no darkness kissing her vision. 

Sweat broke out along Grandier’s temples, but just as Charlotte felt herself truly steady, her sword slipped in her bloody grip and Grandier twisted his blade, throwing Charlotte’s to the ground. She reached for Worth’s strength, ducking another blow and aiming a kick at the inside of his knee. The impact was just enough to knock him off-balance. 

Beyond the platform, the air shuddered anew with the building pressure of unseen wraiths, and Charlotte struggled to breathe. Just outside the circle of chaos, the cardinal stood, muttering to herself. Doubt had Charlotte looking between the cardinal and Grandier. Could it be Lorraine, and not the lieutenant, who had the power to wield?

Beside Charlotte, Worth roared and a wave of lavender thrust out into the group of soldiers rushing the platform. 

“Take a rest,” he said, and they slumped to the floor, faces pleasantly slack. 

Grandier staggered beneath the lavender surge but didn’t go down. Instead, he stood slowly, shaking his head as if to clear it.

The Avalanche used his fists, disarming any blade that neared René before launching the soldiers brandishing them into the crowd. Maple pulsed as Pol poured strength into René until he was able to stand, then offered the boy a blade. René took it with a grin.

Around them, the crowd ebbed and flowed as citizens did their best to flee toward the exit. Montaigne leaped to the scaffold, dodging Pol’s fists and battering René’s blade with his sword, his clawed blades remaining sheathed. 

Another pulse of Worth’s magic—another group of soldiers hit with lavender. This time, instead of dropping to the ground, they nodded to Worth in solidarity . . . and turned to fight their brothers. Montaigne’s eyes went wide as a group of his own Watch descended upon him.

“That is incredibly useful,” said Charlotte, parrying a soldier’s blade before kicking her in the chest and sending the woman flying from the platform. 

Worth winked, but his breath was labored and Charlotte felt a bit of her strength seep away. She staggered under the sudden shift and looked to her Guardian. 

“Perhaps not too much more of it, though?”

Worth laughed, then blocked a sword as it slashed toward Charlotte’s shoulder. She recovered her rapier and stepped toward Grandier as an explosion rocked the plaza and the wall to the Priest’s Pointe shuddered before a section collapsed. Grandier ducked, but a chunk of mortar caught him in the jaw and he fell. 

Smoke and grime filled the air. A flash of blue braid caught Charlotte’s eye as St. Claire dodged through the rubble. Finally able to focus, Charlotte reached for the source of the wraiths. 

A stone chapel. Blood. A tall man in the shadows. 

At least one wraith from St. Steward’s was here. Grandier was senseless, yet the darkness did not abate. He was not wielding these wraiths.

Smoke cleared, and Lorraine the Pure stepped forward. Darkness pulsed at the edges of Charlotte’s vision, and cold rippled over the exposed skin of her hands and face. 

Wraiths shuddered, barely holding back, and the cardinal smiled as she drew a wicked-looking knife and called out over the crowd. 
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People of Niveaux!” cried Lorraine from the royal dais. Those fighting nearest stilled.

Charlotte’s breath heaved, heart pounding as she reached for Worth’s steady strength. Lavender found her, thready and acrid as the Guardian fought his way through the Watch. Near the break in the wall, a group of men and women fought Montaigne’s soldiers with mismatched weapons, blue tattoos flashing in the sun. 

Beside the palace doors, Artus fell to the ground, his body seizing. Micah yelled something toward the closest pair of soldiers, and the man and woman made short work of the jammed palace doors. Charlotte’s cousin met her eyes and gave the briefest nod before lifting the senseless prince and running for the safety of the palace. 

“People of Niveaux!” Lorraine’s voice was louder this time and as darkness deepened in the plaza, people turned to watch, wary of their neighbors. “See what the Order has brought upon you! They come not to protect, but to overrun us with the spirits of our own dead!” 

Around the plaza, people watched Worth and Pol with trepidation. 

“Liar!” yelled Charlotte. 

If the cardinal was wielding wraiths, Charlotte had one chance to draw the darkness from the woman and prove it. Grandier was out cold. Montaigne and his soldiers were half overrun with their own. If she was going to have a shot at the cardinal, the time was now. 

Charlotte released a guttural scream and charged, but the cardinal was fast. Lorraine swiped at Charlotte’s stomach with a long dagger. As Charlotte blocked the blade, Lorraine hit her openhanded across the face, rocking Charlotte back onto her heels. 

She found her balance and worked her jaw as she and the cardinal circled each other. The fingers Charlotte pressed to her cheek came away bloody where the woman’s nails had made contact. The cardinal’s dark eyes were full of malice and something akin to jealousy.

“You’re a liar and a charlatan,” said Charlotte. “You charm the people with a pretty smile, but you are poison. You don’t serve your gods, you use them! For the power they give you and the fear they instill. That is not faith.”

Charlotte sliced at the cardinal, but the woman parried and continued to circle.

“You think you have me figured out, Lady Sand?” The cardinal came at Charlotte with her knife. 

Charlotte blocked the blade and attacked again, battering the cardinal’s knife mercilessly. Finally, the woman shoved Charlotte back, roaring in frustration, and her gaze shot over Charlotte’s shoulder to where Worth held his own in the melee. 

“You don’t deserve him,” spat the cardinal. “None of you deserve the power they give you!” 

Eyes wild, the woman teetered on the edge of reason. Charlotte recognized that fury, because she had succumbed to it herself more than once, with disastrous results. Now Charlotte saw Lorraine’s anger for the opportunity it was.

“Is it my Guardian you are jealous of, Eminence?” said Charlotte, licking blood from the corner of her mouth. “Or the effect I have on your captain?” 

Rage split the Cardinal’s face, and she loosed a feral screech. Charlotte grinned as she charged, lashing out with her rapier, sending both blades flying. She caught the cardinal around the waist and leaped from the dais, driving Lorraine the Pure into the cobblestones of the plaza. Charlotte rolled to her feet and searched for her sword, but it was out of reach. 

The older woman laughed as she regained her feet, but the sound was flat. “I’m enjoying this, Lady Sand.” 

Lorraine touched her left earring, and the air around them shuddered. Unlike the one she had given Charlotte, which was a garnet wrapped in gold, the cardinal’s gem was set in something that looked eerily like bone. 

Charlotte searched frantically for Worth but couldn’t locate him. In place of his easy strength, a deep exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her. So instead of reaching for her Guardian, Charlotte pushed his connection away. She would have to handle this on her own. 

Lorraine closed the distance between them, fists raised. Charlotte ducked the first punch and tried to counter, but the cardinal’s uppercut caught her on the chin. 

Pain exploded through her jaw as Charlotte’s head whipped back, teeth rattling. As she staggered, Lorraine’s left fist caught her in the kidney, and Charlotte doubled over, gasping. 

For the love of the Old God, Charlotte could not breathe. She had to focus or she would lose to this woman. The woman whose edict had put into motion the events that murdered her brother. The woman who had executed Petras, who had done her best to kill René and St. Claire—and who, no doubt, would slide a knife into Charlotte’s ribs the second she got a chance. 

Charlotte swallowed the pain in her side and stood, feeling more like the idiot girl who had sparred with St. Claire than a woman partnered with one of the most powerful warriors in the history of Niveaux. She spat on the cobbles and watched the cardinal circle. Charlotte needed an opening. She needed her weapon. 

The cardinal screamed and swiped at Charlotte’s face, but the move put the older woman off-balance, and Charlotte kicked the back of her knee, buckling it. Lorraine crouched and spun, reaching for Charlotte’s leg. The two of them grappled, the cardinal’s long robe wrapping around their legs. Getting her feet beneath her was damn near impossible for Charlotte—she could find no leverage. She needed to get into the cardinal’s head.

“You're wielding wraiths against Artus,” said Charlotte, scrambling for purchase. “St. Steward's. The wraiths assaulting the capital belong to those massacred nuns.” 

The cardinal’s hands found Charlotte’s throat as she leaned close, her breath warming Charlotte’s cheek.

