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      I stared into the mirror in Kaya’s bedroom. A dead man walking stared back. But he wasn’t done yet. Oh, no. Fire glinted in his eyes. The ghost of old Finch reared up, stretching out those sweet muscles of deceit, which hadn’t been used in a long time.

      “At least I’m in a pretty cage,” I muttered to my reflection. Minimalist gray-and-white furniture surrounded me. Not exactly Versailles, with the sparse sleekness only adding to the prison vibes. But right now, with so many people planning to skewer me if I slipped up, this was the safest place I could be—under Kaya’s protection and behind a locked door.

      I can’t marry her. I love Ryann. I couldn’t live with myself if I ended up at the end of an aisle, the wrong woman standing in front of me.

      I started pacing across the endless floor. The new Muppet Babies were probably still in that fancy room, wondering what had happened. They’d stood between me and Erebus, ready to give everything to save me. That only fueled my fire. I’d return the favor when I could.

      As long as I pretended to behave, they’d be okay. I’d already convinced myself of that, while pushing back a tidal wave of worry. Hell, I even spared a worried thought for my gargoyles, who were likely misting around in one of those Bestiary orbs.

      Lux wanted me to marry Kaya solely to get revenge on her wayward husband. Kaya wanted to marry me for the same reason, as well as some crap about doing what was best for her people. Ovid wanted me in the suitor race so that his daughter would have more options. And everyone’s okay with that?!

      I wished Apollo hadn’t been arrested for attempted murder. But the whole situation stank, fishy and rotten. I didn’t know the guy well, but he hadn’t seemed like the kind of dude who’d arrange a knife in Kaya’s heart. A knife that could easily be traced back to him. Yep, big old salmon stench, there… Maybe it was because we were underwater, or maybe it was just my dubious feelings about supposedly utopian societies, but Atlantis reeked right now.

      And if Apollo wasn’t the mastermind behind the assassination attempt, then the killer could still be on the loose—a killer who might gun for the other suitors, now that they’d gotten Apollo out of the picture.

      I groaned and paused my pacing. “I swear to Chaos, the last thing I need right now is another person trying to off me. This plate is full!”

      I’d just started some lion-esque prowling to get my thoughts in order, when the door opened and my wannabe bride strolled in.

      “I thought you would be asleep.” Kaya looked surprised to see me wandering around, for some reason. It was only early evening.

      I gave her my best withering stare. “What, you thought I’d just snuggle up in your bed with all this going on? Or did you think I’d doze off and wake up with a total change of heart? Tell me, did you drug the pillows?”

      “You seemed tired, that is all. There is no need for unnecessary snark.” She rolled her eyes and gestured for a scurrying little servant to come in.

      “Who said it was unnecessary?” I shot back. Just because she’d snared me in a courtship trap I couldn’t immediately wriggle out of didn’t mean she would get a softer, more amenable Finch.

      She ignored me and crossed the room. There, she stepped out onto the expansive balcony and sat at a table on the terrace, where the servant hurried to set a tray of food and a pewter pitcher. The poor guy looked like he was trying to beat his personal record. With everything laid out, he almost cracked his back in an attempt to make the deepest bow in history, before rushing from the room. The door clicked shut with a quiet, yet threatening, lock.

      “Come. Eat.” It wasn’t a request. So, like the “Belle” I’d apparently morphed into, I went out to join Kaya in the balmy Atlantean glow of evening. Only a few hours had gone by since she’d brought me to her room, but it felt like weeks.

      “Shouldn’t you turn a key or something, so I can at least feel like a hostage?” I sat opposite her and eyed the tasty smorgasbord. As it turned out, all this stress had made me insanely hungry.

      She chuckled as she gazed out over the city. “There is no need.”

      “Ah, yes, the multitude of hexes you’ve slathered on this place.” I sank back, knowing it’d be bad form to start chowing down before the princess did.

      “They are necessary,” she replied.

      “You know, since you keep saying that, I feel like I should buy you a thesaurus. It might give you another word for ‘necessary.’” I faked a smile, trying to walk the tightrope between irreverent and rude.

      She shook her head with a hint of a smile. “Then, I should say, it is for your benefit. The hexes will keep you safe and prevent any of the suitors, or those who wish you harm, from entering or trying to toy with the door or windows.”

      Including Davin and Erebus… A security measure that should’ve comforted me but instead left a sour taste in my mouth. The tang of incarceration, gussied up to look like hospitality.

      Kaya had really done a number on her quarters since bringing me here, installing all kinds of magical reinforcements. Of course, I hadn’t been given any kind of key to exit at my leisure. And the windows had been additionally secured and locked, again with no spare key for little old me.

      But I was nowhere near defeated. I had an ace up my sleeve. Who needed a key, when you could Shapeshift the way I could? But to use that honed skill, which Kaya knew nothing about, I needed outside help. My friends. Which begged the question of how to get them here, so that I could put a plan into action.

      “Any sign of my two biggest fans? I thought they’d be scratching at the door, desperate for an autograph.” I took a slice of an Atlantean favorite—gray-toned laver bread—just as Kaya popped a green berry into her mouth. The bread glistened with their version of salted butter, all thick and creamy and delicious. It had a subtle hint of the sea, but so did everything else down here. I devoured the whole thing as if I hadn’t eaten in a month, before going back for seconds.

      Kaya ate another swollen green berry, somewhere between a grape and a gooseberry. “They are prowling around, as I expected.” She laughed sharply. “It is rather amusing, in truth, how desperate they are to find you. I have never seen Erebus so incensed.”

      “I bet you’re just loving that, aren’t you?” I mumbled with my mouth full, spitting crumbs. She wasn’t about to get any table manners from me.

      “Pardon?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Well, that’s the crux of all this, isn’t it?” I swallowed the bread, the chunk almost lodging in my throat. “You get to sit back and enjoy your old flame getting jealous and angry, at my expense. Frankly, it’s ridiculous. And selfish. You’ve already shanghaied me into being your suitor, and now you’re using me to make jabs at Erebus, even though it’s putting my life on the line. You clearly still have feelings for him.”

      “You can be rather intolerable at times; do you know that?” Kaya asked stiffly.

      I picked up another slice of the tasty, umami-tingling bread. “I’m aware.”

      “How many times must I reiterate the point, Finch?” She sighed in exasperation. What could I say? I had that effect on women. “There is more to my decision than inciting Erebus’s jealousy. A great deal more. Chaos brought you to my city for a reason.”

      “Have you convinced yourself yet?” I cast her a knowing look.

      “I need not convince myself when I am already certain.” She didn’t take the bait. “If, at first, I was tempted to consider Erebus, I can no longer justify prioritizing my own feelings. The greatness, and continued greatness, of Atlantis is much too important. And you are a vital part of seeing it persist in its excellence. A Merlin sharing my throne will be a miracle if ever I have heard of one.”

      Since a plain “NO” hadn’t worked, maybe she’d respond better to a more subtle approach. Though subtlety had never been my strong suit.

      “Okay, fine—say I agree to marry you, so Atlantis’s greatness and all my juicy Merlin blood can prevail. Will you keep me locked up here forever, not letting me see anyone?” I added a touch of sadness to my tone. “This imprisonment thing doesn’t work for me. Been there, done that, almost drove myself nuts. I need freedom, or I’ll shrivel up like a potato, forgotten in the back of a cupboard. It’s not right, and it’s definitely not good for me to be locked up.”

      Kaya rolled one of the berries around in the palm of her hand. “Until our engagement is announced, you will not leave this room. For your own safety.” She met my eyes with a steely regality. “Only once vows and rings have been exchanged will you regain your freedom to move around the palace and city however you please.”

      “Because of Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dumber?”

      She frowned. “Who?”

      “Erebus and Davin.”

      She nodded in vague understanding. “At a minimum, yes.”

      “You think other people might be after me?” I pried a little, hoping to strike gold.

      “Apollo is in prison. A man I trusted more than… most people, in truth. If he sought my death, there is no telling who else may be working against the crown. If you are to, potentially, be the crown, then you may be under more threat than is currently evident,” she replied, crushing the berry between her thumb and forefinger. An odd look crossed her face—an expression of doubt. But doubt about what?

      “Come on, you don’t actually think Apollo did that, do you? You’re a smart woman, and if you trust him as much as you say, then you can’t really believe he’d be capable of murdering you. I mean, if nothing else, he’s smart—why would he use a weapon that could be traced directly back to him? It doesn’t make any sense.” I decided to throw the cat among the pigeons, as the old saying went.

      She sighed and set her squished berry down. “I do not know what to believe, Finch. The weapon belonged to Apollo’s father, that is true, but perhaps he hoped to double-bluff his way through any ensuing investigation, using the exact reasoning you have just given—that it makes no sense to use a weapon with family ties.”

      “Or, you know, he’s innocent and being framed,” I replied bluntly.

      “Innocent men do not run.” Her voice carried a cold edge.

      “They do if they’re being chased.” I’d never bought that assumption. Anyone would run if they felt their life was at stake.

      She tilted her head from side to side until a bone clicked. “Innocent or guilty, it does not matter. I have more pressing concerns. Namely, my father.”

      “Why? What’s he done now? Wrangled some more strays into your suitor convention?”

      She shot me a warning look, letting me know that I was nearing the edge of that irreverent-rude tightrope. “My father still favors Davin, and I must ensure he comes to favor you.”

      “I thought it was your decision. I mean, it sure as hell isn’t mine,” I returned.

      “It is my decision.” She poured herself a glass of water and gulped a few mouthfuls. “But I want him to understand my reasons and gain his full support. His opinion matters to me, more than anyone’s, now that my mother is… no longer able to give me her guidance.”

      I picked at another slice of bread. “It was your father that suggested this in the first place. I’d say that’s opinion enough.”

      “He did that out of pride, so that I would have more suitors to choose from. It does not mean you are his preferred choice.” She pushed a hand through her hair, a strand catching in her silver circlet. A little tuft, like a protruding antenna. I decided not to point it out, for my own amusement. “At present, you are a substitute, nothing more. In his eyes, at least. I must endeavor to change that.”

      “Well, if you’re going to keep me locked up here while you try to convince Daddio that I’m crown material, can I make a request?” The cogs were turning now.

      She shrugged. “You can, but that does not mean I will acquiesce.”

      “Can I at least get some kind of visitation rights for my friends? I meant it when I said I go mad in enclosed spaces. Unless you want a crazed lunatic for a suitor, I need something to stop me from spiraling. Plus, a bit of goodwill would be nice, since you’re making me do this against my will.” I paused and managed a smile. “Call it an early wedding gift.”

      Kaya pursed her lips.

      Quick! Don’t you lose this shot! I leaned forward and put my hand flat on the table, millimeters from hers. “My friends know the score. They’ll comply with your rules and regulations, but don’t keep them from me. I need to let them know what’s going on, and… I just want to see them, Princess. At least give me that.”

      “And what am I to do about Miss Smith?” She took her hand away. “Is she going to cause problems for me?”

      “No!” I blurted, way too quickly. “No, there won’t be any problems. Don’t do anything to her. Let me explain this to her. You’ve made it clear I don’t get a choice, but I know you’re not cruel. Keep her out of this, and I’ll behave.” I was lying through my teeth. “Just let me speak to her. She might not even want to talk to me. If that’s the case, then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      Kaya sighed. “Very well. I suppose I ought to offer you something in return for your acceptance, even though most men would find the prospect of marrying a princess reward enough. But you are not like most men, are you?” She eyed me curiously, as though observing me with a fresh perspective. “You may have a few arranged, short visits. After all, I have grown fond of your friends. Especially Miss Winchester. But you are not to leave this room.”

      “Thank you.” I meant that, at least. Once I had my friends here, the games could begin. My games, this time.

      “I mean what I say, Finch. You may only be a suitor now, but I intend to choose you.” She paused, and the air grew still. “I thought Chaos had brought Erebus back to me, but I was mistaken. It was you. You were the gift, but I was too blind to see it. Now my vision has cleared. Chaos wants this, and Chaos shall have it.”

      If Chaos thinks so, then Chaos is in for a colossal disappointment. Now, if only I could shake this deeply unsettled feeling in my stomach. Her certainty scared me. Throughout history, that kind of holier-than-thou imagined calling from a higher entity had caused wars and razed cities to the ground on the surface, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d be added to the list of casualties.

      Seriously, why did the nutcases always gravitate toward me?
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      Alone again after eating my fill of early evening goodies, I did a bit more pacing to try and work off the thick butter. Creamed calories, in their purest form. So rich I could feel my arteries clogging. I probably didn’t want to know where they got their dairy. Sea cows? Manatee milk? Nope, it was definitely best to just enjoy the taste and not ask questions. For all I knew, it could’ve been squeezed out of a sea cucumber.

      Kaya had skedaddled, having had her fill of my sass. But not without leaving a promise behind—that my friends would be sent up as soon as possible. I’d been waiting ever since. Evening had slowly turned to night, the fake sunlight orbs dimming as the pretend constellations came out to play. Apparently, ASAP didn’t mean the same thing here that it meant up top.

      Man, I wish Harley were here. I hated to admit I needed my sister, and yeah, putting her in the proximity of a baby-crazed Child of Chaos in desperate need of a Primus Anglicus incubator was likely a bad idea, but I still wished she were with me right now. If only I could figure out a way to reach Harley and the SDC, then I could call in the cavalry… Alas, that wasn’t an option. Our earpieces had been confiscated, our phones destroyed in the tumble down here, and it wasn’t like I could send a homing pigeon through miles of Antarctic ocean. Atlantis didn’t even have pigeons, for starters.

      Still, it provided food for thought. Something I could discuss with Melody and the others when they finally showed. If they actually showed, and Kaya hadn’t been yanking my chain.

      Another half-hour of aimless walking passed by. Kaya had locked the terrace, so I couldn’t even go out there for a breath of manufactured air. And that warning about going bonkers was starting to morph into reality. At least in Purgatory, I’d known why I deserved to be behind bars.

      A soft click made me whip around. The bedroom door opened, a hefty guard filling the doorway. As he stepped aside, I breathed a sigh of relief. My pals were right behind him, ushered in by the guard. The minute they were over the threshold, he slammed the door shut behind them and locked us in, while he remained outside. The hex shield thrummed over the doorframe and settled back into place.

      My relief and joy died an unexpected death. Something was wrong with this scene. One cast member was prominently missing.

      “Where’s Ryann?” I whispered, my chest suddenly hurting. Her absence was like a knife in my heart. “Is she okay? Is she hurt, after what Lux did?”