“Yes, love,” said the cardinal. “I created them.” Lorraine pressed her weight into Charlotte’s body, making it impossible for her to move. 

“I was a child,” the woman hissed. “A refugee from Brouillard. Those women took me in but treated me like darkness incarnate because I could hear the dead. They told me over and over that their gods would never wash me clean. So, I became the darkness they feared.”

Charlotte's mind reeled  from the cardinal's revelation: someone had survived the St. Steward's massacre, after all. The confessed murderer.  Though her throat burned, she managed one word. “Grandier?”

Lorraine smiled. 

“An unwitting man who stumbled upon a young girl, covered in blood and surrounded by wraiths. I decided then that, if those old women could use their gods to make a terrified girl feel worthless, I could use their own bones to prove them wrong.”

Lorraine squeezed the soft flesh of Charlotte’s throat. Air cut off, Charlotte panicked, attempting to dislodge the cardinal’s fingers with her own. She was too close to use her legs effectively, and as Charlotte’s lungs began to burn, the darkness found her.

Oxygen deprived, a chill spread through Charlotte’s veins, and her growing fear opened another path before her. One where, in the absence of her own strength, and the absence of Worth, she could lean on something other.

Use it as a dark extension of herself.

Something shifted in the cardinal’s eyes. 

“There it is again,” she said. “The darkness. You like to think it's what you fight . . . that you were made to make the monsters run.” 

Lorraine the Pure increased the pressure on Charlotte’s throat, and Charlotte felt something inside her begin to give way. 

“Let me tell you a secret, Sand,” said the cardinal. “Fighting the monsters is a losing battle. You’re better off becoming one.” 

The cardinal’s smile fell away as she spoke through her teeth. 

“Give in,” said the woman. “Or die fighting.”

Rage painted the cardinal’s features, and Charlotte finally understood what Worth had been trying to teach her—what Captain Montaigne himself had alluded to. The cardinal wanted Charlotte hurting and afraid . . . and all that blind hatred was making Lorraine foolish. She was so focused on Charlotte’s face that she never felt Charlotte shove her hand between their torsos.

Charlotte unsheathed a single dagger and slid it into Lorraine’s belly. The cardinal’s eyes went wide and Charlotte exploded, breaking the woman’s hands from her throat. She rolled free, dragging the knife from Lorraine’s flesh as she stood. gasping for air. The cardinal pressed a shaking hand against the wound as blood stained the white silk of her robes. Before Lorraine could regain her feet, Charlotte wrapped her arm around the woman’s throat.

Charlotte had imagined her arm wrapped around the cardinal’s neck, but her fantasies were not nearly as satisfying as actually feeling the woman’s soft throat give way. The chill of waiting wraiths shuddered as she squeezed. Instead of weakening, the wraiths intensified, and Charlotte struggled to focus through an onslaught of images. Images of herself.

Her arm tightening more. More. 

The cardinal’s chest hitching as her face turned blue and her heart stopped.

Part of Charlotte thrummed with acknowledgment. This woman—this monster—had taken everything from her and used the Silent Gods to manipulate an entire nation. The world would be better without Lorraine the fucking Pure. 

The cardinal clawed at Charlotte to no avail. Bit by bit, the oxygen left the woman’s brain, and her eyes fluttered. 

She was so close to saving everyone. 

Coolness brushed against her cheek, sharpening suddenly to ice, and Charlotte shook herself. The images, those thoughts, were not her own. As if in acknowledgment, pictures shuttered through her mind at an incredible pace. 

Nuns keeping an abbey along the North Road. A young girl, innocent smile turned to rage. Blood and fire and pain. Petras and his Guardian on that same North Road, assaulted by a darkness that wished only to be free.

A darkness that wanted Lorraine dead.

The wraith’s pain lanced through Charlotte’s body, deep and enduring. Throbbing echoes of blades and blows, pleading with her to let go. To release the cardinal so she could curl into a ball on the ground and lose herself to the terror. 

Charlotte’s grip loosened just enough for the cardinal to gasp, and her red lips stretched as the woman’s maniacal laughter filled the plaza. The sound grated, but Charlotte ignored it, adjusted her grip, and focused on Lorraine’s face as it turned purple. Veins throbbed across the woman’s forehead, her eyes bulging. Blood flowed freely from self-inflicted wounds as the cardinal dug her nails into her own throat, attempting to dislodge Charlotte’s fingers. 

And in this moment, as the darkness threatened to overrun Charlotte, she heard another voice. Anger is a trap. 

Worth.

Charlotte anchored herself to that memory of her Guardian—the woods, the dying light of the setting sun and the warmth of the campfire. But peace evaded her as the nearby wraith pressed in. 

Pictures flashed in Charlotte’s mind, scenes of carnage as soldiers and villagers were overrun by roiling darkness. Wielders in black beneath the flag of Niveaux, slashing flesh with blades as wraiths forced people to their knees in anguish. 

She saw again the delight on Grandier’s face as he slid her father’s blade between William’s ribs. The disappointment and grief in Marta’s eyes. Petras in the traitor’s cage, body mangled and rotting. Her grandmother, bleeding in chains. René, a noose tightening around his neck. St. Claire’s drink-sodden desperation. Luc de Montaigne, drowning in his own grief and fear, even as he clawed desperately for peace.

Charlotte swallowed a sob and screamed.

Far away, as if leagues distant, Worth’s lavender pulsed. It was weak, but Charlotte felt the wisp of peace and latched on to it for dear life. She breathed deeply, cardinal still in her grip, and imagined Worth as he’d released his power against the soldiers of the Watch, forcing the darkness back. 

There was no way in hell’s roots Charlotte would let this woman win. And if that meant letting her live, then so be it. 

The cardinal’s hands slowed, falling one by one to her sides. Charlotte felt the pulse in the woman’s soft neck and waited. Once Lorraine was unconscious, the wraiths would no longer be a threat. Charlotte would take the cardinal out of the fight then rejoin the Order and get out of this damned city. 

Then, together, the Order would use the light to truly fight. 

When the cardinal went limp, Charlotte released her and struggled to her feet, heaving as she watched for the telltale rise and fall of the cardinal’s chest. Charlotte breathed deeply, waiting for the calm of wraiths released from the cardinal’s hold. Instead, a scream filled the air. 

“SAND, STOP!” 

Captain Montaigne was sprinting toward her, rage written across his face as he reached for his knives and shouted again.

“STOP HER, NOW!” 

A wail shook the palace windows, and across the plaza, the Parson hit his knees in agony. Shadows lengthened, and soldiers staggered to a standstill. All around them the temperature dropped, until the cold kissed her cheeks like the pinprick of snow. A shudder rippled down Charlotte’s spine, and the pressure rose painfully against her eardrums until she worried they would buckle. 

Then, even with the cardinal incapacitated at Charlotte’s feet, wraiths rose as if from the very stones. They towered over the Watch and the Order alike, showing no preference for who they terrorized. Oily and black as tar, the wraiths attacked with teeth and claws unlike anything Charlotte had ever witnessed, even during the most traumatizing settling. They made no physical contact, but each strike sent soldiers to the ground gripping their heads as screams filled the air. 

Charlotte met Luc de Montaigne’s eyes and wondered if the terror in her own mirrored the fury and determination in his. He should have been doubled over, retching with the closeness of the dark, but the captain only had eyes for the cardinal at her feet. 

Then Charlotte understood. The cardinal had definitely been wielding, but Charlotte had only identified one or two of the nuns from St. Steward’s. The woman had not held enough bones to control this mass of darkness. 

Somewhere in the plaza, there was another wielder. 

As Montaigne and Worth both fought their way toward Charlotte through the chaos, she caught sight of Pol and René fighting near the breach in the palace wall that would lead to the Priest’s Pointe. St. Claire was nowhere to be seen. 

Charlotte had to reach her Guardian, and they had to get out of here. 
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Luc felt empty as he scrambled to reinforce his mental defenses -against the wraiths. He’d watched Sand drop the cardinal, and now every bit of darkness he had worked so hard to keep out since he was a child threatened to overwhelm him. He’d known Sand was trouble. Known her proximity was a danger—to his vows, at the very least. But the danger was so much worse than he’d imagined. 

Sand had wanted him to believe that the person wielding wraiths was in the palace. But as the cardinal had fallen, Charlotte Sand rising over her limp body, darkness had erupted. No part of Luc wanted to believe that the girl who had once been so full of light was a wielder of wraiths. But if she had succumbed to the dark, Luc would not arrest Charlotte Sand. 

He would end her. 

Soldiers of the Watch clustered together in poor attempts to find safety as wraiths overran the plaza. Luc leaped into the crowd, Lorraine’s carving in his chest throbbing with the impact of the landing. He pushed his way to where he’d last seen the Parson and Sand, but they were quickly lost in the chaos. His soldiers were terrified and unorganized, and Luc struggled to identify someone who might be able to follow orders in the mayhem. Thankfully, Sharp dodged a clump of wraiths and stopped at Luc’s side, hair plastered to her forehead. 

“The cardinal is going to be okay,” she said. “She’s being taken to her rooms.”

Luc’s relief was overtaken by resolve as he caught a glimpse of Sand’s golden brown hair through a break in the wraiths. He opened his mouth to speak, but another explosion rent the air. 

“Shit,” said Sharp, as they covered their heads and the plaza wall lining the Olde Pointe crumbled. 

Luc’s ears rang as the smoke and debris cleared, revealing a hole he could have driven three horses through. The breach mirrored the one in the wall to the Priest’s Pointe. Lieutenant Cormac appeared atop the wall, screaming at his soldiers. If the Order slipped through either hole, Luc would never catch them. He pulled Sharp close and screamed his orders.

“Rally our soldiers! Gather those who have their wits about them and tell them to help Cormac close those breaches in the walls! No one leaves this plaza! Then move those who are incapacitated into the palace!”

“Yes, sir,” said Sharp, but her eyes held a multitude of questions. 

“Don’t worry, lieutenant,” said Luc, his mouth stretching into a feral smile. “I’m going to end this.” 

Sharp worked her way through the mass of soldiers, and Luc studied the plaza. A handful of his soldiers were still fighting one another, eyes glazed over. What technique and training they had for fighting in such a small area had quickly dissolved into a frantic battle for space to breathe. Twenty feet away, Sand swung her rapier like fury itself. Luc shoved a Red Jacket out of his way and used his body to create an opening for attack, but as he swung, his blade was met with a rowan staff.

“Not today,” snapped the Parson. And Luc felt the full power of a Guardian turned against him for the first time in his life. 

Lavender speared Luc in the chest, and he flew backward. He rolled to his feet, shook off his initial shock, and steeled himself against the cloying lavender the Parson sent toward him again. It made him want to sigh—to breathe deeply and simply rest. But Guardians were just a different kind of wraith, and Luc would not give in. 

Slow it. Still it. Seal. It. Tight. 

Luc settled his sword in his right hand, keeping his left arm as immobile as possible. Every time his wound from the cardinal stretched, the pain lanced all the way to his hand. 

To the right, Grandier had cornered Charlotte Sand. Luc would win however that fight ended, so he whipped his attention back to the Parson and lashed out with his sword. The Guardian’s staff pummeled his stomach and the captain stumbled, struggling to inhale. Around them, the wall of wraiths wavered.

“Losing your edge, Captain?” taunted the Guardian, but Luc saw through the bluff. 

The magic the Parson had been expending was taking its toll. As was the man’s connection with Sand. Luc grinned. 

Regaining his balance, he caught the Parson’s next swing with his blade, then swiped at the Guardian’s abdomen. The Parson sucked in, and Luc missed. Even injured, Luc knew his own strength was formidable, but the Parson’s size gave the Guardian the advantage. Compact and quick, he dodged around Luc, stabbing and blocking. Luc’s sword dug into the rowan staff again and again, but he was getting nowhere. 

Wraiths dove between them, searing with their cold, glancing off Luc’s mind with a million hissing whispers like stinging nettles and wracking his body with nausea. He couldn’t block them out, and it infuriated him. 

The Parson pressed Luc back again and again, smile taunting, but Luc saw the sweat on the Guardian’s brow. Heard the heaving of his breath. Half of Luc’s soldiers had followed Sharp to the safety of the palace. Only a troop or so remained, trying to fight their way through their own brethren to block the breaches in the walls.

Luc bloody hated lavender. 

He and the Guardian circled, catching their breath.

Seal it tight.

 Luc felt his resolve harden as the wraiths quieted beyond his mental wall and the Parson’s cocky defiance fluttered. There was only one way Luc was going to be able to beat the Order. 

It was time to loosen his leash. 

Luc let his sword fall to the ground, clanging against the cobbles. The Guardian’s eyes narrowed, but Luc wrapped his hands around the handles at his belt and drew his claws. 

The wraiths around them recoiled, their din amplifying, but Luc shut them out and focused on the man before him. 

The Parson was not leaving this plaza on his feet.
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Around Charlotte the crimson of the Cardinal’s Watch and -evidence of the Broken Bird had dwindled. Pol yelled at her, but his words were lost in the din as he and René abandoned their attempts to get to the walls and disappeared into the palace. Soldiers blended with the teeming shadows of the wraiths, and Charlotte lost sight of Worth in the chaos. She stepped toward where she’d last seen him, but Grandier came at her with renewed vigor as her father’s sword flashed. 

“You want it, girl? Come take it!” 

Charlotte felt the familiar pull of rage, but it was weak and watered down. She was tired, but she was not stupid. 

Charlotte swatted Grandier’s first two strikes aside, dancing back. They circled each other, and in the face of Grandier’s leering taunts, Charlotte reached for the same stoic control Luc de Montaigne had employed as he’d watched her brother die. As he’d fought her in the cemetery. That control may have turned him cold, but it was just what Charlotte needed to hold herself together. 

Though the dark beckoned, light remained with Charlotte—a light that openly called, not for revenge, but justice.

That light she would use to gut Grandier like a fish. 

She attacked the lieutenant with such control and pointed force that even the wraiths and Cardinal’s Watch surrounding them retreated. Grandier met her blade with his own, but his moves were desperate, scarred face already tightening into a grimace. Each time he tried to repost, Charlotte caught his blade and turned his momentum against him. When she flung him into the crowd of cowering Red Jackets, Grandier tangled with another soldier, cursing. 

Charlotte used the moment to catch her breath, but her arms were getting heavy and her eyes stung. The nearest cloud of wraiths speared toward Charlotte, but she reached toward them with calm, settling intent and they shrieked and lurched away. She pressed her skill toward them again, attempting to buy herself some more room, but her power waned with her exhaustion. 

Grandier struggled to his feet and feinted before stabbing at Charlotte’s thigh. His blade sliced through her breeches and split skin and Charlotte retreated, testing the wound with her weight. Thankfully, it was small, but she could not let it happen again. 

Her leg stung as she and Grandier danced across the plaza, but Charlotte centered herself in her surroundings. The dais and rubble of the broken scaffold. The breach behind her, leading to the Priest’s Pointe. 

At the edges of Charlotte’s consciousness, something pulled. Worry. A hint of fear. Charlotte locked them down. She hated Grandier. There was no getting around that, but it had no place in this fight. 

Grandier swung wide and Charlotte stepped inside his guard, landing a solid punch to his mouth. She swiped at his midriff, and Gradier barely caught her rapier with a knife from his belt. A blade in each hand now, the lieutenant looked ready to gut her. 

Anger. Worry. 

Fear.

Charlotte shook them away. In this moment, she was not afraid of Grandier. She circled, keeping her father’s sword at a distance while watching the small blade in case he decided to throw it. Around them, wraiths worked into a frenzy, soldiers all over the plaza collapsing beneath their fear. She needed to end this. Now. Then she and Worth could make it through one of the breaches and to safety. Hopefully the others had already gotten out.