      After all, Lux had finally revealed herself to Erebus and Davin and given me all kinds of hopes that I would get my freedom… only to stab me in the back at the last moment. She’d insisted on me becoming suitor numero uno, warned Erebus and Davin not to interfere with my courtship proceedings, and sauntered straight back into the love of my life. That was a tough day in anyone’s book.

      Melody fidgeted with her bracelet. “Ryann didn’t want to come, but she’s okay. She’s shaken, of course, and her emotions are all haywire, but she really is fine. As fine as she can be, given the circumstances.”

      “She understands what happened,” Nash cut in. “We filled in any blanks, and she’s not upset with you. I know you’ve probably been driving yourself batty, but she’s not, so you can shelve that worry.”

      “Then why isn’t she here?” I pressed, hearing my own desperation. I needed her to be here. I needed to see her face and blurt out everything I wanted to say, even if it all came out wrong.

      “Ryann didn’t want to give Little Miss High and Mighty an opportunity to use her as leverage.” Nash walked over with the ever-present Huntress at his side. “And she figured that if she keeps her distance, it might please her Chaos parasite. You know, make Lux think she’s obeying the order to keep you in this suitor race.”

      I nodded slowly. Painfully. “Then I guess we’re on the same page. Keeping Lux sweet might make her more inclined to not be a selfish cow. But I’m not putting money on it.”

      “You don’t buy her promise to protect you?” Luke spoke up. He looked weirdly dazed and sort of… floaty, which made a subtle difference from his usual stern stance and blockhead stare. But at least he was a blockhead I could rely on.

      I shrugged. “Not massively, no. Lux wouldn’t risk pulling a cosmic muscle to protect me.”

      “Glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” Nash sat on one of the nearby chairs and rubbed Huntress’s ears.

      “She took Erebus by surprise, but he’s not so scared of her,” I replied. “He’ll find some loophole to get what he wants.”

      Melody sank onto the edge of the huge bed and swung her legs. “I suppose he did find a way to make it back to Atlantis, even though he’s banned from the city.”

      “What you’re saying is, I’m right.” I looked at my friends and noticed Luke staring at Melody with even more puppy-dog vibes than usual. I brushed it off, since I had bigger fish to fry. “It’s like his wifey said… if he can’t convince Kaya, he’ll find some other way to create his demon spawn. That’s the only reason she’s letting this play out—so she can watch him fail. But if Erebus wants to kill me and finish what he started, then he will.”

      I was still waiting for the moment Lux actually grew some proverbial ovaries and sent Erebus packing to the center of the earth. But she hadn’t made that move yet, even though it would’ve solved everyone’s problems. Who knew, maybe she couldn’t do it in Atlantis, not without compromising herself in the process, in the same way Erebus had some limits down here. Or maybe she was still intent on seeing just how far he’d push this, how far he’d betray her, before she brought the axe down. That would make the endgame all the sweeter for her.

      Man, I hate those sons of frogfishes… But I planned to see them all fail. Every single one who’d tried to use me. And my endgame would be the sweetest of all.

      “She’s miserable, though.” Melody looked up from her swinging legs, her big eyes shining with sympathy. “For obvious reasons, I think she’s having a hard time dealing with this. She kept going outside and coming back with red eyes. I’m guessing she didn’t want us to tell you she’s upset, in case you tried to see her and made Kaya all mad. But that’s the problem with being an Empath. I really don’t mean to pry into people’s emotions—I just can’t help it when someone’s feelings are strong. And there was a lot of sadness coming from her.” Her face fell. “And now I’ve told you she was upset, which is exactly what I wasn’t supposed to do.”

      I resisted the urge to punch something really hard. One of Kaya’s mirrors, maybe, since I couldn’t get any unluckier. “I’m glad you told me.”

      “You are?” Melody sounded unconvinced, and just a teeny bit guilty.

      “Even if she’s not here, I want to know how she is. I don’t need to be spared the truth. It’s her I want to spare from any harsh truths, but I can’t. I just… man, I wish I could see her.” It wasn’t just my life, my love, my feelings that Kaya and the rest of these jackasses were toying with, but Ryann’s, too.

      “This probably hurts like a bastard, Finch.” Nash put on his paternal voice of wisdom. “But she’s right to stay away. She can’t always keep Lux down. That Child of Chaos is like a bad case of acid reflux.”

      “You’re right.” I sucked in a breath. Lux had put Ryann in the equivalent of a Bestiary box—I could look at her, but I couldn’t touch her or speak to her without putting my future plans in danger. I just had to hope it all paid off so I could get her back. Free her from that box.

      Melody pushed herself off the bed and walked to the window. “Did Kaya do all this just to make Erebus jealous? You know, pretending to favor you as a suitor so he’d freak out? I mean, that’d be a pretty good outcome, right?” She didn’t turn. Perhaps she already knew the answer.

      I shook my head. “Kaya told me that she plans to choose me as her consort.”

      A collective gasp rippled through the room. Melody turned, looking horrified.

      “You were only meant to be a substitute for Apollo! Why would she suddenly decide to choose you? Is this her idea of revenge against Erebus? Oh goodness, this is terrible!”

      Luke went to stand by her side and wrapped his arm around her waist. An oddly intimate gesture I hadn’t seen from them before. Sure, he always stood over her like a great big donkey, making moon eyes at her. But the way he’d just slipped his arm around her, as if it were the most natural thing in the world… yeah, that was definitely new.

      “She says there’s more to it, but I don’t believe her. They’ve messed with me too many times. And I’m not marrying her, no matter what.” I paused for effect. “Which is why I asked Kaya to let you guys visit. I need to get some wheels in motion, pronto.”

      “Wheels?” Nash cocked his head, and Huntress copied him.

      “Here’s what we know.” I addressed my trusty trio. “Erebus and Davin are fighting tooth and nail to get in here. Literal wolves at my door. Kaya’s hexes have kept them out so far. Apollo is currently in prison, awaiting trial for a crime I don’t think he committed. Meanwhile, the rest of the Mr. Atlantis pageant aren’t aware Kaya has picked me, or wants to, at any rate. She said something about convincing her father first. But since he suggested me in the first place, all she has to do is stroke his ego a little, and he’ll fold like origami.”

      Luke scoffed. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “What makes you say that?” I peered at him. It sounded like he knew something I didn’t, which was possible, since they’d been in the outside world while I’d been trapped here.

      “His Death Day is coming up, right?”

      I snorted. “Not soon enough, if you ask me.”

      “Well, he’s not acting like someone who’s about to meet their maker.” Luke pulled Melody closer, and she laid her head against his chest. “He’s wandering around like he doesn’t have a care in the world.”

      Melody looked up at him. “People have been whispering about it in the halls, and I’ve been feeling some strange emotions coming off them—wariness and confusion, and a few smatterings of disapproval. Atlantis is still mourning Queen Verity, and people have been sharing their memories of her and laying wreaths at the palace gates. But Ovid seems to have recovered alarmingly fast, to the point of coldness.” She glanced back at me. “It’s weird. With Verity gone, Ovid should at least be worried about his own mortality, even if he’s not grieving. But his behavior doesn’t suggest that.”

      Nash’s mouth was set in a grim line. “That means it’s likely that he’s still riding the Necromancy idea. Kaya can stroke his ego all she likes, but when it comes to his preference between you or a man who can give him another five hundred years, she might as well talk to a brick wall.”

      “Exactly.” Luke nodded. “Ovid is clearly still considering using Davin to resurrect himself after his Death Day. That’s the easiest explanation.”

      “The man’s a dog—no offense, Huntress.” Nash patted her head, her tongue lolling. “We’ve already seen the king flirting with some of the dames around the palace. Giggling and flinging out cheesy lines like a sixteen-year-old.”

      My jaw dropped. “You think he’s looking for a new queen?” How would that even work? The Atlanteans wouldn’t take kindly to that, given their endless ream of customs and traditions and rules and regulations.

      “If he plans to keep living, he could remarry,” Luke pointed out sourly. “And since there’s probably zero legislation on what happens if a king just sticks around after he’s supposed to be dead, then why not? One thing’s for sure, it’ll screw up the order of succession.”

      “And he does have an army he can use, if resurrecting himself ignites civil unrest,” Melody added anxiously. “A royal army whose sole purpose is to protect their monarch. Which would still be Ovid, if he happened to survive whatever Davin did to him. It’s certainly very messy and will only get messier if he goes through with it. But that’s why Kaya may not be able to persuade him to accept you as her first choice, unless she just ignores him altogether. Which, from what I know of her, she might well do. Especially considering that anger and jealousy are potent motivators.”

      I held on to my resolve. “Well, like I said, I’m not marrying her. I’m going to make sure of it.”

      “Even if you’ve got something up your sleeve, that’s not our only problem.” Nash got up and started some pacing of his own. “You mentioned Apollo, earlier. The thing is… I happen to agree with you. I’ve seen plenty of innocent men run in my time.”

      “That’s what I told Kaya!” I crowed.

      “I think we should investigate,” Nash said. “If it wasn’t Apollo, then whoever it was is still walking free. And who knows what plans they have for the rest of Kaya’s suitors. By singling you out, Kaya might’ve just painted a huge target on your back.”

      “Especially when, or if, that news circulates through the city.” Melody gave me a heartbreaking look. “Speaking to Apollo would be a good place to start, and if we find out that he had nothing to do with it, then we’ll have to do everything we can to stop the real culprit, whoever they may be. I’m not letting anyone kill you, Finch.”

      “I second that.” Nash tipped his head at me.

      Luke sighed. “Me three, I guess.”

      Aww, don’t go cold on me now, Luke.

      “Then I suppose it’s time I stop waffling and get to the main reason I asked you here.” I fixed my gaze on Nash. “I need a favor. A big one.”
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      Nash’s eyebrows knitted together like two dark, hungry caterpillars. “What sort of favor? And how big are we talking?”

      “Brace yourself.” I flashed an anxious smile. “So… there’s something I didn’t tell Her Royal Pushiness about.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m not going to like this?” Nash folded his arms across his plaid chest. All flannel, all the time. He was a walking advertisement for Lumberjack Weekly.

      “Kaya doesn’t know I can…” I waggled my body and gave a sort of ta-da move that bordered on jazz hands.

      Luke chuckled. “Play charades really badly?”

      “No.” I hit him with a withering look. “Charades is my forte. She doesn’t know I can… play other people really well.”

      The two other fellas in the room stared at me blankly.

      Melody smiled, though it was a small, sad one. “He’s talking about Mimicry—a refined type of the Shapeshifting ability, which allows a person to take on the voice, mannerisms, and even the most recent memories, depending on how powerful their ability is, of any person they touch and stay close to. That’s right, isn’t it?”

      “See, she’s good at charades.” I offered her a grateful look, wondering why I’d bothered to try and act it out. My Mimicry skills might have been top notch, but my mime skills were wasted on Nash and Luke. “And you and I need to switch places, Nash.”

      A burst of laughter exploded from Grandpa’s throat, all raspy and anxious. “That’s a joke, right?”

      “No joke.” My tone turned serious. “It’s got to be you. If I Shift into Luke and I’m not constantly glued to Melody’s side, Kaya might smell a rat. Everyone and their moms know Luke is never more than two inches away from our little Wonder Woman, which would make splitting up to investigate a bit tricky.” I ran a hand through my hair, already envisioning that sultry shade of silver. “That was probably in poor taste, since Kaya doesn’t have a mom anymore, but you get my point. It’s got to be you. And you can ask Huntress, oh so nicely, to stay with me so it looks convincing.”

      “Not a chance,” Nash replied bluntly. “I’m not putting myself in that kind of danger. I gave up on the whole dying early thing when you broke that djinn curse, so I’m not about to take your place in a princess’s bedroom and risk my Death Day if I get discovered.”

      “Wow. Talk about showing faith in a guy.” I tutted to hide my genuine frustration.

      “It’s not about faith, Finch. It’s about the practicalities.” Nash picked some imaginary fluff off his beloved plaid. “I know a thing or two about Mimicry. You’ve got to be in close proximity to make it work, and how are you planning to do that, if you’re going to leave me here and go rambling through the palace?”

      He had a valid point. Mimicry worked like walkie-talkies—the farther you got from your Mimicry target, the flimsier the reception got. Eventually, the figurative line disconnected completely, and it would take days of risky trial and error to figure out how far I could walk before it sputtered out.

      Melody clapped her hands excitedly. “I can fix that!”

      Nash paled. “What?”

      Melody tapped her temple. “A quick dive through my mind palace, and I’ve got the answer. I’ve been unlocking more rooms in said mind palace of late, and it’s telling me that an Ephemera would solve our problem.”

      “And where do we get one? They’re not just hanging from Atlantean trees.” Nash sounded more worried by the second. But Melody’s interjection brought renewed excitement to my churning gut.

      Melody waved her hands like a Frenchman after twenty espressos. “It’s not about where we get one, it’s about how we make one! I’ve got the blueprint in my mind. It looks as though I can put one together from objects we can easily find around the palace. Then Finch infuses it with his Mimicry ability, and you can wear it and pretend to be him without worrying about it fizzing out.”

      “Go, MacGyver!” I punched the air.

      “I don’t like it,” Nash pushed back. “Who’s to say a makeshift Ephemera would work as well as a properly forged one? I don’t mean to be rude, Melody, but throwing one together from random palace stuff and hoping for the best doesn’t fill me with confidence.”

      I offered a louder tut. “I thought you said it wasn’t a faith thing. Melody is providing a practical solution, and we know how much you love practical solutions. Plus, if anyone can put one together and make it work, it’s her.”

      “Maybe, but—” He tried to protest, but I cut him off.

      “How about this? I promise to only leave for short periods, so you don’t have to get your panties in a twist about the Ephemera conking out.” I looked at him in desperation. “I need to get out of here, Nash. I need to see Ryann and to delve deeper into this Apollo issue. I’ll go nuts if I have to wait here and do nothing. There’s not a lot I can do about Erebus or Davin, but at least I can get ahead of the game and remove one of my potential murderers from the list. If they managed to frame Apollo, then they’re smart. So we have to be smarter.”

      “I can investigate that,” Nash griped. “I don’t get why it has to be you.”

      I cracked my knuckles, knowing how arrogant I was about to sound. But old Finch wouldn’t have cared about that, and honestly, neither did I. “I’m more powerful than you. I’ll be more useful out in the field. I have six abilities at my beck and call. You have… magic blood.”

      “You’re really playing that card?” Nash eyed me.

      “I’m really playing that card.” I held his gaze, refusing to back down. “Look, there’s something rotten going on here—something way more complex than it appears. It’s going to need all the Chaos we’ve got to solve it. And I’ve got it in spades, so if I have to play my Ace of Spades, then I will.”

      He grumbled under his breath, and it wasn’t the kind of language Grandpa ought to utter in the presence of sweet and lovely Melody.

      “Besides,” I continued, going for broke, “I can find out more about Atlantean tradition and their loopholes if I’m out there. You know, read a few books, ask a few peeps what they think. People trust you, especially here, with that hair of yours. They’re more likely to spew their guts to me if I look like you. And your skillset is best served here, too. You’ve got a way with words, Nash. Kaya wouldn’t be foolish enough to tell me how to weasel my way out of our impending engagement, but you might be able to pry bits and pieces out of her, looking like me. The Nash personality combined with my good looks—a winning partnership. Though, you’ll have to use a bit more of that Calvert humor to make it realistic.”

      “Someone’s been rehearsing this speech,” Luke remarked.

      “Watch it, or I’ll make you switch places with me and drag Melody around Atlantis.” I leveled my gaze at him. “Would you prefer that?”

      He scrunched up his face. “No…”

      “Then hush up.” I focused back on Nash. “Please, Nash. I’m only asking for a few outings. Short ones, just to get me out of here once in a while. I’ll lose my whole bag of marbles if I’m cooped up in this room, waiting for Kaya to slap a ring on my finger. I don’t look good in jewelry, Nash. And I don’t do well in enclosed spaces.”

      Nash rolled his eyes so hard I thought he might bust an optical nerve. “And you say I’m the one who’s got a way with words?”

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?” I tried not to squeal with excitement.

      “I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I didn’t, after that rousing speech.” He smiled grimly. “But I have one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “Be careful with Ryann. I know you’ve likely got a thousand things bouncing around in that head of yours, and probably bouncing off the end of your tongue, too, but remember there’s another person inside Ryann. So be careful what you say, for all our sakes.” The smile faded from Nash’s lips, replaced by a stern expression. “Don’t make me regret saying yes.”

      I nodded effusively. “I can do that. So… it’s a yes, then?”

      “Well, you won’t be much good to us if you go full fruit-loop, so… yes, it’s a yes.” He stooped to ruffle Huntress’s fur. Her blue eyes stared up at him, as if they were having some kind of private Familiar to magical conversation. A bit rude, to be honest, like whispering in front of other people. But hey, if it bought me some time out of this gilded cage, they could do all the telepathy they wanted. “Plus, you’re right about one thing. To uncover Atlantis’s secrets, it’s going to take more than, as you so kindly put it, magic blood.”

      I made an apologetic face. “No disrespect intended.”

      “Hmm… there had better not be. You should respect your elders, which is why I’m adding another condition. Don’t you do anything weird with my image while you’re pretending to be me.”

      He returned to standing and took a look around the room, no doubt picturing himself stuck in here. I had to hand it to him—he was being generous about this. Letting me borrow his form would mean staying here without Huntress, and without his plaid… the horror! That was a huge ask, and he was once again proving that he was one of the best people I’d ever met. He understood why I needed to do this with my own hands.

      I jittered with anticipation. “I swear I won’t go leaving a trail of broken hearts or put you on Atlantis’s ‘Most Wanted’ list.”

      “Then we’ll do it.” Nash looked to Melody. “If you can make that Ephemera and assure me it won’t leave me with my proverbial pants down, then I guess it’s fine by me.”

      “Hey, you’ll keep your pants on while you’re using my image,” I teased. “Don’t you go leading Kaya on by flashing glimpses of these pert bum cheeks. I’m trying to keep the ring off my finger, remember? If she catches sight of that, you might as well strike up the ‘Wedding March’ right now.”

      “You know what I mean.” He laughed, shaking his head as if I were a wayward grandson he just couldn’t help but love.

      “We should probably get going then, since we’ve got a shopping list as long as my arm.” Melody came over and wrapped her arms around me, pulling me into a Winchester squeeze. “You hang in there, Finch. We’ll be back before you know it, with the best Ephemera you’ve ever seen!”

      I hugged her back. “If anyone can make one…”

      Luke cleared his throat. “If you could try not to crush Melody, that’d be great.”

      “Huh?” I pulled away and noticed him shifting awkwardly.

      “Nothing.” He shook his head, and Melody laughed softly. Yep, something had definitely changed between these two.

      “Am I missing something?” I squinted at Melody, whose cheeks had gone scarlet. Like, a worrying shade, so bright it could bring planes in to land.

      Nash came over and clapped me on the shoulder. “These two shared a… momentous occasion, while you were up here getting bossed around by the princess.”

      “No! Seriously? And I missed it?” I grinned at the pair. “I don’t mean that in a creepy way. Lux provides enough voyeurism for the lot of us. But man, we’ve all been waiting for you two to get it together!”

      Melody cast Luke a shy glance and reached for his hand, which he duly provided. “It was a long time coming.” She went all awkward but seemed to draw courage from Luke’s touch. “Anyway, that’s enough about us. We really do need to get going so I can put this Ephemera together. It’s not going to be a simple build, like clicking Legos together, and we don’t have any time to waste.”

      “Go build that Ephemera,” I urged, still grinning. Finding out about them gave me a sliver of silver lining, in all this mess and mayhem. They’d managed to get their act together, and so could I. Once I was out of this room, I’d make things right with Ryann.

      “What are you going to do while we’re gone?” Luke used an oh-so-serious voice to cover his embarrassment.

      I shrugged. “Play the obedient fiancé and keep Kaya off the scent. We need to keep suspicion to a minimum, so I’ll probably make jokes, a little small talk, and throw in a few gripes here and there to keep it real. And make sure Erebus and Davin don’t wriggle their way in here, of course.”

      Nash smiled. “If those two kill me while I’m you, Finch, I’ll tear you a new one.”

      “Now that would be an impressive haunting.” I flashed him a mischievous grin, if only to hide the fear beneath. He was putting his neck on the line for me, and I’d be forever grateful. But if Erebus or Davin laid so much as a finger on him, then I’d sic Lux on their asses. Nash was one of us now, so I’d claw and scrape to the bitter end to protect him, same as the rest of my pals.

      After all, he’d done the same for me.

      After a few at-the-door goodbyes and a silent promise to return soon, the guard outside closed the door in my face, leaving me alone again. And what else could a guy do, on his own in a fancy prison, but pace some more? Only, this time, my pacing had determination. And hope. And the knowledge that when my friends came back, stage one of Finch’s revenge would finally begin.
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      My friends had been gone all of five minutes when a thud came through the door, followed by a strained grunt. I froze, and my head did a 180-spin that would’ve made an owl jealous. I waited, holding my breath. It had to be Kaya… right? Not that she tended to knock before she entered.

      My eyes zoomed in on the door handle as it turned slowly. The old horror movie cliché in live action. I couldn’t have taken a breath, even if I’d wanted to. My heart hammered so loudly in my chest that I almost missed a soft click that pierced the tense silence. Someone was coming in. The door opened slowly.

      I damn near screamed at the sight before me. Erebus stood in the hallway, his anaconda of an arm choking the royal guard who’d been posted outside. He was playing puppet master with the poor guy, evidently having used the guard’s hand to turn the handle and push the door open, due to the shielding spell that wanted to keep Erebus out. The guard stared at me with bulging eyes, his cheeks turning purple while the rest of him drained of color. Not hard to do, considering the Atlanteans were all milk-bottle pale. A few seconds later, Erebus dumped the poor guy on the floor, where he lay unconscious—a faint rise and fall of his chest reassured me that the guard wasn’t going to be ejected into the sea.

      “Finally.” Erebus lunged toward the now open doorway, and I staggered back, yelping like a chihuahua facing off with a Saint Bernard.

      I braced for an imminent fight to the death, but the moment Erebus hit the room’s threshold, his body bounced backward with a deeply satisfying wham that sent the Child of Chaos flying across the hallway. Glittering sparks cascaded down from the invisible shield that enveloped the doorway to the ground, where they fizzed and dissipated.

      Erebus jumped up, his brow creased in confusion. He ran at the doorway again, only to pull up short as the melee of hexes and spells thrummed a warning.

      “Having trouble there, Erebus?” I sounded bolder than I felt. Honestly, my insides were a wobbly, churning mass of anxiety. Kaya had protected this place with strong stuff, but Erebus was no weakling. Well, not usually. But in his human body, he had to be a little more cautious about where and how he threw his weight around.

      “What sorcery is this?” Erebus glowered at me.

      This was seriously weird. With the protective defenses more or less invisible, it looked like he could just wander in and skewer me on a whim. But he couldn’t. He just had to stand there and look angry, coming to the infuriating realization that he couldn’t get me.

      You may be a royal pain in my ass, Kaya, but thank the friggin’ stars you built me my very own Fort Knox.

      “Your ex’s sorcery, actually,” I replied, gaining a bit of courage from the fact that he was so near, and yet so far. “She thought you’d try something stupid. Looks like she was right.”

      “Your time for self-congratulation will soon be over, Finch.” Erebus squared his shoulders, a vein throbbing in his forehead like a plump worm. “I promise, when you finally dare to leave this prison, you can expect a world of pain. I will finish what I started, as repayment for your insolence and betrayal. If you believe you can have her and get away with it, then you may think again.”

      I edged nearer to the forcefield. “I’m going to say this one more time and hope it gets through that thick, pilfered skull of yours: I’m not interested in your girl. You know that.”

      “Do I?” Erebus hissed. “Or has this been your scheme all along? Or Lux’s, perhaps? I should have known the moment you accepted a dance with her that you were up to something. That my cosmic partner had put you up to it!”

      “I’m in love with Ryann, as you’ve spent the last Chaos-knows-how-long pointing out! I mean, come on, that’s been your favorite leverage since you first picked up on it. Are you just conveniently going to forget that now? And unlike you, I’m not looking for someone new. I want to be with her, nobody else.” He’d pushed my buttons, and now this nuclear missile was about to blow. “I’ve done nothing but try to get out of this suitor thing, but no one is listening! I don’t want to marry Kaya! She can marry you, she can marry Davin, she can marry a damn sponge, for all I care—as long as it’s not me!”

      Erebus’s face twisted. “You have always been slow on the uptake, haven’t you? Even now, your pathetic brain is struggling to catch up.”

      “What do you mean?” I demanded.

      “This is not about you; this is about Kaya. It is nothing personal. Your feelings do not matter to me. Your protestations, your pleas, your desperately mortal relationships do not mean a single thing, nor do they have any power to sway my intent.” He began to explore the boundaries of the protective hexes, which made me nervous. “I do not know whether Kaya has done this simply to spite me, or if there is more to this endeavor. Either way, she is all I desire, all I have desired for the last fifty years. And now she has put you in my way, which is why you must be removed. Though perhaps I shall enjoy a smattering of torture first, as punishment for not telling me that my wife was watching my every move.”

      “Hey, Lux didn’t exactly give me a choice!”

      He gave the guard a petulant kick. “There you go again, making your protestations. Heed my words, Finch: they do not matter! What’s done is done, and you must die so that I may succeed.”

      “Oh, spare me,” I snarled, totally done with this jumped-up puppet master. “You’re the one who’s slow on the uptake. Do you really think Kaya would be doing this if you still had a shot?”

      “She is distracted, that is all.” He looked away, his neck muscles tensing.

      “And you think killing me would win her over? You don’t think it’d piss her off even more? She’d know it was you—of course she’d friggin’ know, and it’d give her even less reason to trust you!” I raged, letting loose completely.

      Erebus turned back and smirked. “Why do you think I am working with Davin? He will be the perfect scapegoat. Kaya knows the two of you have history, and once I explain everything to her, she will be convinced that Davin took you out of the running.”

      “Just how many delusion pills do you take each morning, huh?” I edged closer to that protective threshold. “As we speak, Davin is probably thinking up a million ways to throw you under the bus. And he’s not the one with a history of deceit and betrayal in this city. Plus, he’s got Daddio’s favor, remember? You don’t have anyone’s, apart from an old crush that’s gone way, way, way sour.”

      Erebus smoothed down one of his silky lapels. “I am not concerned with Davin, at present. I am no fool, regardless of what assumptions you comfort yourself with. Of course I know that wretch is up to something, but we are united in our efforts to see you removed. Once you are dealt with, we will return to the more familiar territory of plotting against one another.”

      “You’re not listening! Chaos on a bike, every last one of you Children need your ears syringed!” I slammed a fist into the doorframe, which sent a shower of sparks flying. “You won’t have a leg to stand on if you kill me. Kaya will believe Davin over you. And you can bet your shiny meatsuit he’ll get to her before you.”

      Erebus pretended to look at a vase of blue fronds. “I am prepared for Davin’s plans. You can bet your soon-to-be-expired meatsuit on that.”

      His surety rattled me a bit. I wasn’t expecting him to suddenly go gooey-eyed and change his mind about killing me, but I hadn’t expected him to be so… ready for whatever Davin had in store. If both parties knew their truce had a shelf life, then it didn’t seem likely that I could bring either of them around to my way of thinking. In fact, they were probably eager to get this peace treaty over with as soon as possible so that they could go back to hating one another.

      Frenemies, indeed…

      “Well, I guess it’s good that your ‘rare jewel’ is looking out for me, isn’t it?” I swallowed my panic. “Are we still calling her that? I forget, with all the little pet names you’ve got for her.”

      Erebus plucked a frond and crumbled the blue buds between his fingertips. “You should not rely on her protection. Davin and I will find a way to get to you. Next time, there will not be a forcefield in my way.”

      “You’re forgetting something.” We were in the final round, and I was determined to win this game.

      “And what might that be?” he drawled.

      “Kaya isn’t the only one who’ll be colossally pissed if you kill me.” I released the sucker punch. “What would your darling wife say, after that warning she gave you? ‘Not a hair on his head,’ if I remember rightly.”

      Erebus chuckled, but it carried a twang of nerves. “I will deal with my wife after the fact. Our squabbles have always been cosmic in nature, so perhaps there will be an unexpected supernova in a distant galaxy somewhere. But she and I are bound by the laws of Chaos—she may not kill me directly, nor I her. So I am not overly perturbed.”

      No, but she can shove you into the center of the earth, you slippery squid! I looked forward to that day, providing Lux didn’t get cold feet about the whole thing.

      “Besides,” Erebus straightened, “I would rather ask forgiveness than permission, where Lux is concerned.”