Knife in hand, Grandier wiped the blood running from his mouth and leered at her through red teeth. Charlotte lunged before he could block and slit his wrist with a clean hit. The lieutenant’s knife clattered to the ground, and Grandier instinctively dropped his sword to clutch at the injury. He rolled, scrambling to get away, but Charlotte closed the distance between them and ran her blade cleanly along the back of his hamstring. The lieutenant’s face split in a wail of agony. 

Charlotte stepped toward her father’s sword, but then she felt it again. Anger. Worry. Followed by a crippling certainty. 

She hadn’t only been managing her own emotions while she fought. She’d completely shut off her connection to Worth’s. 

Charlotte turned toward the Parson’s pleading and locked onto his amethyst eyes across the plaza. Lavender engulfed her, and she felt him scream. 

West Tower, seventh floor balcony.

Then Montaigne gripped the back of her Guardian’s neck and drove a claw into his chest. The captain yanked upward, the blades exiting between Worth’s neck and shoulder. 

Blood sprayed from the wound, turning to lavender on the breeze.









45

LUC



[image: image]





As the Parson unraveled before him, an unexpected sickness of -heart wrenched through Luc’s chest. The Guardian hit the ground as burlap and lavender, and the plaza, which had fallen to the white noise of battle, came to life with Charlotte Sand’s roar. 

Luc turned to meet the young woman as she sprinted toward him with a fury he’d only ever seen in the mirror. He gripped his claws in shaking fists, one dripping with the thick, cloying blood of the Guardian. Luc heaved, straining beneath the weight of exhaustion. Charlotte Sand closed the distance between them, wild-eyed and determined, and he fortified himself against what he had to do. She was not his light any longer. He had given her chance after chance to retreat from the dark. This choice had been her own.

Luc braced to take her attack but, at the last second, Sand dropped into a slide that sent her straight through the remains of the Parson. She popped to her feet just beyond Luc’s reach, grasping a small package bound in burlap. Then the woman ran away. 

Luc’s arms fell to his sides, ligaments turning to water at a fight suddenly deferred. He watched Sand recede into the crowd, knowing he should chase her down, but his body would not cooperate. Luc closed his eyes and allowed himself one deep breath in the madness. Sand had done enough damage for two lifetimes—waking her Guardian, stoking rebellion. Terrorizing their prince. Attacking the cardinal. He could not ignore his duty any longer. 

He would find her, and she would pay. 

Around the plaza, the soldiers who had been under the Parson’s spell blinked as if surprised to find themselves here. Others blocked the breaches as Luc had instructed. There was not a member of the Order in sight.

“Follow them!” Luc bellowed. “Find them all!” 

Another lieutenant rallied those nearest her, and the Cardinal’s Watch turned their attentions to the retreating Order. Instead of dissipating, the wraiths followed Luc’s soldiers into  the palace, turning bright passages into roiling, dark rivers. Luc held back a few young recruits to gather the injured, then he took a steadying breath and started to jog. 
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Sometimes, the best option is to run.

René’s voice echoed in Charlotte’s mind as she tore through the palace toward what she hoped was an escape route. The breaches in the plaza had been too full of soldiers for anyone to utilize them, and she could only hope the others had found an exit. 

Charlotte repeated Worth’s instructions as she ran. West Tower. Seventh floor balcony. Eventually, she slid to a halt outside what she hoped was the correct set of doors. Charlotte had lost the soldiers trailing her and stood alone in the corridor, struggling to catch her breath. Worth’s heart beat steadily between her shirt and her jacket, its presence warm and comforting, even without the Guardian’s lavender stuffing. 

Charlotte opened the set of double doors and cursed. It was more like a window than a balcony, nothing beyond it but a thin stonework railing. The drop to the ground was too far to make safely, the river beneath churning over countless boulders. What in hell’s roots was she supposed to do with this?

The pounding of boots had Charlotte reaching for her blade, but the panicked face rounding the corner belonged to René. Relief flooded her. 

“Where’s Pol?” asked Charlotte. 

“We split up trying to lose the Red Jackets,” he wheezed. 

Behind him, the clamor of soldiers grew. 

“It didn’t work,” said Charlotte. “Do you know a way out? Worth called this a balcony, but I think he was delusional.”

René grinned, one tooth missing from the beating he must have taken in the dungeons, and Charlotte bitterly hoped Grandier had bled out. 

“Balcony is a bit of a stretch, no?” said René. “But it can get us to the prince’s hall without using main passages.”

Once they were there, Charlotte could use Artus’s key to hide them in the walls until it was safe enough to sneak out of the city under the cover of night. She nodded, then looked over the ledge and remembered just how tall the West Tower was. Below, the river’s rapids threw mist into the air.

“If we fall—” 

“We won’t.” René flashed Charlotte a smile as the first Red Jacket rounded the corner. “Now, chère.” 

Charlotte stepped over the rail and onto the narrow ledge of scrolled stone. 

“Why aren’t you going first?” she said.

“Lean into the wall,” said René, joining her. He closed the door behind them and removed his belt with one hand before winding it around the clasp. “That should slow them down. A bit.” He pointed beyond Charlotte toward another tower. “Count three windows. Pol should be waiting at the fourth. He went the long way.”

“Couldn’t we have gone the long way?” Charlotte grumbled, but René only laughed. 

“Relax, Charlotte. And don’t look down.”

“Why does everyone always say that?” 

Charlotte edged forward along the small rim of stone, keeping her eyes trained on the next window and thanking the Old God for the lack of wind. The window they’d come through shuddered. She picked up her pace, trying desperately to watch the toe of her boot land on the ledge without seeing beyond it to the distant ground. 

One window. 

Behind them, someone broke through to the balcony. 

Two windows.

Distant cursing as the soldiers seemed to think better of following. 

Three windows. 

Charlotte’s breathing was finally finding a steady rhythm, but as her eyes fixed on the window the Avalanche was supposed to open, her foot slipped on an ornate floral vine and she fell. A scream tore from her throat, but René gripped her forearm, halting her descent. Charlotte’s fingers clawed into the leather of his jacket as she met his bright, laughing eyes. He’d dropped to his belly on the narrow strip of stone, his other arm wrapped around an iron hook below the window. 

“This is why I did not go first,” he said, barely straining as Charlotte’s feet found purchase and she hauled herself toward the ledge. Her left hand found the solid stonework, and René leaned out to reach for her jacket. 

The iron rod gave way with a sound like a shot, and René toppled over Charlotte’s back. She held the ledge with one arm and grabbed for him with the other. René’s laugh was frail as he clung to her waist. 

“Shit,” spat Charlotte. Above her, the window remained closed. “René, I’m going to have to use both hands to haul us up. Keep hold of my waist. We’ll do this together.” 

René didn’t make a sound but dipped his head in a barely perceptible nod. Above Charlotte’s hands, the window finally opened. 

“Shit,” spat the Avalanche. 

“I already said that,” growled Charlotte as she struggled to pull her chest onto the ledge. 

The Avalanche was too far above them to reach. 

“Hold on!” he said. “I’ll find something to toss down to you.” 

Before he disappeared, a tendril of maple swirled down, and Charlotte felt the burn in her arms fade somewhat. 

“Chère,” said René, slightly panicked. “All the strength in the world isn’t going to help us with that.” 

Charlotte followed his gaze to where she gripped the stone ledge. It was riddled with cracks. As Charlotte tried to shift their weight sideways, a piece gave way, tumbling past them into the void below. 

She cried out with the strain of holding on with one hand as René’s weight began to slide down over her hips. 

“No!” she cried. “POL!” 

The Avalanche appeared at the window, panic evident as he tore at a curtain. Another small piece of the ledge cracked beneath their combined weight.

“Charlotte,” said René. She looked at him, increasingly disturbed by the serenity on his youthful face. “You can’t hold us both.”

“I can.” Charlotte reached toward the ledge with her second hand but couldn’t latch on and screamed in frustration. She looked back to René. “Remember. You don’t fall.”