      “That mindset hasn’t worked out too well for you so far, though, has it?” I jabbed. “You didn’t ask for her permission to come down here, but she showed up anyway. Oh, and she’s intent on punishing you for that by watching you fail. I’d say you need a new approach.”

      Erebus’s eyes glinted darkly. “She may have taken me by surprise, but now that I know she is here, she will find it very difficult to interfere with my plans. Indeed, she should have stayed hidden and allowed me to kill you.”

      “Can’t say I agree with you on that,” I muttered.

      His lips turned up in a cold smile. “I will reveal Lux’s presence in Atlantis, if that is what it takes to rid myself of you and focus Kaya’s attention on me once more.”

      “Wouldn’t that risk Kaya’s safety? Lux can’t kill the princess, because of the old ‘Chaos rules’ chestnut, but that doesn’t mean she can’t hurt her if you push her too far.” I switched things up a little to try and get that nervous note back in Erebus’s voice. I didn’t like him confident. He was dangerous in that state.

      Erebus didn’t waver. “If Lux tried to hurt Kaya, she would risk my wrath. And, as I mentioned, such things have cosmic consequences which, despite her vengeful words toward me, are not things she takes pleasure in. She dislikes disrupting the fabric of the universe, though I do not mind it.”

      And Lux is using Ryann’s body, so I don’t want you getting all wrath-y on her, either. Above all else, I needed to keep Ryann safe. As much as I might’ve wanted Lux to go all out on Erebus, that came with complications regarding the woman I loved. A very strong expletive tingled on the tip of my tongue.

      “What if I managed to cancel my potential engagement before it even happened?” I made one last-ditch effort to persuade him. “Would you stop this murder train, deal with your wife, and let me and my friends be?”

      Erebus looked down at the unconscious guard, his forehead furrowing. “I doubt such a thing is even possible.”

      “Says who?”

      He glanced back up. “Kaya is as stubborn as they come, and once she has set her mind on something, she does not stop until she accomplishes it.” His eyes turned a little twinkly, bringing a surge of nausea up my throat. “Had I not deceived her the first time, she might have continued directing that determination toward marrying me. I might have had my child by now. I might have been happy… but there is still hope for that.”

      Ugh, I need a vomit bucket.

      “As long as you are gone and Davin is kept on a tight leash,” Erebus added, morphing my hyperbolic nausea into a cold dose of reality.

      “And here I was, thinking that you and I had been together long enough to become reluctant buddies.” I sighed dramatically.

      Erebus quickly diverted his gaze, a strange movement that threw me. “As I mentioned, this is nothing personal. It is about Kaya, not you.”

      “So you’d free me if it weren’t for her?” I had to know.

      He shrugged. “I would have kept you around a while longer, at least. But that is by the by. Circumstances are what they are, and I will not allow you to ruin this for me.”

      “Have you ever wondered how all this makes Lux feel?” I blurted out, not really knowing why. I supposed I wanted to scurry away from the fact that I might’ve had a chance at freedom, once upon a time. “Don’t you care that you’re hurting her? There’s no way you hate her so much that you’d want to crush her like this.”

      Erebus’s mask cracked for a split second, showing a ripple of sorrow I’d never seen before. But I blinked, and it was gone. “You would not understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “There is… a hollow, in here.” Erebus tapped his chest, once again taking me by surprise. I hadn’t actually expected him to answer. “A void that only my own child can fill. It emerged during my days in Greece, when I watched my hybrids being born. And it only grew wider with every child that died, torn apart by the overwhelming Chaos I had inflicted upon them. Lux cannot fill that void. Only Kaya can.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Don’t you care about Lux’s feelings? She’s pretty torn up, thinking that she’s not enough for you.”

      “No,” he said bluntly. “We have been paired for eternity. We will still be paired long after Kaya dies. She loves her Sylphs in a way that I never loved my djinn. Her Sylphs are her children. My djinn were never my children, merely tools I created. Therefore, I would like to enjoy the time I have with Kaya, and have a real child with her, and watch them grow and survive in a way that my hybrids could not, so I may fill this void and uncover what else my existence in this universe entails. My purpose matters more than Lux. Perhaps that sounds cold to you, but it is the truth. Had you lived as long as I, you might be able to comprehend it. It is the only thing that matters.”

      “So what you’re saying is, I can kiss my ass goodbye? You’re not going to change your mind, even though you’d be making a massive mistake?” His words did sound cold. And I didn’t understand. But I couldn’t sway him; I saw that now more clearly than ever. If even Lux didn’t matter to him more than this child he’d been dreaming about, then I sure didn’t.

      Erebus nodded, all nice and slow and threatening. “Precisely, although it will not be a mistake, not in the slightest. At least, on this matter, you are not as slow as usual.”

      “Davin’s worse than you think,” I added halfheartedly. Why was I even bothering? “He’s not the same guy he was when he was your servant. He’s had time to learn and time to become a complete monster. If you continue working with him, you’re signing your own death warrant. Although, if you get your way, I’ll be dead by then, anyway.”

      Erebus just laughed in my face. “He will not trick me again, so do not worry yourself on my account. Though I must say, I am somewhat flattered.”

      “Don’t be. I’m just trying to stop that snake from getting what he wants. This is about Davin, not you.”

      “Goodbye, Finch. For now.” Erebus turned on his heel and left me standing in the doorway, feeling ten times more irritated and frustrated than before he’d tried to bust in here.

      Not wanting to get blamed for the guard, I closed the door and retreated farther into the bedroom. I stumbled backward until I reached the bed and sank down onto the mattress. Sharp breaths rasped down my throat, and I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking. The adrenaline had vacated my body, leaving a shaking, shivering wreck behind.

      Well… that was a rollercoaster… It was no surprise I felt sick to my stomach. For the first time since Kaya had brought me here, these four walls no longer seemed as bad as the dangers lurking just outside.
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      The sunset’s radiance filtered through the panoramic windows of the palace hallways, flowing in soothing eddies from the shining pinnacles of Atlantean engineering—the artificial suns that warmed and illuminated this city, highlighting every part of its divine excellence. The city of my people, of my ancestry, of the very blood that ran in my veins. I was Atlantis, and Atlantis was me. If she grieved, I grieved. If she hurt, I hurt. If she failed… No, I could not think of that.

      I strolled at a leisurely pace, as I customarily did on beautiful evenings such as this. I never abandoned an opportunity to bask in the glory of our nation—a city and a world enveloped by one vast dome. It served a future queen well to observe that over which she would reign. My mother had always told me that, even as a child. In those innocent days, I had wandered at her side through these exact hallways, pausing beside these same windows to view a particular building, or to speak of the populace below, or to discuss the merits of politicians and bakers and hydroponic farmers. She had never raised one strata of person above another, and that perspective had taken root in me.

      If I am but half as benevolent as you, Mother, then I may hope to be a beloved monarch. I missed her sorely, more with each moment that passed. Her loss left an ache in my soul, one which no expanse of time or space would be able to ease. She had brought me life—the greatest gift this universe had to offer. And when she departed this mortal realm, she had taken part of me with her.

      I paused beside a familiar white door. Beyond, I knew I would find the marble desk that dominated my father’s private study, and he would be perched upon the large armchair of gray velvet. It had seemed impossibly vast in my childhood, yet seemed to shrink as I aged. I would look upon silk wallpaper embellished with coiling tendrils of seaweed that almost appeared to undulate, and the delicate silver creatures that darted between the fronds. There would be a cup of bitter herbal tea upon his desk. It came to him steaming and sat there with barely a sip taken before it turned cold in its ceramic. The nostrils smarted at the scent, earthy and acrid, and the taste was far worse. Yet he persisted, on the advice of our city’s finest herbalists, who bragged of its endless benefits.

      Raising my hand, I rapped on the door and waited. I had stood in this exact place a million times or more, for a multitude of reasons. Sometimes, I came with disquiet in my heart, or apprehension of a scolding. Other times, I came with joy, or serenity, or excitement.

      This time, I come with sorrow in my heart… The unshakeable woe that my mother left behind when she ascended to new pastures. However, the intriguing Mr. Merlin had dulled the blade of my grief somewhat. During my mother’s funeral breakfast, he had spoken of the afterlife. He had informed me, without hesitation, that it existed. Of course, I had always hoped so, but we mere mortals have only that… a fragile hope that there is more, beyond this. Until that moment, at least, when he lifted the veil on life’s greatest enigma: where we go when life ends. His own family had returned, albeit ephemerally, so he might converse with their spirits, and he had spoken so confidently on the matter of souls bound by love being reunited in the afterlife.

      What a perfect notion. The universe’s reward for a life well-loved. Perhaps it did not only pertain to romantic love. Perhaps, when my own life finished, I would meet my mother again in that unknown realm and walk new halls at her side.

      “Enter!” My father’s voice reverberated through the door. I did not delay, and quickly turned the handle and stepped inside that room of so many memories. Yet the scene beyond was not quite how I had pictured it. My father stood at the window, a glass of ambrosia in his hand, while music drifted from the glass cube upon one of the side tables. The tune had a jarring joviality.

      “Father. Am I disturbing you? I thought you might be meditating upon recent events.” I concealed my discomfort at the cheerful music. People contended with grief in different ways.

      But this is not the first occasion on which you have seen him acting peculiarly. My intrusive thoughts whispered what I could not. More than once since my mother’s passing, I had glimpsed my father smiling and laughing among the palace residents, even humming to himself as he walked the corridors. He did not carry the weight of her loss as I did, like a physical force pressing upon my shoulders and chest, the constriction squeezing tears from my eyes without warning. Truly, he did not seem to bear any weight at all.

      My father turned slowly and gesticulated with his glass. “Not at all. I was merely admiring our city and enjoying some of my favorite music.”

      “I do not remember Mother playing this song,” I said, though I could have been mistaken. My knowledge of my mother’s former loves and pleasures was not exhaustive.

      “Oh goodness, no. She abhorred it.” My father smiled oddly and sipped from his glass.

      Then it is not being played in her homage. That wounded me, rather unexpectedly. I had thought there might be a suitable explanation, but I received none. Now that I pondered it, I could not recall him shedding a single tear. True, we were supposed to celebrate someone’s life on their Death Day, and I had done that with all the willpower I possessed. However, I’d privately felt that celebration was a cruel farce. My father, on the other hand, did not seem to have any problem with the celebratory aspect. Even now, he appeared to be continuing in those festivities with a glass in his hand.

      “Oh,” was the only remark I could muster.

      “Would you care for some ambrosia?” My father approached his desk and lifted a decanter, refilling his own glass first.

      I shook my head. “No, thank you. I did not come to join your… remembrance. I actually came to discuss Apollo.” It served me better to alter the subject, lest I let my own grief drive a wedge between us. And my father and I had yet to discuss the matter of Apollo in private.

      His face changed, morphing from a peaceful ease to a storm. “I can barely hear his name without wishing to crush this glass in my fist!” His cheeks grew enflamed. “To think that he, of all people, would make an attempt on your life. It sickens me! What is more, I cannot understand why he would resort to such extreme measures. He seemed so earnest in his pursuit. I did not expect him to try to… goodness, I cannot even say it. It is unfathomable!”

      I let all distraction fade and focused upon Apollo’s fate. “I am also at a loss, Father. I still remember how I first scraped my knee in the palace gardens while picking opal peaches with him in the orchards.” I experienced a faint glow of nostalgia at such fond memories. “I do not know why he would wish me such violence. Nor am I entirely convinced that he did.”

      “Nonsense! It was clear as day what he intended—the blade bore his father’s seal! I know you care for him, but there can be no denying what he attempted.” My father inhaled slowly. “Although, I must not be too hasty. If there is even the slightest chance he did not do it, then he will have a chance to prove his innocence during the trial.”

      “Yes, he will.” I resisted my hope that he was not responsible. Empathy and justice were important qualities in a queen, but personal emotions could not be permitted to influence something as serious as a trial. Besides, it would only sting with greater ferocity if I allowed myself to believe him, only for his evildoing to be indisputably proved. “But that is not the sole purpose of my visit.”

      My father sipped from his overfull glass. “It isn’t?”

      I drew a breath to inspire courage. “I have come to inform you that I intend to announce my engagement to Mr. Finch Merlin. He is, at present, safe within my private quarters, where he will remain until any further threat has been extinguished.”

      My father spluttered his drink, spilling scarlet beads down the side of the crystalline flute. “He is… where?”

      “In my chambers, though I do not intend to share the room with him until it is… appropriate to do so. I will sleep in the adjoining annex, which I have also secured.” I tried to suppress my mortification. Private quarters and suitors within them were not the sort of topic I preferred to discuss with my father. “It is merely a cautionary measure, in case there are other traitors to the crown lurking in wait.”

      My father sat in his armchair rather abruptly, prompting more scarlet tears to run down the side of his glass. His eyes narrowed to slits as he glanced at me. “You plan to choose Mr. Merlin?”

      “I do, Father. Is that not why you suggested him, because you thought him to be the best option? He is descended from Merlin himself, after all.” I knew very well that my father had not intended me to choose Finch, but I thought it prudent to begin with a positive—and subtly plant the notion that this had been his idea all along.

      My father heaved a sigh of discontentment. “I suggested him because you lacked options. With beauty and intellect like yours, it would have been an embarrassment for you to have so few in pursuit of your hand.” He toyed with the stem of his glass. “I have made no secret of it, Kaya: I think Davin is the best choice.”

      “No.” I rarely resorted to bluntness, but the occasion called for it. “Even if Mr. Merlin were not an option, I would never consider Davin. While I value your opinion, he will never be my choice.”

      “But I thought Erebus was to be your choice?” His tone waxed sardonic. My father did not care for Erebus. Bellerophon had been one of my father’s favorites, and he had never forgiven Erebus for causing his death. It was not something I had forgiven, either. As of yet, that clemency had not come.

      “Things have changed,” I replied.

      “How so?” My father propped his chin upon his knuckles.

      “My… residual feelings toward Erebus do not matter. Only Atlantis matters.”

      “So you do still have feelings for him?” My father groaned, with obvious chagrin.

      I swept closer to the desk. “Hear me, Father. Erebus is of no consequence. Whether I bear emotions for him or not does not matter. I am trying to behave as a queen would, considering the current transition we are in.” In Atlantean tradition, there was something of an overlap between the new leadership and the old, in which the majority of power fell to the one who would take over. In this case, me. In essence, it made the old ruler nothing more than a figurehead, with little actual influence remaining—a trial exercise, as it were. Although, my father had been struggling somewhat with the transition.

      “And what has brought about this sudden epiphany?” he asked dryly. He did not believe me, I supposed.

      I braced my hands upon the desk and stared my father in the eye. “I believe Finch was sent to me by Chaos itself. No… that he was sent to Atlantis by Chaos itself.” I put a certain inflection upon my words, trusting my father would take my meaning. When his eyes suddenly widened, I knew he had.

      “Do you mean—?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Father.”

      “The Luminary? Are you sure, Kaya?” He sounded short of breath, as though the enormity of what I was saying had confiscated the air from his lungs.

      “I am increasingly certain of it. I did not see it initially, as I was not looking for it. Erebus blinded me, but now I see clearly. Erebus was a test, but I have overcome it, Father.” I leaned closer. “Consider the magnitude of Finch’s power and his unique heritage. Two branches of Primus Anglicus run in his veins, one of them the most ancient and powerful of all. He is the kind of ruler that will raise Atlantis to a whole new level of greatness. He is the kind of ruler our people will rally behind, if he stands at my side.”

      My father sat back in his chair with a faint creak of wood and velvet. “I had not thought of it that way, but now that you have noted it… do you think it’s possible?”

      “I do, Father. But there is more.” I had been preparing for this since I left Finch in my rooms. “Consider the timing of his arrival and think on the legend of the Luminary.”

      My father gripped the armrests. “A great power will come when Atlantis is in its darkest hour, and they will be your savior.”

      “That is precisely the line that has been playing upon my mind.” I nodded effusively. “The Bestiary is failing, Father, and it is plunging us into darkness of the literal and figurative kind. Our city and our future are in peril. Finch arrived at our moment of direst need. He is a magical of great power and lineage, but he also possesses a Bestial ability. If that is not kismet, I do not know what is.”

      “Go on,” my father urged, his demeanor bristling with anticipation.

      “I believe my marriage to Finch will usher in a new era, in which he will use his power to provide more beasts for the Bestiary and maintain the strength and expansion of our city.” I formed a propitious smile. “We have discussed this legend before, Father. We cannot turn from it now that it has leapt from the pages into reality. He may be our only hope, and that is why he is the only choice I can make.”

      My father’s excitement evaporated. “But it is a myth, Kaya. What if you are wrong? What if Davin is the Luminary, come to grant us elongated life so our population does not need to expand?”

      I pushed away from the desk with a staccato jolt. “Because that is not a viable solution. That is almost as ill-advised as shrinking the interdimensional bubble in the dead of night and drowning everything unfortunate enough to be outside its new perimeter.” I propelled a cold look in his direction. He knew what I was referring to. One of his less noble moments, which had been almost as difficult to forgive as the travesty Erebus had enacted. Though, he had sworn to me that he had not done it again since I had discovered the sordid secret. I’d confronted him most aggressively, with an insistence that he cease immediately. I had no cause to disbelieve him, since I had not seen more destruction when peering through the city’s bubble.

      “But he is of exceptional power.” My father persisted regardless. “It could be him, instead of Finch. Prophecies sometimes unfold in unpredictable ways.”

      A spark of anger ignited in my chest, lighting a fuse that could not be dowsed. “It is going to be Finch, Father. However, if you like Davin so very much, then you have my blessing to marry him yourself.”

      I did not give him a chance to respond. With a rustle of silk and satin, I breezed out of the room and left him to contemplate my words. After all, as my mother always told me, a lady never stormed out of anywhere.
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      What is love, anyway, but a chemical reaction intended to ensure the survival of our species? I hoped that by contemplating my heart’s persistent confusion in a logical fashion, I could convince myself to dismiss my yearnings for a truly loving marriage.

      But love is so much more than that… To love was to be invincible. To love was to look upon another and see a galaxy belonging only to two people. To love was to stand at someone’s side and envision a future from the faint brush of their hand against yours. Love, by its very essence, was illogical. Poets and playwrights and authors and the everyman struggled in vain to describe it, to fully encompass what it meant to love, and yet I had never read a single sentence or verse that came close to explaining what love really was, or how it took hold of a person. An effervescent sickness, a joyous disease, a willing insanity… yet why did my own thoughts come with such negative connotations?

      Was that the true essence of love—that it could not exist without a secretive darkness? Or, perchance, was it simply that I had never felt love at all? If I found a pure love—the kind all humans yearned for—would it come without that facet of shadow?

      I took pause beside a window and gazed upon the glow of the city below. The torchlight of home, the silvered moonlight of Atlantis’s orbs making the spires and rooftops shine with ethereal vigor. An affectionate smile came to my lips unbidden. Perhaps love did not subsist in one person alone, but in an entire population. Perhaps that was the duty of a monarch—to love their nation more than anyone or anything. A notion I was slowly coming to accept.

      I closed my eyes and pictured a bygone afternoon, syrupy with summer’s warmth. I walked in the gardens, embraced by the aroma of sweet blooms, richer and more complex than any perfume could emulate. A man wandered at my side, making the scent of flowers and the balmy touch of the afternoon seem almost intoxicating. I had been happy then, in a way that I rarely was. Children take joy in the smallest of things—in the wriggle of an earthworm or the shine of a ripe opal peach, in the babble of a clear stream or the thrill of clambering to the thickest branch and perching there, legs swinging as though one had staked their claim upon lands unknown. For adults, joy is harder to find—we are always too preoccupied to notice that which once made us gleeful. So it must make a far greater impact to draw our attention.

      “I have never seen you look more at peace.” I remembered the ring of those words as if they had been spoken hours before. Erebus had said them to me on that garden walk. Of course, I had thought him to be Bellerophon then, and my heart had soared with the prospect of our marriage.

      “That is because I am at peace. Here with you, I do not have to pretend to be anyone other than I am,” I had replied. Oh, how bitter irony soured my memory. I had not been pretending… but Erebus had.

      “You never have to pretend with me. I adore you. You have stolen this heart of mine, and I have no desire to see it restored to me.” He had pulled me to a halt and lifted his hand to my face. A bold gesture that might have seen him facing the violent end of a sharpened spear, had I insisted on guards accompanying us. I had not, and so his actions had not been disturbed. If I focused all my energies on that remembrance, I could almost feel his soft caress upon my cheek.

      I had blushed with wonder. “I must confess… I adore you, also. Truly, it is unfathomable to me that I should cherish you so dearly now, when you have always been here. How could I have been so blind, not to see you before? I used to think these pursuits foul and archaic, and woefully insulting… until they led me to you.”

      “I am glad we found one another,” he had murmured, gazing into my soul. “I am glad I can bring you some comfort, to a tradition that has given you such unrest.”

      My eyes opened, and I cast away the memory, like a stone skimmed in a pond. The ripples would find their way back, as they always did, but at least I could have a moment’s peace to put my thoughts in order before they reached me once more. That memory was no more than fantasy, an illusion crafted for my benefit by the skilled hands of deceit that Erebus possessed. Atlantis had never betrayed me so cruelly. And in turn, I would never betray her. Which was why it had to be Finch, before peril seized this city… even if my heart ached for another.

      After all, the heart is weaker than the mind. A heart could break; a heart could stop; a heart could corrupt the workings of every other vital organ. But the mind… it could go on whirring, even minutes after death. Even through the haze of forgetfulness we called dementia, it could recall music and poetry and stories from decades earlier. And long after eyesight, hearing, and speech had failed, neurons would continue to spark, ensuring that everything continued to function. I knew which I had to trust, first and foremost.

      However, if I went ahead with this engagement to Finch, then I had to ensure that both of us survived to be bound in matrimony. Apollo might have been arrested for my attempted assassination, but I could not suppress the sliver of doubt which Finch, once again, had instilled in my thoughts: that Apollo was not responsible. To make that doubt into a certainty, one way or another, would require a visit to my old friend.

      Absorbing one last view of the city I loved with my whole heart, I turned from it and headed for the prison.
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      The dark hallways echoed with the footsteps of forgotten criminals, while my own created a tremulous percussion upon the black marble. This building had been forged long before my birth and would stand long after I was gone. The halls of justice. The architects had designed it to align with the city’s aesthetic, while ensuring it stood out in shadowed grimness—a warning to our people against wrongdoing.

      Of all the places within Atlantis, this was the only building I actively avoided. Even now, the faint hairs upon the back of my neck stood to attention. Though I had no guilt to concern myself with, something about this prison fashioned a weighted dread in the pit of my stomach, as though I had accidentally murdered someone or stolen an item. Foolish, but nonetheless true.

      “Your Highness.” One of the prison guards gave a low bow, elegant and fluid. “To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?”

      I had brought two of my own personal guards with me, as my father had forbidden me to wander alone at my leisure, for safety’s sake. Ordinarily, I had few qualms about walking the city streets incognito, but I had set that freedom aside for now, after my waltz with a dagger that would have pierced my heart had Finch not intervened.

      “Nestor, is it not?” I took pride in knowing the names of those employed by the state.

      He beamed with obvious pleasure. “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Well then, Nestor, I should like to speak with Apollo.”

      “Certainly, Your Highness.” Nestor bowed again, far less fluidly this time in his haste to obey. He gestured for me to follow as he strode away through the prison halls with admirable purposefulness.

      We passed the more palatable corners of this grim underworld—a black mark upon an otherwise perfect nation—where Finch and his companions had been placed upon their arrival to my dominion. These were the large and spacious cells, where sunlight and moonlight could still be seen through the windows, allowing the incarcerated a glimpse of the outside world. However, there were sections of this prison that allowed no such privileges; those were the higher security cells, where the worst of the worst were buried deep.

      I suppose it was necessary to put my friend in such a cell. I lamented the fact but understood the need.

      We entered a glass atrium at the far end of one of the cavernous hallways, decorated with the remains of captured whales and long-extinct sea creatures. The guards took care not to crowd me, while Nestor waved his hand across the panel that would let us plummet beneath the prison’s primary façade.

      “Has he caused any trouble?” I leaned against the cool glass and felt it soothe the heat at the nape of my neck.

      “None, Your Highness, though he has asked for you frequently,” Nestor replied.

      We uttered no further words as the circular platform within the glass tube descended beneath the prison, revealing an upturned dome of cells surrounded by nothing but black ocean. With Atlantis’s bubble being suspended deep below the water yet nowhere near the sea floor, darkness stretched every which way. From here, there could be no escape. This tube was the only way in and out. And if one of the inmates happened to be sentenced to death, which hadn’t occurred in many centuries, a door opened on the outside of the dome to let that oppressive ocean wash into their cell.

      “This way, Your Highness.” Nestor led us out of the glass atrium and across a network of suspended walkways. Below, I saw criminals resting, curled up on the stark beds that provided their sole comfort. More cells curved around the contours of the dome, their inhabitants oblivious to my presence. The hour had grown so late that not even the arrival of their soon-to-be monarch could rouse them.

      One figure had remained alert, however.

      After reaching the end of a walkway, we halted in front of a glass cell. Apollo stood within. He immediately came to the door and pressed his palms to the pane.

      “Your Highness,” he breathed, relieved. “I have asked for you time and again but received no answer from the guards here. But you have come, and I am forever grateful. I wish only to explain my innocence. I did not do this terrible thing, Your Highness! I would never think of hurting you, let alone arrange for someone to drive a knife into your heart.” His tone smacked of desperation, but that was of little surprise. The ocean had a way of encouraging desperation in the criminals here. They stared into the abyss, faced with their fate, and either turned to redemption or insanity.

      “And I have come to hear what you have to say,” I replied, dismissing the guards to a safe distance so Apollo and I could talk in private.

      His eyes shimmered with torment. “You and I have known one another since we were children, Kaya.” With the guards gone, he obviously felt inclined to speak less formally. I let it pass, this once. “I have loved you since I was a child, though I am not arrogant enough to think you ever returned my affections. My heart was yours from the first moment we played together, beneath the peach trees in the orchard. I would not strike at you under any circumstances. To do so would be to hurt myself. And though you may not love me as I love you, I know there is fondness between us. Friendship and trust, which I have never betrayed.”

      I sighed until my lungs strained. “You understand how this appears, don’t you?”

      “I have been framed, Kaya. You know me. You know I would not do this,” he insisted, his palms leaving marks upon the glass. “I tended your cuts when our games grew too boisterous. I sat with you after Erebus betrayed you, and my shirt grew damp with your tears. I have fought when I heard your name spoken rudely. My only purpose in life has been to defend, protect, and serve you, not to harm you.”

      He was right. He had never given me cause to doubt him, and of all the officials in the palace, he was the one I had always trusted without hesitation. Our friendship had always been dear to me, and he was correct in his assumption that we shared a fondness. Years of history lay between us which could not be erased, just as the currents would always flow in the same direction.

      “It did seem baffling that you would be the one to try and kill me. But perhaps that is the subterfuge you wished to use to your advantage. Why would I ever suspect you, considering our lifetime friendship? It would be the perfect ruse.” I maintained an aloof timbre befitting a future queen. I could not show my true feelings; that was not how things were done.

      “It would, and I do understand how this must appear, but I did not do this!” Apollo curled his hands into exasperated fists. “The dagger belonged to my father, I do not deny that, but I have not seen that dagger in many moons. My father owned a pair of them, engraved with his sigil and my mother’s, but he sold the daggers at my mother’s insistence. She thought them a grotesque homage to their marriage. I had forgotten that, but it is the truth! I have no idea how the dagger could have resurfaced, but I do know that it has not been in my father’s possession for years, and I would rather be sucked out into this ocean than see it used against you!”

      I battled to keep emotion from edging onto my features. “Will your father corroborate that?”

      “Yes!” Apollo cried. “I tried to explain that, but all I got in reply were baseless accusations that my father was also involved. For myself, I can deal with incarceration and accusations, because I know I am innocent, but it pains me to think of my family being dragged into this unholy mess. They are not responsible, and neither am I. I love you, Kaya. I have always loved you. And that has not changed to hate, and will not, for any reason.”

      I continued to maintain a blank façade, as I had been trained to do. There was every possibility that Apollo did, indeed, want me dead for some reason, but… I knew my friend. And my doubts about his part in this grew, like roots slithering beneath the peach trees we used to play beneath. I could not look upon him and believe he was capable of such traitorous actions.

      “I will take your comments into account and consider them thoroughly,” I said, my voice as blank as my expression. I could not show weakness by voicing those doubts to Apollo, even if my intuition whispered that he was innocent.

      He hung his head for a moment. “Do not go, Kaya.”

      “I have spoken with you, as I intended, and now I have much to contemplate. I cannot stay.”