“If I fall, it’s on purpose.” René’s smile was as quick as ever as he let go. 

Charlotte screamed, but the bellow of the Avalanche smothered her own terror. She threw her second arm up to grab the ledge, staring into Pol’s horrified autumn eyes as they went blank and his face turned to burlap. The Avalanche pitched forward out the window, unraveling as he passed Charlotte, releasing a shower of maple leaves to follow behind on the wind. 

When Charlotte finally scrambled up, she threw herself over the window ledge and collapsed, stifling her sobs with a clenched fist. In the distance, a cool pressure threatened—wraiths, working their way through the palace, searching. She pressed Worth’s heart against her chest until it bit in painfully, then she stood on shaky legs. 

The fall of boots seemed to come from every direction. Artus’s wing was clogged with Red Jackets. Her key was useless now, so Charlotte ran, looking for any staircase that wasn’t connected to the main passages. One passage took her to a gallery of statues, but it was a dead end. Shit. She was lost. Charlotte fled back the way she’d come and down a tightly spiraling staircase. When she reached the bottom, Montaigne’s voice rang out and she dodged back into the shadows. 

“Find them! They can’t have gone far!”

Charlotte waited for the chaos to pass, then kept running. Everything was red in this part of the palace. The carpets. The tapestries. Charlotte was in the Cardinal’s Keep. She turned back the way she’d come, but a moan reached her from an alcove and she paused. 

“Hell’s roots and all the demons’ bloody mothers!” 

Charlotte found Raquel St. Claire bleeding behind a giant urn. The woman reared back to throw her dirk, but her eyes met Charlotte’s with relief. Whether Charlotte was laughing or crying, she didn’t know, but tears lined both women’s lashes when Charlotte bent to help St. Claire stand. 

“Can you run?” asked Charlotte. She wrapped St. Claire’s arm around her shoulders. 

“Can you, like this?” said St. Claire through gritted teeth. 

In answer, Charlotte started down the hallway. The older woman pointed with her chin when they came to a split or turn. As Charlotte caught her breath with the slower pace, an aching sob pressed against her throat.

“Pol and René?” asked St. Claire, but Charlotte couldn’t bring herself to speak of it. She shook her head, lips tight. There would be time for grief later.

Then, Charlotte felt them—the presence of three very distinct souls. Warmth spread through Charlotte’s chest, as did the single-minded focus toward freedom. She glanced at St. Claire but kept them moving.

“You found the hearts,” said Charlotte. 

“I did,” said St. Claire. “Fought my way through to them but, in the end, there were too many Red Jackets. I only made it out with four. Turn here. One last set of stairs and we’ll be at the training arena.”

Ahead, voices called to one another and Charlotte halted their progress, looking for a place to hide. St. Claire took her weight on her own two feet and reached into her jacket for a sack. She shoved it toward Charlotte, and there was no mistaking what was inside. The Guardians’ hearts beat with steady rhythms, their calm assurance joining Worth’s and giving Charlotte hope.

“Go,” said St. Claire. “Twenty feet and a staircase down. Be smart and you can get out through the arena and into the Priest’s Pointe.”

“I won’t leave you,” said Charlotte, gesturing to the hearts. “You did what none of us could.”

St. Claire hauled Charlotte close, shaking her head emphatically as blood ran into one eye from a cut along her hairline. 

“I am not a hero,” she said, jaw clenched. “I was supposed to be with your father the night he died. I failed him. And I failed the Order. You came for us, and I left you fighting in the plaza. I found the hearts, but I did it for myself, do you hear me?” 

Charlotte looked over St. Claire’s shoulder and saw a group of Red Jackets round the corner. St. Claire squeezed Charlotte’s hand once.

“Go, idiot,” she said. 

The woman unsheathed her rapier. Then Raquel St. Claire ran straight at the Cardinal’s Watch, screaming with a fury that sounded an awful lot like joy.
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Luc pushed his exhausted body forward. Sand had started this, and -if she escaped, he was finished. Every bit of peace he’d fought for as Captain of the Cardinal’s Watch would burn to ash. He would lose his position. And possibly, his life.

The carving in Luc’s chest burned as his mind catalogued every exit from the palace. He’d sent Red Jackets in each direction, but the malaise of wraiths hung heavy, their presence hovering just beyond Luc, clouding his mind and distorting his logic. He shook his head and doubled back toward the training arena.

The captain’s jog shifted to a sprint as he took the narrow, winding stairs three at a time, arms pumping relentlessly, breathing deeply to combat the stitch growing in his side. When he finally burst out of a stairwell before a small door, the space was eerily empty of the Watch. 

Charlotte Sand stood with her back to him, feet from the exit. 

“Sand,” Luc’s voice betrayed none of the fear he felt.

She turned, eyes heavy with despair.

He didn’t care.

Luc could not care. 

“I can’t let you through that door.” 
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Charlotte was desperately over Luc de Montaigne. The image of him tearing Worth in two would haunt her as long as she lived. She raised her hands and watched the captain warily. Sweat rolled from his temples as his chest heaved with the effort it must have taken to run to this part of the palace. Darkness pushed at her vision, but this time, it wasn’t hers. Charlotte’s heart kicked into a hectic rhythm. The subtle cool of wraiths was the only evidence that they were near, and Charlotte focused instead on the warmth of Worth’s heart where it pressed against her own. The other Guardians’ hearts hung at her hip opposite her rapier, their weight pulling at her belt. 

“Captain,” she said. 

Montaigne’s brows drew together.

“It would have been better for both of us had I taken his heart at Sand Manor,” he said. 

Charlotte’s chest contracted as she remembered her brother’s blank face. She did not draw her blade, but imagined René’s smile, allowing it to galvanize instead of shatter her. When Charlotte finally spoke, it was with a calm she hadn’t felt since coming to the capital. 

“It would have been better if you’d left us alone,” she said. 

Montaigne stepped closer. 

“Perhaps,” he said. “But I don’t have the luxury of going against orders simply because I don’t like them. Surrender, and your death will be swift.”

“How generous.” Charlotte’s raw laugh fluttered between them. 

Montaigne’s jaw twitched, and he rested both palms on his claws. 

“Lady Sand, you have used your skill to harm repeatedly. You cannot expect anything less.”

“On one occasion,” said Charlotte. Montaigne’s brow rose. 

“Excuse me?”

“Whatever lies you’ve been fed, I’ve only used my skill to harm on one occasion.” Her gaze dropped to his lips and guilt flared briefly before Charlotte shook it away and found his eyes again. “Is this about the future of Niveaux, Captain? Or is it personal?”

“For the sake of the gods, you blew up half the palace plaza and strangled the cardinal near to death!” yelled Montaigne, avoiding her question.

The temperature around them dipped as wraiths shuddered to life, taking shape just beyond reach, and the captain clenched his jaw. Challenging Luc de Montaigne one-on-one had never worked to her advantage, but he was losing control, and Charlotte was going to use it.

“You were about to hang two of our members without trial, over charges the cardinal made up to turn the people against us.”

“You claim the charges were false?” Montaigne shook his head, eyes baffled. “It is fact that two Guardians woke in direct defiance of a royal decree. It is fact that you have made the prince’s condition worse when you claimed to be helping. And it is FACT, Sand, that no matter how many chances I give you to retreat you have chosen the dark!” 

The air around them shuddered. Montaigne’s eyes fell closed as he struggled, and when they opened again, the anguish in them nearly knocked Charlotte over. 

“You saved me from the dark so many times,” he said, his voice a husk of itself. “I wanted so badly to repay the favor.”

 Montaigne gripped one of the claws at his belt, and the air around them cooled. Dark mists uncoiled from the walls, more wraiths solidifying, thickening to a hoard in the hall. Charlotte searched the captain’s face for any sign that he was toying with her, but he seemed to believe what he said—that she was responsible for the wraiths. 