      “Then heed a warning from an old friend, before you leave.” He lifted his head and struck me with an intense gaze. “Do not allow Erebus to manipulate you into making a grave mistake. He is not worthy of your precious heart; he will only break it again. He is duplicitous and dangerous, and I would not have you ruined because of him.”

      I pressed my palm to the glass, and Apollo matched it with his. “You have nothing to fear, Apollo. Erebus is no longer anyone’s concern, least of all mine.”

      “What do you mean?” He straightened slightly.

      “I have someone more suitable, in every way, in mind for marriage. Someone with a good and pure heart, who would not know how to break mine even if he wanted to. Someone who has been approved by Chaos itself.” I thought of the man in my bedchamber and sensed my resolve strengthening anew.

      Apollo squinted in confusion. “Who? I do not know such a man.”

      “You may be an old friend, Apollo, but this is not something you should, or will be, privy to. Not until the announcement has been made.” If he was, in fact, the assassin, and had managed to hoodwink me with past history, then he would almost certainly have someone else attempt to kill Finch. Yes, I had installed countless powerful protections upon my chambers, but there seemed little use in taking unnecessary risks when I could just as easily say nothing.

      “Kaya, who is it? I must know,” he pleaded.

      “You will find out in due time.” I gestured to the guards to let them know I had finished here. “Now I must depart, but not without offering a word of my own. If you truly are innocent, you will soon be granted your freedom. But if you are found guilty, know there will be no leniency. I only hope you are entirely the man I always thought you to be.”

      I walked away without further ado, in case my voice or my expression gave away the turmoil of my thoughts. For if he had done this awful deed, then I had not a single friend within the city.
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      I could almost taste the cool refreshment of the evening air upon my tongue as we approached the entrance of the prison. This place could only be endured in the tiniest doses before all the darkness and misery began to permeate, and I longed to wash away the invisible grime before it could cling.

      “You think jabbing a spear in my face will make me vamoose? How about you bring Her Highness down here so I can explain to her why I’m here? Maybe then we’ll get somewhere, eh, instead of running in circles like a pup chasing its tail!” A voice up ahead seized my attention, though I saw that remarkable white hound before its human companion.

      “Nash?” I called in surprise.

      “Your Highness?” Nash looked equally surprised. “Well, looks like you really can get what you wish for.”

      The guard on duty spun around, his demeanor harried. “Your Highness, I was just trying to explain to this ingrate that he has no purpose here, but he will not listen!”

      “What are you doing here?” I ignored the guard and addressed Nash.

      “I came to speak to Apollo,” he replied. “There’s some stuff that doesn’t quite add up, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it. Five minutes is all I’m after, but this fella doesn’t seem to understand. Not to be rude or anything, I’m sure he’s just doing his job, but I’m not leaving until I’ve had those five minutes.”

      I felt my brow furrow. “Apollo? Why would you care what happens to him?”

      “It’s not him I care about, Your Highness. It’s my pal Finch. If Apollo’s actually innocent, then the guy who really tried to kill you is still out there.” Nash spoke rapidly, as though he feared I might interrupt before he reached his conclusion. “He might try to finish what he started with you, or he might go after the other suitors, to thin out the playing field. That’s where Finch comes in, since he’s one of them now. And I figure it’s better to be safe than sorry, when it comes to folks I’ve got a stake in.”

      A chuckle escaped my throat. I had to admire his vivacity and generous spirit. I had taken a liking to Nash soon after meeting him, though I could not pinpoint why. Perhaps it was his appearance, so similar to that of my people, or perhaps it was the fondness he showed for the dog at his side, or his protectiveness of his friends. Either way, his thoughts mirrored my own.

      I looked at the guard on duty. “Please allow Mr. Calvert to speak with Apollo.”

      “Seriously?” Nash raised his eyebrows, though I could not tell whether he was impressed or stunned.

      “Have you had a change of heart?” I answered.

      “Not at all. After all the badgering I’ve been doing, I didn’t expect to just get a free pass so easily, that’s all.” He dipped his head. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      I extended my hand to him. “Here, allow me to provide you with a mark of authority. It will allow you to walk unhindered through these halls.”

      He stepped forward and put out his own hand, evidently not understanding my meaning. “Is it like a badge, or something?”

      “Not quite.” I gently touched my fingertips to the rise of his cheek and allowed the unique power of Atlantis to flow through me. It was not an ability, per se, but something entirely Atlantean that had passed down through the royal bloodline since Ganymede herself. Nash blinked in alarm as blue light shivered through my fingertips and into his skin, the thin strands coiling and swirling beneath his pale flesh. An insignia appeared, denoting two small wings—the emblem of royal permission.

      “What did you do?” His hand flew up to his face, touching the newly forged emblem. The luminescence quickly faded, leaving behind a design of vivid aquamarine that would last until I removed it. If I did not remove it, the wings would dull with age, but only a royal could see it unraveled.

      “I gave you a mark of authority, as promised. With this upon your cheek, you will be able to go where you please within this prison and avoid further disruptions with any guards you might happen to ‘badger,’ as you so quaintly put it.” I would not ordinarily have granted such a favor, but he and I shared the same goal of investigating Apollo’s apparent crime. And though Apollo and I were friends, I imagined he might be more forthcoming with someone who had not put him in the cell to begin with. Maybe Nash would learn something I hadn’t.

      I drew my fingertips away. Performing such a ritual came as second nature to me now, for I had stood with my parents in the main hall of the palace on numerous occasions, marking our people with the symbols of their abilities since I was old enough to do it accurately. Upon the event of Atlantean children reaching maturity, they had to enter the palace to receive their markings, which would forever display their skills.

      Nash glanced to one side in an attempt to view his reflection in the smooth marble walls. “Is this going to be stuck on my face forever? I know I’m no beauty, but I kind of liked my face the way it was. After nearly forty years, I’d gotten used to it.”

      “Forty years? Goodness, how young you are.” It inspired pity in me to reflect on the short lives of surface dwellers. Why, they had not even begun to live by the time they withered and died. “Fear not, when you cease your investigation and are satisfied you have no further need of such a mark, I will remove it and return your face to its former state. Which I happen to find rather beautiful, in fact.”

      Nash ran a nervous hand through his silvered hair. “Uh… thanks.”

      “I am sorry I cannot put one on your Familiar, but as long as you possess the mark, no one will stop either of you.” I longed to touch the soft texture of Huntress’s fur, but I did not dare. It seemed rather too intimate, to stroke someone else’s Familiar.

      “I’ll let you know what I find.” He smoothed his fingertips across the fresh mark once more, as though he thought he might be able to feel it.

      “I would be grateful for that.” I took a polite step backward. “However, I advise discretion in your proceedings. You never know who could be watching or listening. Atlantis is as close to paradise as it is possible to get, but conspiracies exist, even here.”

      And I should know… I seem to have found myself in the middle of one.
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      “And that’s pretty much all there is to know about me, from childhood to the man you see before you, scarfing down butter like there’s no tomorrow.” Here I was, sitting on the terrace again, tucking into another smorgasbord of Atlantean delights brought by some over-anxious minion with a need to break their spine with every bow they gave to Her Highness. Breakfast, this time. Seriously, how did people stay slim down here? Even their simplest cuisine would’ve been Michelin-starred on the surface, with food critics selling their grandmas to get a taste. But this food had come with a side of “The Entire History of Finch Merlin,” per Kaya’s request to know absolutely everything there was to know about me. So I’d told her, warts and murder and loss and all.

      “That is… the most tragic thing I have ever heard.” Kaya lifted a napkin to her eyes and dabbed at tears. “We must name something after them, all those you lost.”

      I stared at her in surprise. “But you didn’t even know them.”

      “No, but now I know their stories, and I must honor them on your behalf.” Kaya sniffed and gave a self-conscious laugh. “How silly of me, to be so emotional. I usually manage to restrain myself, but… your words affected me deeply. Please, go on, while I gather myself. I am hopeful there is a happy ending.”

      My heart sank. “Happy is a very subjective term, Your Highness.”

      “Nevertheless, I would hear its conclusion.” She set the napkin down and gave me her full attention.

      “Well… Katherine became a Child of Chaos, going by the chosen name of Eris, but it didn’t last. She needed a vessel to keep a human body, which she wanted to bridge the gap between the mortal world and what would’ve been her otherworld. She started to fall apart, crumbling away with all this black goop coming out of her. We had a massive battle in Elysium, where she was hellbent on trying to steal my sister’s body. That was when I made the deal with Erebus, to save my sister’s life.” I gave the napkin another violent twist, remembering that fateful day. “Erebus promised to kill Katherine, in exchange for me becoming his slave for an indefinite length of time. Even after everything… I’d do it all over again, for my sister’s sake. I love her more than my own life.”

      “Oh, Finch…” Kaya whispered.

      “Anyway, we’re still clearing up the fallout on the surface. Arresting the last rogue cultists and stuff, trying to help grieving families.” I laid the napkin in my lap, figuring it’d had enough for one breakfast. “Oh, and I think I mentioned before that Davin was at Katherine’s side the whole time, desperate to leech off her power. But he ran off during that last battle, once he realized Katherine wouldn’t win. He’s a cowardly snake, through and through.”

      Kaya lowered her gaze, still sniffling a little. “I understand what you mean about that being a subjectively happy ending. It ended happily for your sister, and for the world as a whole, but not for you, nor for those affected by Katherine’s evil deeds. I am sorry you were not given due reward for your courage and selflessness. I, myself, have experienced some degree of Erebus’s deceitful antics. Although, you must take some joy in seeing your sister safe?”

      I noticed the tinge of bitterness in her voice when she mentioned Erebus. A lot of bad blood still lingered between them. But she hadn’t said anything about the guard that Erebus had knocked out, or asked if I’d had any unwanted visitors, which made me think Erebus had somehow restored the poor fella without any inconvenient memories.

      I sighed heavily. “I would, if she wasn’t worried about me dying all the time. This Erebus servant thing comes with a lot of near-death experiences, and not all of them come directly from him.” I shook off the encroaching sadness.

      “Did your sister give you that pendant you always wear? I remember you saying it was a family heirloom, when my guards attempted to seize it upon your arrival here.” She gestured toward the Eye of Erebus, and a cold dread gripped my stomach. This would have to be an exceptional lie.

      “Yeah, she did. It belonged to my father, who I never got the chance to know. After Elysium, and all that insane stuff, she gave it to me just before I left on my first mission for Erebus. I guess she wanted me to keep a part of our family history with me, so I’d feel close to her, and our family, wherever I was,” I said, the words sliding easily from my tongue.

      She smiled sadly. “That is so very touching.”

      Time for a segue… I didn’t want her asking a ton of questions about it.

      “Anyhoo, that’s enough about me. How about your idyllic childhood? I could do with something a bit fluffier after all that yakking. I’m surprised you’re not sick of the sound of my voice by now.”

      “Oh no, I found your story most intriguing, Finch. I only wish it had been fiction, so that you had not endured so much struggle,” she replied with worrying softness. Had I just wooed her without even realizing? Chaos, I hoped not.

      “So come on, spill,” I said encouragingly.

      Kaya took a moment to stare out at the city below us, all hazy and gleaming in the fake sunlight. “I have lived far longer than you, so my past spans more time than yours. If I were to recount it all, we would be here for weeks. So I shall keep it as brief as I am able.” She smiled tentatively. “I had a charmed childhood. I read until the libraries had nothing new to offer me, and I played in dazzling sunshine until I was too weary to run any longer and Iso had to carry me back to my chambers. I watched marine Purge beasts swimming and frolicking, learning each one by name and character, and listened to the haunting melody of the selkies’ song until tears streamed down my face. I learned how to be a princess at my mother’s side, taking her instruction for how to eat and behave and be a just ruler. And I danced until morning at the soirées and festivals that enveloped this city, floating like a Sylph on pure, decadent elation.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “So nothing like my upbringing, then?”

      She immediately looked horrified. “My apologies. How thoughtless of me!”

      “Not at all.” I offered a reassuring smile, since I’d promised my friends I would play the part of a reluctant, yet intrigued, suitor. “I’m guessing you were on your own a lot, huh? I mean, if you read all the books in the library, you had to have been a bit of a loner. No offense—Melody’s the same way, and she’s one of my favorite people.”

      Kaya’s expression morphed into faraway sadness. “No, I was not alone as often as you might think. I had several close confidantes throughout my childhood, though only one of them remained close into maturity.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      She swallowed loudly. “Apollo.”

      “Ah… that’s got to be awkward.” I’d known they had history, but I hadn’t realized they’d been bosom buddies.

      “It is more than awkward. It is… utterly puzzling.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I would never have expected him to harm me. Even now… I cannot entirely resign myself to the notion that he was responsible. Which is why I have delegated the investigation of the assassination attempt to your friend Nash.”

      My eyes widened. “Try saying that ten times fast.”

      “Excuse me?” She cocked her head.

      “Another joke, Your Highness.”

      “Ah! I shall have to learn when you are being humorous, though we shall have plenty of time to educate ourselves on one another’s… idiosyncrasies.”

      I nodded. “Or idiot-syncrasies, in my case.”

      “Very good! I got that one!” She smiled and clasped her hands together, but I could tell she was faking her good spirits as much as I was. She had Apollo on the brain, and now so did I.

      So she let Nash start an investigation, hmm? That had to be a good thing, at least in terms of getting to the bottom of who’d tried to drive a knife into Kaya’s chest. And it did me and the new Muppet Babies a major favor, too, if we had the princess’s authority to sneak around. And I would do some sneaking of my own, very soon…

      “For what it’s worth, I hope it’s not him. Especially if he means that much to you,” I told her.

      Kaya nodded slowly. “I should not say so, but that is also my hope.”

      “Did you and Apollo ever…” I gave a knowing wink. “You know, have a sneaky kiss or anything?”

      “No,” she replied bluntly. “He loves me, but I have never shared those affections.”

      I played with one of the golden forks on the table. “Ah, the old friendzone. Has no one else floated your boat? You’re two hundred years old, right? Don’t tell me there hasn’t been a boyfriend or two.”

      “A princess does not consort with ‘boyfriends,’ as you call them. A princess is to have only her husband, and no man before him.” I didn’t quite believe her. That flush in her cheeks suggested there’d been a peck or two somewhere along the line.

      Unless she means Erebus… All that laver bread in my tummy did a somersault.

      “What, and you really want that ‘one man’ to be me?” I decided not to dwell on the boyfriend thing. “Come on, humor me. What’s so special about me when, in the famed words of Barry White, you think I’m going to be your first, your last, your everything? It has to be more than my healthy appetite and razor-sharp wit.”

      Kaya looked away. “I have told you already. I believe that Chaos brought us together for a divine purpose, and that, as far as I am concerned, is reason enough to wed you.” Finally, she turned back, meeting my gaze head-on. “Besides, there is charm in you, and a remarkable… goodness. I feel it keenly. Moreover, after hearing your story, I grow more and more convinced that you are a gift from Chaos itself.”

      “Should I tie a bow around myself?” I sighed wearily.

      “I understood that one, but this is no joking matter,” she went on. “You have suffered, and battled a formidable evil, and continued on in torment while those around you have their joy. That makes you special. And that makes you… precisely the gentleman necessary for me, and for Atlantis’s future.”

      I wanted to scream but held it in. “And if it just so happens to bug Erebus, too, all the better?”

      “A trifling consolation. It is not my reason, but why should he not suffer for deceiving me and causing the death of a much-beloved hero? I fell in love with a lie, a fantasy. It was not real, not like you and I will be. I could not sit at this table and speak with him as easily as I am with you. His Darkness makes me feel small and insignificant, and I do not like to feel small and insignificant.”

      Methinks the lady doth protest too much…

      “I will never overcome my anger toward him,” she railed. “Had he possessed any respect for me, he would have told me his true nature from the beginning, instead of resorting to underhanded machinations. Machinations which, I reiterate, resulted in Bellerophon’s awful, undignified demise.”

      I cleared my throat. “I thought the Chaos spirit killed Bellerophon.” Lux, sweetie, you ain’t getting out of this unscathed.

      “We do not know the actual cause, but either way, it stemmed from Erebus taking the guise of Bellerophon. Even if it was only by proxy, Erebus was ultimately responsible.” Kaya’s mouth set in a hard line.

      Ah, you got me there…

      “Now, on to more pleasant conversation.” Kaya straightened and forced a slightly manic smile onto her face. “I am so confident in my choice that I am going to announce our engagement to the entire kingdom tonight. I have already summoned guests and the rest of the suitors.”

      I felt like someone had ripped my entrails out to use as skipping ropes. My lungs started acting up, my breath coming in short, strained gasps. We might have been underwater, but the world really seemed like it was swimming. At least I was sitting down for this…

      Nope, nope, nope… I need more time! I tried to say something, but my throat had closed up. Through the sliver of windpipe that remained, my brain prioritized dragging air into those pesky, rebellious lungs of mine. This couldn’t be happening now. Not so soon.

      “Do I take it you are pleased with—”

      Her sentence jolted to a halt as the fake orbs of sunlight flickered and the city went dark. All sound died, leaving an eerie silence. Until the cries started, frightened shouts from below.

      A moment later, the orbs sparked back to life. If this was enough to freak me out, then it would definitely alarm the Atlantean residents. I glanced at Kaya. For a split second, her mask cracked, and I saw genuine panic flit across her features.

      “Goodness, I do hope it is not the naiads again.” She gave a chuckle as stiff as a corpse. “I should speak with Iso and have more engineers brought in to study the Bestiary’s atrium. This recalibration nonsense really must be remedied.” She couldn’t have gotten up faster if her bum cheeks had been on fire.

      Recalibration? Who’re you trying to kid?

      Without so much as a “thanks for the glittering conversation,” she grabbed my arm and flung me into the bedroom, locking the terrace doors behind her. She damn near sprinted the length of the massive room and disappeared through the door.

      Still shaking like Jell-O in a tumble dryer, I stared out through the locked terrace doors at the city and had to wonder: What fresh hell had I gotten myself into?
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      I had to lie down. The bed still felt too weird—it wasn’t my bed, and it smelled all… feminine. Not Ryann-feminine, either, so I kept well away. But if I didn’t lie down, these knees were going to buckle. Sinking down, I stretched out on the floor and stared up at the ceiling. My heart raced and my lungs burned. It was as close to an out-of-body experience as I’d ever come.

      Trying to implement some haphazard meditation techniques, I’d just slowed my heart down to a normal pace when the bedroom door opened again. My heartbeat skyrocketed, all my good work undone in… well, a heartbeat. I braced for a whirlwind of royal excuses about recalibration and whatnot. Instead, three figures appeared, looming over me. Luke, Melody, and Nash stared down at me like aliens who’d abducted me and laid me out on a slab for observation.

      "Who let you in?” I murmured.

      “The guard. I think he’s new, so he just let us through the hex shield, after we explained we were your friends. Kaya told him we were allowed to visit, but I don’t think he knew about the supervision part,” Melody replied.

      I nodded slowly. “Good… that’s good. I need a minute.”

      “Any particular reason for lying on the ground?” Nash sounded vaguely concerned, while Huntress padded over and put her head on my chest. I stroked her soft fur, letting the repetition calm me. There was definitely something to be said for emotional support dogs.

      I closed my eyes. “Marriage.”

      “Say no more.” Nash offered a faint chuckle, but I was too far in my own head to come up with a witty retort.

      “Nash has some news that might cheer you up.” Melody came into the conversation, and my eyes opened a crack. She nudged Nash in the ribs.

      “I do?” He frowned at her.

      She sighed and gave an uncharacteristically sassy eye roll. “Yes, you do. Apollo?”

      “Right.” Nash nodded. “Princess Kaya gave me access to him, so I’m following that avenue of interrogation.”

      I blinked up at him. “Is that why you’ve got a Mike Tyson tattoo on your face?”

      He touched his fingertips to his cheek, as if he’d forgotten the garish blue set of wings emblazoned on his skin. “Kaya gave this to me. It’s a mark of authority, which means I can pretty much go anywhere and not get hassled by royal guards. You should probably make sure you copy it when you leave the room.”

      “Copy that,” I replied.

      “Yes, that’s what I said—you’ll need to copy it.”

      I groaned. “My jokes are wasted on you.”

      Nash dropped his hand from his cheek. “Anyway, I learned a thing or two while I was talking to Apollo.”

      “You did? Color me intrigued.” I didn’t quite have the energy to sit up, but I was getting there. The power of humor.

      “I found out Apollo’s father hasn’t had that monogrammed knife for a long time,” Nash continued. “His wife hated them. Thought they were an insult to their marriage, so like any good husband, he dumped them—the knives, not his wife and child.”

      “Where did the knives go?” I pressed, more energized by the second. This was definitely positive news.

      “Well, being the shrewd businessman he apparently is, Apollo’s father decided to bet them while gambling. He lost, and the knives ended up in the hands of a man named Bacchus.” Nash glanced over his shoulder at the closed door before continuing. “This Bacchus guy is a shady individual, from what Apollo said. Pawns everything he wins. And I’ve got a lead for the pawnshop he uses in the Trench.”

      I squinted. “The Trench?”

      “Yeah. Nickname for the area of Atlantis where the ne’er-do-wells hang out. It can’t all be glitter and palaces, now can it?” He fumbled with the top button of his shirt.

      “There’s always a gray area,” I agreed.

      “That’s pretty much the last known location of this knife, before it almost ended up turning Kaya’s heart into a kebab.” Nash puffed air through his lips. “But, since you’ve gotten to the stage of cabin fever where you’ve started lying on floors, I’m guessing you’re going to be the one to follow up on that lead.”

      I shook my head. “No Ephemera, no escape. Don’t worry, though, I’ll probably start climbing the walls next, which’ll make a refreshing change. I plan to see this bedroom from every single angle before I get frog-marched down the aisle.”

      “That’s where me and my good news come in!” Melody delved into the pocket of her fluffy jacket and produced a bronze ball. It looked like something you’d find in the dankest depths of a city dump, all rough metal and patchwork shards of glass, smooshed together in a vaguely orb-like shape.

      “A new ball for Huntress to fetch?” Some more life flooded back into my veins with this latest dose of optimism.

      She giggled. “It may not look pretty, but it’s going to work. This is the Ephemera we talked about, made entirely from scratch!” She gazed adoringly at her lover-boy. “Luke helped me with the metal parts, since we didn’t have much handy in the way of tools. It’s incredible what you can do with Magneton abilities and some old-fashioned elbow grease. The glass parts were the trickiest, but we realized we could use filaments of wire from some of the lamps to solder the shards together. Sort of like stained-glass windows… only they’re not colorful or beautiful. But you get the picture.”

      “I thought it’d be smaller.” I dragged my body into a sitting position.

      “It can be! That’s the beauty of having a wealth of transformative spells at my disposal. Watch.” Melody jiggled excitedly and sent a wave of rainbow magic into the Ephemera. Which, frankly, would probably give Nash tetanus before we were done with it. The moment the rainbow tendrils slithered into the orb, the entire thing shrank to the size of the Eye of Erebus around my neck.

      Luke beamed proudly. “You did an amazing job, Melody. She really did think of everything. She even put in extra canisters to collect Chaos, and an additional power source so we can use it a few times, instead of just the once.”

      “Beam me up, Scottie.” I stuck out my hand, now fearing that I’d be the one in need of a tetanus jab. I’d forgotten this part of the Ephemera thing. One jabby little needle, poking into my skin and sucking out my sweet, sweet Chaos.

      Melody knelt beside me and pressed some sort of button on the haphazard ball of scrap metal. Instead of one needle, five sprang out. The thing looked like a rusty porcupine. It took all my old-Finch determination not to yank my hand away.

      “Déjà vu, anyone?” Nash cast me a knowing look.

      “Hey, at least we knew your needles were sterilized first,” I shot back. When we’d needed his vials of blood, I hadn’t hesitated to stick him like a pin cushion. How the tables turned.

      Melody put a hand on my shoulder. “I made sure they were completely disinfected, with another spell I found in my mind palace.”

      I smiled back at her. “Huh, so you really did think of everything.”

      “I’m nothing if not prepared. You know me.”

      She pressed the orb into my palm before I had the chance to wuss out. My eyes scrunched up as the needles bit, siphoning out my Chaos and filling five canisters with my abilities. Silver strands weaved through the metalwork, visible through the soldered glass. I didn’t understand the mechanics of this, but I trusted the little chipmunk. If she understood the inner workings, that was enough for me. And if there were five canisters, that meant I had five potential chances to get the hell out of this room! That was worth a stab in the hand, any day.

      “All done!” Melody chirped, taking the ball away and pressing the button again. The needles retracted, still bearing a faint glint of my blood. Ugh… I looked down at my palm, which displayed a pentagon of bright red dots.

      “Now what?” Nash folded his arms across his chest. He was doing me a massive favor, but he wasn’t happy about it.

      Melody slid the shrunken ball onto a chain and looped it around Nash’s neck. Jewelry really didn’t suit him, even the rough and ready kind. He eyed it warily before looking back at Melody.

      “You might want to tell him what he has to do with it,” Luke prompted.

      “Right, of course!” Melody gave her forehead a dramatic slap. “Nash, if you wrap your hand around the Ephemera and press the first red button on the side, it’ll start working. It may feel a bit strange at first, but it shouldn’t take long for you to get used to it. I promise the Chaos will last until Finch gets back from following up on this pawn shop lead.”

      Nash shook his head slowly, as if he couldn’t believe he was doing this. “You promise?”

      “I swear it. Cross my heart,” she chirped, making the customary action with her finger. “And I’ll stick with you, as Finch, to lessen the chances of Kaya catching on to what we’re doing. Finch is… well, he’s… uh… he has a lot of… um… unique quirks, but if Luke and I are here to help, then we’ll be able to run interference if she starts to get suspicious.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “What? You do have a lot of unique quirks!” Melody protested. “And Nash is funny in his own way, but I’ve never met anyone with your particular sense of humor, so we’ll have to do some improvising.”

      “Suits me, as long as I get out of here for a while,” I replied. I could almost taste freedom. “Besides, you’ve been around me for long enough now, Nash—I’m sure you’ve picked up a thing or two. You’ll have Kaya rolling in the aisles before I’m halfway to the Trench.”

      Nash balled his hands into fists. “I’ll have something rolling, if this all goes south.”

      “It won’t. Trust in the immense wizardry of Winchester.” I could barely contain my excitement. “Now, why don’t you grip that Ephemera real tight so we can get this show on the road?”

      Nash lifted his hand and wrapped it around the small orb. “Why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?”

      “Because you’re a pessimist.” I smiled and delved deep, hoisting up a rippling wave of powerful Mimicry. My cells jittered, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as the Mimicry worked. It swept across every inch of my skin, slightly cold, and tingly like static electricity. I made sure to remember the new tattoo on Nash’s face so I wouldn’t get caught due to my lack of detail.

      I knew when the job was done because Luke’s and Melody’s eyes widened in shock. Always the same impressed reaction. It never got old. But Nash’s face… I could’ve framed that. He gawped at me, his eyes bugging out of his head. Even Huntress gave me a confused head tilt as she looked between me and the real Nash.

      “Your turn, if you can stop gawking for a second.” My voice was a perfect copy of Nash’s, making him turn a shade paler.

      Nash pressed the first button of five. Silver light erupted from the Ephemera and slithered into his chest like a ravenous serpent. His veins glowed, showing the trail of my Mimicry moving inside his body. A few seconds later, a pulse burst outward and a shimmer bristled over him, undulating like a mirage before the transformation set in. His stubble disappeared, and his seasoned features took on a fresher appearance. His clothes and his build and his stance all followed suit, changing to fit the Finch aesthetic. Soon enough, I was standing in front of me, and he was standing in front of him.

      “This feels… weird,” he said, then he yelped. “My voice! What happened to my voice! I’ve gone up an octave!”

      I glared, knowing it’d look even more withering with Nash’s eyes. “My voice isn’t that high.” Although, I had to admit, I kind of liked this gravelly undertone. Very husky, very jazz bar, very masculine.

      “I don’t like this, Finch.” He turned to look at himself in the nearest mirror and immediately spun back around again. “Maybe I’ll skip mirrors for a while. Kaya will definitely smell a rat if I have a heart attack every time I see my reflection.”

      “Please don’t change your mind.” I heard the hint of desperation in my new voice.

      Nash’s expression eased up. “I’m not going to, Finch. But don’t take advantage of this. Do what you have to do, enjoy the freedom, and get back here. No detours. And Huntress is going with you, so I’ll know if you do something stupid.”

      “No detours,” I lied. “No stupid things.”

      “This is weirding me out.” Luke shuddered. He looked at Melody. “Is it weirding you out?”

      She observed us both—Nash and me. “It’s… going to take some getting used to.”