Even now, with wraiths clouding the atmosphere, waiting to be let loose, Montaigne had no idea what he had done. What he was doing. Charlotte had assumed anyone brave enough to wield in Tuteurs would have had vast power. But as she and the cardinal had fought, Charlotte had only encountered one or two wraiths under the woman’s control. Somehow, the cardinal had attached this horde to her captain. 

The captain stepped toward her, then froze, breathing deeply through his nose as if fighting down the urge to be sick. Charlotte moved as well, putting more distance between them and edging closer to the door to the arena, her mind racing.

The wraiths she and Worth had encountered in the city had been volatile, but aimless, including the one she’d followed to Montaigne in the alley. They were awaiting orders from a man who didn’t know the control he’d been given. Montaigne was a pawn. A tool in the hand of a woman whose skill probably paled in comparison to what the captain was capable of. 

No wonder Luc de Montaigne so feared the shadows. They were a part of him he could never escape.

Like a wraith once its bones had been settled, the final shreds of Charlotte’s anger disappeared. She noted Montaigne’s shaking hands and the sweat darkening the collar of his crimson jacket. His nostrils flared, and he edged away from the nearest wraiths while struggling to seem indifferent. This thing between them—the need to be near, her inability to let go—it was not infatuation. It was a core part of her, and it always had been. She’d worried it was her own darkness that drew her to the captain, but it was her own light that beckoned her to close the distance between them. This strain was her unbearable, unrelenting need to settle him. 

If she could, perhaps Montaigne would see the truth for himself. 

Charlotte widened her stance and reached within herself for her connection to Worth and his peace. She wrapped her heart around it and shoved it toward the captain. He stepped back, as if he knew she had the advantage, even without a blade in her hand.

“I was wrong,” she said. “Each time I’ve mentioned your skill—I was making the wrong assumption. You have one, but it isn’t settling, is it?”

Montaigne glared at Charlotte, obviously trying to keep the wraiths at a distance while struggling to figure out what she meant. 

“You don’t see pictures, like most people,” she said. “Like I do. You can hear them.”

“No,” said Montaigne, head shaking. 

“They tell you their stories,” Charlotte continued. “Perhaps they even encourage you. Or tempt you with their darkness. With retribution.” 

Montaigne’s breathing hitched and his lip curled, but Charlotte stepped toward him as she might a wounded fox in a darkening wood.

“I am not wielding these wraiths, Captain,” said Charlotte. “You are.” 

“That isn’t true!” he cried. “That has never been true!”

Montaigne leaped at her with his claws. Charlotte dodged, refusing to draw a blade. She had to make him see. 

The captain kept his claws trained on Charlotte and watched the swirling wraiths with a growing unease. Charlotte circled him, wary. Wielded wraiths could inflict pain to the point of making you wish you were dead. Thus far, these had only employed fear. Now they thickened, dodging closer, then away, and Charlotte knew they were awaiting his orders. If Montaigne gave in, if he forced them upon her, this would be worse than any ancient wraith in the Olde Pointe. 

The captain twitched as if someone pulled at his hair, and then Montaigne spun on the wraiths with a manic roar. 

“For the love of the gods, go back to your bones!” 

In less time than it took Charlotte to blink, the wraiths bled into the walls and disappeared. Montaigne’s granite eyes met hers, full of turmoil, and the captain dropped to his knees and vomited across the blue carpet.
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I see you,” Charlotte whispered, to herself or to Luc, she couldn’t tell. Why did she feel the need to go to him instead of run from the wielder he was as she’d always been taught? “Do you see now, Captain?” 

Montaigne wiped the sick from his mouth with a shaking hand and searched Charlotte’s face with panicked eyes. 

“No,” he said. Then more firmly, “Never.” He sat back on his haunches, searching Charlotte’s face desperately. “That goes against everything the silent gods stand for. Everything I stand for!” 

“We don’t choose the abilities the gods bestow upon us.” Charlotte stepped closer. 

“The ability cannot be utilized without bones, Sand! I could not wield without them . . . without choosing.”

Charlotte reached the last threads of her seeking energy toward Montaigne, focusing on the claws protruding from his fists. And she knew. 

“Captain,” she said calmly. “Open your hands.”

He looked at her, baffled, then turned his left hand and uncurled his fingers. White, gleaming inlay caught the light from the nearest torch, and Charlotte winced. 

“Are those handles new?” she asked. 

“They were a gift . . .” The captain’s voice faded and he retched again. 

Could he be so good at creating his walls that he’d not felt the presence of the wraiths in his very weapons? Charlotte remembered seeing them the day her brother died, but Montaigne not been carrying them that night in the cemetery. Or in the baths. Truthfully, she’d not seen those claws since the day they’d met. Until today. 

Montaigne dropped his blades and dug his palms into his eyes. 

“They weren’t responding to me,” breathed the captain, words coming in gasps. “You did this. Driving me mad to better your chances of escape.”

“Then why am I still here?” said Charlotte. “That explanation is simpler. It would absolve you while giving you a reason to despise me.” Charlotte took another step. “And, if I were wielding, perhaps you would not feel so alone.” 

Montaigne’s eyes searched Charlotte’s, desperate. 

“This ability sets you apart,” she continued. “The secret. The terror of the possibilities.” 

“This ability should not exist!” Spit flew from Montaigne’s mouth, and the wildness in his eyes made Charlotte jump. She inhaled and forced calm through her limbs as Montaigne seemed to collapse into himself. 

When he met her gaze, his was despondent. Then his eyes flicked to the sword she’d left at her hip. “Draw it, Lady Sand. Take your vengeance here. Grandier is nothing compared to me.” 

A month ago, those words would have tempted Charlotte, but her heart wrenched as the light in Montaigne’s eyes blinked out. She’d thought it before—that he was a wraith of himself. A lost soul with nothing left but grief and fear. 

Charlotte reached for the thrumming of her settling ability. She was so, so tired, but Worth’s heart throbbed against her chest and she leaned into his strength. Then Charlotte stepped toward Montaigne and stretched out her hand. 

“Come with me,” she whispered.

The shock in his eyes must have mirrored her own. The captain regarded her warily, and she rushed to explain. 

“You wanted to save me from the dark,” she said. “So let me save you. The Order can help you. I can help you. You owe the cardinal nothing.” 

“I owe her everything.” Montaigne choked on a sob and ground his fists into the plush carpet, his small garnet earring shining like blood. The moment he met Charlotte’s eyes, she had never wanted to take someone’s pain more than she wanted to shoulder Luc de Montaigne’s. He swiped at his nose, then leveled her with the desperation in his granite eyes. “She saved me when I deserved death. Ask René. He’ll tell you what I was. What I am.”

Despair tore at Charlotte and tears filled her eyes. She would never speak to René Durand again. Montaigne’s voice fell to a whisper. 

“Besides,” he said, “whatever torment this may be, I promise, being near you is worse.” 

Charlotte flinched at the conviction in his words. She and the captain were so different, and their shared past had been obliterated by ten years of loss and struggle, but could he truly hate her that much? Her chin wobbled, though she struggled to lock it down, and Montaigne must have seen, because he leaned toward her. 

“Do you know how much it hurts to keep lying to myself?” he said. “To convince myself that I don’t care for you? That I haven’t always cared for you? Then to have to tear through it all—dissect it—to see if those feelings are real? Or if I’m just desperate to be near you for some gods-damned PEACE?” 

Charlotte turned as the Watch filled the hall. In seconds they surrounded her, weapons drawn, looking to Montaigne for direction. Their presence seemed to galvanize him, and the captain stood to his full height. 

“Lady Charlotte Sand, you are under arrest.”

Her eyes flicked toward his claws where he’d pointedly left them on the ground. Even if he loathed his ability, Luc de Montaigne could wield the dead. He should kill her now, before she could spill his secret, and something in his eyes told Charlotte he knew it. 

Instead, he stalked toward her and bound her wrists himself, his touch achingly soft. Then Luc de Montaigne whispered against her ear. 

“These feelings . . .” He paused, swallowing thickly. “None of them are real. My darkness is simply obsessed with your light, because it was the only hope I ever had.” 

In the past she’d have thought it a barb, but Charlotte knew despondency when she heard it. Montaigne was in a prison of his own making, and it was worse than any punishment Charlotte could devise. In that moment, she felt the cold, sharp blade of her vengeance truly shatter.

She pushed every bit of forgiveness and mercy outward, willing Montaigne to feel it. Worth’s power wasn’t enough, so she reached for the strength of the hearts at her hip. They bolstered her with hope and a deep-seated calm, and Charlotte gave it all to Montaigne. 

She wrapped him in her strength and kindness, in her calm, persistent belief that there was goodness in everyone. In him. She poured out strength. He could fight the darkness within himself and refuse to be anything he did not wish to be. 

Montaigne closed his eyes and seemed to grow taller where he stood, basking in the relief Charlotte poured out. Then the Guardians’ hearts erupted. Bright, pulsing light spilled outward like the morning sun over the horizon, launching the soldiers of the Watch into the walls. They crumpled to the carpet, no longer a threat, and Charlotte held Montaigne’s eyes for what felt like eternity, though it was less than one beat of her pounding heart. 

His gaze widened with terror as if he’d read her mind, then Charlotte wrenched every bit of her peace back into herself, dropping the captain to his knees. 

She ran, leaving Montaigne to his darkness. 

Behind her, the palace halls shook with his bereft cry of despair. 
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On the outskirts of Tuteurs, in the run-down chapel where they had first met St. Claire, Charlotte and her grandmother stood on either side of the lifeless body of the boy she’d thought invincible. Charlotte’s tears had long since dried, leaving salty tracks on her cheeks, and Worth watched her closely from the shadows.

Charlotte had recovered René’s broken body herself. Someone else had gotten to Pol, and she’d found his burlap torso empty of maple—heart missing. She’d retreated to meet her grandmother and Marta, rebuilt her Guardian with what was left of the tangled lavender in the old chapel’s brambles, and the four of them had laid René out for his watching. 

Though neither she nor Worth expected him to wake as a wraith, old habits died hard, and Charlotte tugged at her heavy settling robes while her grandmother hummed. Marta worked in the back corner, sewing burlap in order to create three bodies for the hearts St. Claire had managed to save. Three, not the four St. Claire claimed to have rescued. Which could only mean she had kept Charis.

“Do you think she made it out?” Charlotte asked.

Worth rubbed at the center of his chest.

“Unlikely,” he said, voice low. “We can hope she lives.”

Charlotte nodded just as a child stepped through the chapel door. The boy from the wraithwood didn’t say a word before darting back outside, as Marta stood from her work and dusted her hands on her dress.  

“Tell him to leave the wood to us,” said Worth. “If they need work or shelter, send them to Misha’s inn.” 

Marta disappeared through the door, and Worth moved close enough to Charlotte to press her arm with his own. Lavender unwound to hover over René’s body, and the Parson spoke, voice low.

“Are we going to discuss what happened with Montaigne?” 

Charlotte took a shaky breath and watched her grandmother. For a woman with such horrible ears, she was very good at picking out exactly what you didn’t want to share.

“The kiss.” Charlotte swallowed, heat flooding her cheeks.

Worth grunted and bumped her arm again.

“No,” he said. “At least not until you want to. I mean what happened between you two in that hallway. There’s been a shift in you.”

Charlotte could feel it. Even in her grief over René, the darkness never once pressed against her. When she had offered Luc de Montaigne the light—kindness, forgiveness, hope—something inside her had snapped into place. She still grieved. Pain had crept in and made a home, but it was a docile creature looking for rest, not a terror with teeth and claws. 

“I feel like myself,” she said to the Parson. “Which is odd. Because I also feel entirely new.”

Worth’s smile was wistful. “That is exactly how I feel each time I wake for a new partner.” He wrapped an arm around Charlotte’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. 

“When you want to talk about the rest,” he said. “I’m here.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

“Don’t thank me yet,” growled Worth. “I’m going to make it awkward as hell’s roots.”

Worth gave her one more squeeze, then took up the place at René’s feet. Charlotte thought of Montaigne. Of the desperation on his face when she’d fled, taking her peace. There was no doubt in her mind that, though Montaigne had been wielding the wraiths in the palace, it had not been intentional. The cardinal, on the other hand, knew exactly what she was doing. She was using the dead to destabilize the prince and manipulate her captain.

Once she had rested, Charlotte’s grandmother confirmed the cardinal’s confession. The wraiths in the palace were indeed from St. Steward’s, and the hills in that region echoed with the legend of a young girl covered in blood. Grandmother had been on her way to the capital with the news when the Watch had overtaken her.

Unintentional as it may have been, Montaigne had still held the wraiths with extraordinary power. When he spoke, they obeyed. And if he could do that without trying, what would he be capable of once trained? 

Charlotte’s heart caught. If that was the cardinal’s plan—if she forced Montaigne to wield—Charlotte wasn’t sure he would survive it. 

She brushed René’s arm, straightening his cloak. His young face, though battered, remained at peace. If he didn’t wake as a wraith within the next two hours, he likely wouldn’t. And they could all finally rest. 

Outside, a whistle pierced the darkness and Micah LeBeau entered the chapel. 

“I come from Artus,” said Micah. “And yes, I’m sure no one followed me.” 

Worth nodded and Charlotte ran to her cousin, wrapping him in a hug before standing back to look him over. 

“I’m fine, Charlotte,” he said. “I got Artus to his rooms and kept him there. The only fighting I did was trying to keep our prince away from the windows.”

Charlotte felt the color drain from her face. 

“He’s finally asleep,” said Micah, rushing to allay her obvious dread. “Being in the presence of that many wraiths took its toll. I left eight guards in his rooms, just in case.” 

Micah looked over Charlotte’s shoulder and cursed. He approached René, any trace of levity falling from his face. 

“I am so, so sorry,” he said. 

“So are we,” said Charlotte.

“This explains how the cardinal got the Avalanche,” he said. “My movements are limited. I’m trying not to give the cardinal an excuse to throw me out on my ass. Though the Cardinal’s Keep has been quiet since she locked up Montaigne.”

Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “Locked him where?”

“Beneath the Barracks Tower,” said Micah. “You can’t be surprised. Everything fell through all twelve of the cardinal’s hells. Hearts stolen from her rooms. You escaped. This time, there were witnesses.” Micah watched Charlotte carefully. “They’re saying he let you walk away.” 

Charlotte stared at René, head shaking. 

“That’s not what happened,” she said. Though Charlotte had no idea what the soldiers of the Watch woke to, none of them could possibly understand their captain’s devastation. It had incapacitated him more than a blow to the head would have. 

She had done that.

“Anyway, you’re officially outlaws,” said Micah. “Congratulations.”

He reached over his shoulder and pulled out a rapier, then held it toward Charlotte.

“My father’s sword!” 

“I found it in the plaza. You did a number on Grandier, but you didn’t quite manage to put us all out of our misery.” 

“He lives,” said Worth. 

“He’s breathing,” said Micah. 

Charlotte felt a trill along her spine. Dead would have been better, of course, but she had beaten Grandier in more ways than one, and she would not regret it. She swung her father’s sword in a swift pattern, then turned to Worth, confused. 

“The balance is off,” she said.

Her Guardian shrugged. “It’s pretty, but it always was a garbage sword.”

But it was hers. Charlotte leaned the blade against a rotting pew.

“Your cravat is straight,” she said, finally realizing what about her cousin seemed different.

Micah smoothed over said cravat with a grin. “I fired my valet,” he said. “Turns out I can tie the damn things myself.” His ice-blue eyes turned serious as they bounced between Worth and the Guardians’ bodies Marta had been preparing.

“What now?” he asked.

Worth shook his head. “If both the cardinal and Montaigne can wield, four Guardians won’t be enough.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Micah, his skin paler than usual. “Come again?”

“Lorraine is the one using wraiths to torment Artus,” said Charlotte. “She intends to take the throne.”

Micah cursed. “We knew she would not give up power easily, but wraiths?” he said. “She cannot take the throne of Niveaux as a wielder. Surely, she’s bluffing.”

Worth said nothing as his mouth pressed into a grim line. 

“She’ll turn us into another Brouillard,” said Marta as she reentered the chapel. 

Brouillard. The country over the Bouclier Mountains where a despot reigned over his people with the bones of their ancestors.

“Then we stop her before she can,” said Charlotte. She turned back to Micah. “We aren’t alone. The Broken Bird helped us before.”

Micah’s laugh was bitter. 

“And we see how well that turned out,” he said. “Helping you was the most visible act of rebellion the Broken Bird has taken. They’ll have to lay low for a while. I’ve been knitting together a network of people loyal to Niveaux, but it has taken me years. And we aren’t ready.” 

“Enough, all of you,” said Charlotte’s grandmother. “Look.” 

Between them, on the crumbling altar, René Durand’s body was dissolving into white mist. Light tore through the chapel, and Charlotte covered her eyes as her heart began to race. Tears brimmed her lashes, then spilled over. Marta ran to Charlotte, shoving a burlap scarecrow into her hands.

“We need something to stuff it with,” said Charlotte. 

“Juniper,” snapped Worth. “There’s a thicket outside.”

Marta took off with her shears and was back in under a minute, arms overflowing with cuttings. As Charlotte and Worth stuffed the scarecrow, Charlotte dragged the piney scent greedily into her lungs, trying to calm her nerves. There was no need to rush. 

But by the Old God, how she wanted to rush. 

“There isn’t enough!” she cried. 

Micah entered the chapel with what looked like an entire sapling, roots and all. Juniper berries hit the floor, rolling in every direction as Charlotte filled the scarecrow. Worth nestled René’s marble-like heart into the juniper, sewed up the opening, and lashed the new straw man to a crow cross. 

“There hasn’t been a new Guardian since the beginning,” he said, leaning the scarecrow against the wall and stepping back in awe.

“Great,” said Micah, voice trying for levity amidst obvious nerves. “Now you just have to find an idiot for him to wake for.”

Charlotte sighed. She’d forgotten that bit. Though a Guardian could wake without a partner, it wasn’t often done. She looked to her sister in-law, but Marta gave a sharp laugh. 

“No, thank you,” she said, shooting Worth an apologetic glance. Beside Charlotte, the smell of juniper ripped through the air in waves as the Guardian René Durand filled out and fell forward, kneeling and naked on the broken flagstones. 

“God,” gasped René, eyes flashing, dark, unbound curls a veritable halo. “He never told me how damned uncomfortable that was.”

Worth removed his cloak and swung it over René’s back. The Ghost nodded in thanks, then looked across the room to where Micah stood. René’s smile cut his face in half, missing tooth and all. No longer brown and gold, the boy’s eyes had shifted to the dusky blue-green of a juniper berry.

Charlotte’s shocked laugh echoed through the chapel as she looked between her cousin and René. Worth scoffed as if he thought René was playing some great joke, and Micah tripped over his own boots in his haste to put more space between himself and the newly woken juniper Guardian. 

“You can’t be serious,” growled Worth. 

“Dead,” said René. “If anything were to happen to me, I made Pol promise to wake for Micah LeBeau rather than leave you two alone.” He shrugged playfully. “Makes sense that the promise should apply to me as well.” 

“Really, this isn’t necessary,” said Micah. “How about my valet? He’s suddenly very free.” 

A lightness overtook Charlotte as she rushed René and wrapped him in her arms. Moments ago, Charlotte had known with certainty that she would never speak to René again. Yet, here he was—this boy who took her heaviest moods and tipped them toward joy. Who pushed her to be better with kindness. The past weeks had taken so much from her. But if the Old God had decided to give something back, she would accept it with open arms.

Charlotte pulled back from René, met his eyes, and felt the grin split her face.

“Where’s the brandy?” she said. 

“There isn’t enough brandy in the world for this,” said Worth.

Micah pointed at him sharply. “We agree on that.” 

But the Parson was beginning to smile, as was Charlotte’s grandmother. 

Behind Marta, three hearts pulsed. 

Soon, they would seek out clover, thistle, and vanilla and wake three more Guardians. Together, these rescued hearts represented luck, courage, and love. And if the Order was going to topple the cardinal and save Niveaux, they would need all three.

René closed the distance between himself and Micah, hand outstretched. 

“For the throne we stand waiting,” he said.

Micah sighed and clasped the Guardian’s hand. Energy poured from the connection in juniper waves as Micah’s words echoed through the ruins. Charlotte and Worth raised their voices to join him. 

“Ready in the dark to make the monsters run.” 
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CARDINAL LORRAINE THE PURE
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Lorraine the Pure stood over her vanity studying nine Guardians’ -hearts. She had lost three, but had regained that of Bella Charis, who she’d pried from Raquel St. Claire’s bloody, mangled hand. 

Behind her, Captain Montaigne groaned, hanging by his wrists in some state of shock-induced dreaming. His chest ran with blood where she had made good on her promise. Her name now wrapped from his left pectoral, following his ribs beneath his arm to his shoulder blade. The waist of his leather breeches was black with blood. Lorraine would have him seen to, eventually. 

She rather enjoyed the sight of broken things. 

The cardinal watched herself in the mirror—as she glimpsed the bruise Sand had put around her neck, and the deep, inflamed scratches from her own nails—a feral smile stretched across her face. She had been a broken thing herself, once. Cast out of Brouillard, whose king had called her weak. Had she remained there, Lorraine would have become a servant at best. At worst? She would have been tortured until dead, born again as a wraith—another pile of bones wielded by a tyrant king.

Montaigne had always been the potential weak spot in Lorraine’s plan. His power far outstripped hers. She could feel it when he was near like liquid lightning in a chalice, doming at the brim and ready to overflow.

If he would not wield, she could not move forward.

Unless she amplified her own power instead of depending on his. Sand and the clover Guardian had shown Lorraine that no Guardian would willingly partner with her. But, as Sand had said, Guardians were nothing but wraiths of light. 

And wraiths could be wielded. 

Lorraine examined each heart in turn. Darkness tinged her vision and she opened herself, letting it flood her until every beat of her heart felt slow and heavy with power. Then she unspooled her ability, nudging the Guardians—looking for any hint that one would give in, allowing her to make it an extension of her own will and rage. 

A normal wraith did not have to give permission. They were weak. Any crack of anger or grief gave Lorraine access to a wraith’s soul. The Guardians’ hearts were tougher. Sealed against the dark with hope and light. Each heart ignored her, beating with steady warmth and denial. 

Until she reached that of Bella Charis. 

Where the others lay, white and gleaming, the heart of the first Guardian was shot through with gray, almost as if riddled with cracks. Lorraine stepped closer and when a deep chill met her tentative prodding, the cardinal gasped. 

It was like looking into a mirror, one reflecting her own disappointment and ambition. 

Lorraine’s heart galloped behind her rib cage as she wrapped her fingers around the heart of the rowan Guardian. Power seeped from her and wrapped the bone in a viselike grip. Lorraine didn’t ask the Guardian to wake. She demanded Charis serve.

Something invisible buckled beneath the pressure of Lorraine’s command, and the heart that had seemed so dead pulsed, then limped toward a steady rhythm. 

The cardinal felt strength flow from the heart into her limbs. The wraith’s bones she had hidden in an adjoining room tugged at her consciousness, though moments ago she’d not been able to feel them. 

Lorraine the Pure smiled. The people of Niveaux were angry—betrayed by those they’d once called heroes. The palace plaza lay in ruins, the prince ill in his rooms. She had used the goodwill of the people to get this far. Now she would stoke their fear and anger, using both to rise from regent to queen. 

When the people were no longer useful while living, Lorraine would gather their bones and return to Brouillard with an army. She would kill their king slowly, creating a wraith of deep anguish and regret. 

And she would wear his bones as a crown. 
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