      “I might have to leave every so often, so I don’t keep staring and give the game away,” Luke said nervously. “Plus, someone has to check in with Ryann as often as possible. I’m happy to take that task if it means not tripping over my own tongue.”

      “Well, you’ve always got it sticking out whenever Melody’s around, so Kaya probably wouldn’t notice the difference,” I teased. “But it’s not a bad idea. On a more serious note, it’d make me feel a whole lot calmer knowing that someone’s taking care of Ryann.”

      Luke dipped his head. “Consider it done.”

      “Oh, one other thing.” I took a breath. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been putting this off. “Kaya told me, before you guys arrived, that she’s going to make the engagement announcement tonight. That’s why I was lying on the floor. The room started spinning, so I figured it was best to be horizontal.”

      Everyone gasped.

      “Tonight?” Melody’s hand flew to her mouth. “But that’s so soon! I thought she’d deal with the Apollo business first, which was why she put Nash on the task. Oh goodness, I’m so sorry. You must be so stressed out!”

      Nash froze. “Wait… you are going to be back before then, aren’t you? I’ll do my best to trick Kaya, but I don’t think I can keep this up in front of a whole audience!”

      “I’ll be back by then,” I promised. “But I just figured you guys ought to know where we are, and that things seem to be hurtling toward the altar.”

      “That sucks, Finch.” Luke offered a sympathetic look. “But we’ll get you out of this. We promised, and we’re not going back on that.”

      I smiled. “Thanks.” My smile turned into a grimace. “The trouble is, I’m going to have to tell Ryann. Which is why I might need to take one detour, if that’s okay with you, Nash?”

      “Of course,” he answered, looking crazy uncomfortable in my body. “That kind of news should come from you, even if Ryann doesn’t know it’s coming from you. With Lux still hijacking her body, it’d be best if you kept pretending to be me when you tell Ryann.”

      I was worried you’d say that… It made sense, but it would take every ounce of willpower I had not to reveal myself so I could have a moment with the woman I loved before things went insane. We hadn’t counted on a timeline this fast. I still planned to get out of it, but I had to plan for the worst-case scenario. And I definitely wasn’t going to any engagement party without letting Ryann know exactly how I felt about her. Even if it had to come from Nash’s mouth.

      Luke scoffed. “Lux will have a field day when she hears this.”

      “But Ryann…” I said, my chest clenching with sadness. “Not so much.”

      No, this was going to break my damn heart. I just hoped it didn’t break hers, too.
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      I felt as though I ought to be humming the theme to The Great Escape or something, the kind of movie favored by grandpas and fugitives alike. I was out! These feet of mine—well, mine covered in a layer of Nash—touched new ground with every step, none of which belonged inside Kaya’s solitary bedroom. I should’ve been hitting the roof with giddiness, but… what was there to be giddy about, when I had to go and tell the woman I loved that my engagement was being announced tonight? An engagement to someone else completely.

      How was I even going to do this, especially wearing Nash’s face and voice instead of mine?

      Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door of one of the many guest rooms in this labyrinthine palace. This was the room my trusty trio had told me Ryann stayed in.

      “Who is it?” Ryann’s voice echoed back, her tone faraway and tinged with sadness. My heart clenched, and I wasn’t even through the door yet.

      “Nash,” I replied in his voice. Huntress stared up at me with her icy blue eyes, but I didn’t have Nash’s connection to her, so she could’ve been asking me for dog chow for all I knew.

      An odd pause stretched out before she spoke again. “Come in.”

      I turned the handle and stepped inside, Huntress padding in beside me. Ryann sat by open French doors, a faint breeze making her hair flutter around that beautiful face of hers. Forget Helen of Troy. Ryann could’ve launched a thousand of my ships, if I had any. I adored everything about her face, from her magical blue eyes which could render me hypnotized without warning, to her strong yet elegant nose, to the deep Cupid’s bow of her upper lip. And the freckles… man, I could sit and count them as if they were constellations, and if I missed one, I’d just start over.

      “Nash?” She tilted her head, and I realized I’d been staring.

      Right… I’m not me. I have to do this the way he’d do it. Honestly, this sucked. I wanted to run to her and scoop her up and smother that sad face in so many kisses she’d need an oxygen tank. But if I did that, looking like Nash, she’d probably have doused me in pepper spray before I even got close.

      “Thought I’d come and check on you.” I fumbled with the edge of my Mimicry-forged plaid shirt, the way I’d seen Nash do a thousand times. “You were missed.”

      Ryann turned her face away. “It’s better this way. I don’t want to make things harder for Finch than they already are, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “And if I just stay here, I won’t end up blipping on Erebus and Davin’s radar,” she continued, as if she was trying to convince herself. “It’s not like doing anything to me will change what’s happening—we all know this is Kaya’s decision. It’s certainly not Finch’s.”

      She knows I don’t want this… thank Chaos! My heart swelled with faint relief.

      “They’d find it pretty tricky to use you as leverage now.” I hated being so clinical. “Besides, your pesky piggy-backer is giving you some cosmic protection. That’s got to help.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It might, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Of course not. It’s like having some kind of virus you can’t get rid of, but that happens to give you some benefits while it’s slithering around your system. A symbiotic leech or something.” I’d thought saying Nash-esque things would be easy, but his sage words weren’t such a cinch to conjure up. At least Huntress took some initiative, walking over to Ryann and laying her fluffy head on her lap.

      Ryann sighed and scratched between Huntress’s ears. “A leech. That sounds about right.”

      I edged closer. “How are things with you, anyway? Not the Lux stuff, just… you stuff.”

      She shrugged. “I hate being here and not being able to help. That’s pretty much all I can think about, so there’s not much else going on. I sit and stew, and I wish I could be anywhere else. Preferably with Finch, and the rest of you, somewhere on the surface. Far from all this insanity.”

      “I hear Manitoba is nice this time of year. Very isolated. A favorite of recluses.” I managed a smile and shifted awkwardly.

      “Not sure I’d do well in the cold. Snow is pretty, but the novelty only lasts so long before you can’t feel your fingers and toes,” she said. She gazed down at Huntress and stroked that furry face, taking comfort from the husky as though she were a giant teddy bear.

      I laughed stiffly. “You’ve been in San Diego too long.”

      “I wish I was still there.”

      “You think your parents are worried about you?” I tried the whole paternal thing, to see if it worked.

      She shrugged. “I know Harley will try and cover for me, but they’ll know something’s up soon. But it’s more than that. I know San Diego has its fair share of magical problems, but at least it feels… safe there. It’s home.”

      “Home is where the heart is, though, right?” I went to one of the side tables and ruffled some of the flowers in a vase. No idea why. My hands just needed something to do. And I couldn’t help asking the question that was front and center in my mind. “Isn’t Finch where your heart is?”

      “It is, but none of us should be here. I want to be home, with him, knowing all of us are safe.” She leaned down and kissed Huntress’s fur, and, so help me, I felt a pang of jealousy. Why did that furball get all the love? Oh yeah, because I was pretending to be Nash. But she’d said it—she’d said her heart was with me! I would’ve punched the air, if it wouldn’t have given the game away.

      “Right. I’m not much of a people person, but I can imagine sitting down to Sunday dinner at your parents’ house, or just relaxing around your own apartment, beats all this Atlantean food, any day.”

      Her head shot up. “Sunday dinner?”

      Crap. “Yeah, isn’t that what families do? Like I said, it’s been a while since I’ve had anyone around but Huntress, so I don’t know. I’m just spit-balling here.” She was looking at me funny, her eyes giving me the onceover. “Finch mentioned your mother’s legendary cooking to me a few times. Maybe I’ve got it wrong.”

      Ryann continued to absently stroke Huntress’s fur. “He mentioned my mom’s legendary cooking to you?”

      “Makes my mouth water just thinking about it. The food here is fine, but it doesn’t even come close to a roast dinner with all the trimmings.” I had no clue if I was digging myself into a hole, or if she was buying this. That was another intriguing facet of Ryann’s beautiful face—I could hardly ever tell what she was thinking. I mean, that was probably why it’d taken us so long to admit our feelings to each other.

      Ryann’s lips twitched into a vague smile. “Roast dinner?”

      “Sure. Or, you know, Italian, or Mexican… any dinner from back home, really. Huntress likes any kind of meat, don’t you?” I fumbled with Nash’s shirt some more. Why was I blabbering on about different kinds of dinners, and why, oh why, was I such an idiot?! Of course Huntress liked meat—she was a friggin’ husky!

      Huntress whined in the back of her throat. I didn’t need a dog translator. She thought I was an idiot, too.

      “Finch loves my mom’s roast dinners.” Ryann’s smile widened a touch.

      “Yeah, that kid will eat anything.”

      “He especially likes when my mom makes Brussels sprouts to go with it,” she added.

      I couldn’t stop my grimace. Brussels sprouts were the work of Satan. Mrs. Smith always tried to put a token sprout on my plate whenever we had dinner, and it’d always be the only thing left on an otherwise polished plate. That green, cabbage-y ball of bitter grossness.

      “I knew it!” Ryann cried.

      “What?” I shot back, startled.

      She chuckled. “You had me going for a while, Finch, but there’s nothing in this world that can stop your face from scrunching up like that whenever someone mentions sprouts.”

      Stupid sprouts…

      “It was worth a shot.” I closed my eyes and let the Mimicry fall away, sloughing off me in a wash of chilly, syrupy magic. I probably could’ve winged it and protested that Nash hated sprouts as much as I did. But the truth was, I wanted to talk to her as me. I didn’t want to keep up the ruse, and she’d given me the perfect excuse to stand in front of her honestly, instead of pretending to be someone else.

      Huntress grumbled, calling me a moron in husky-speak. She was probably sending breaking news back to Nash at this very moment. He’d naturally freak out, but it wasn’t as if he could bust out and come after me to tell me how stupid I was being. And if he tried to ban me from another field trip because of this little hiccup, I’d just flash him some puppy-dog eyes of my own until he softened up.

      “Who’d have thought it’d be sprouts that gave me away? It’s not very Al Capone.” I resisted the impulse to run to her, even though the jig was up. Instead, I stood there like a lemon, trying to think of what to say next. There was so much I needed to get off my chest. Too much—to the point where I couldn’t pick up a single thread of conversation from my tangled mess of thoughts.

      She stayed sitting, equally frozen to the spot. “Why didn’t you just say it was you?”

      “I guess… I didn’t want to make things harder for you,” I said quietly. “And you looked so sad. Plus, I wasn’t sure how you felt about me right now, so I didn’t want to just launch in with ‘Ta-da! Guess who?!’ in case you didn’t feel up to seeing me. Which I wouldn’t have blamed you for. Things have gotten… weird.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” She lowered her gaze, her smile disappearing. “But you never have to worry about me not wanting to see you, Finch. I only stayed behind because I thought it’d help, somehow, if I wasn’t around.”

      I cleared my throat. “You don’t need to stay away, not for my sake.”

      “Don’t I?” I barely heard her whisper the words.

      “No, you don’t, because I’m going to… uh.” I stopped, realizing that if I said I planned to get out of this, Lux might hear vicariously. “I’m going to get you all out of Atlantis, one way or another.” I jumped on the optimism train and hoped she understood that I was adding myself to the list of potential escapees. “As for me, there’s been a bit of a turn of events, but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Her head lifted slowly. “What do you mean?”

      This is going to sting…

      “Well, the thing is, Kaya’s got it into her head that Chaos brought me into her life for a reason. A load of fortune-cookie, horoscope nonsense, but she won’t listen when I try telling her that,” I rambled. “Anyway, she’s decided to announce our engagement tonight. An engagement I want absolutely zilch to do with, by the way.”

      Ryann got up and walked toward me, but I kept on yammering, desperate to say everything I wanted to say. “We’re trying to find a decent loophole. All I want is to get us out of here and forget Atlantis ever existed. Hell, I’d even eat a bowlful of your mother’s sprouts if it would save us from this crap-storm. I didn’t mean for any of this to—”

      My eyes flew wide as Ryann grasped my face in her hands and pressed her lips against mine, rendering me silent. She stood so close, her lips soft and firm all at once. My mind went into overdrive, my heart hammering out a samba. Nothing computed. My brain had melted out of my ears, leaving me as still as a statue.

      Get a grip! My brain rallied, having gathered itself from the mush her kiss had squelched it into. I grabbed her waist and pulled her even closer, my lips finally taking the hint and responding. Good timing, too, otherwise she might as well have been kissing a dead fish. There was nothing less sexy than kissing someone who was totally immobilized. Snow White had taught us all that.

      Man, did she feel good in my arms. I matched the slow rhythm of her mouth, and Atlantis faded away to nothingness. This was the kiss I’d been waiting forever for.

      All too soon, she broke away. “I understand, Finch. I don’t blame you for any of this, and I know we’re going to get out of here. There’s no way I’m giving you up to some Atlantean princess, even if I have to knock her out so we can make a run for it.”

      I blinked my eyes open. “I thought you might hate me.”

      “Did that seem like I hated you?” She smiled, and my heart exploded.

      “There might’ve been a hint of aggression, but maybe you were just sick of me droning on.” I grinned back, trying to be uber suave by pushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Only, her hair was already all tucked behind her ears, so I just ended up making a useless circle with my fingertips. Still, nothing could ruin this for me. “I think I might need to kiss you again, just to make sure there’s no animosity.”

      I brushed my thumb across the apple of her cheek and leaned in. My lips caught hers, and this time, they knew exactly what to do. I was determined to make this the best damn kiss of her life, in case she had any regrets about letting Captain Canuck go.

      Atlantis disappeared again as I wrapped my arms around her and felt her hands slide up my chest, where her palms came to rest for a moment before making the ascent to my neck. My whole body came to life, every cell sending up fireworks that screamed, “FINALLY!”

      Our kiss deepened, my lips varying the pressure. Slow and sensual, with a bit of passionate pacing thrown in to keep things interesting. All the while, my hands explored—not too much, but just enough to commit the arch of her back, the curve of her waist, and the delicate line of her neck to memory. Her hands did the same, cupping my face and smoothing along my neck and running over my chest and across my shoulders. A mental map, so we’d never lose our way again.

      It was all I could do to catch a gasp of air as I delved deeper into our kiss, my fingertips in her hair. I became distantly aware of my Chaos going haywire, sparks of it jumping from my skin. That’d never happened before, but it showed how much this meant. Even my abilities were overwhelmed.

      Reluctantly, with one final press of my lips against hers, I managed to break away. All shaky and hopped up on adrenaline, I sucked in a deep breath. Exhilaration didn’t come close to describing the mayhem inside me right now. Freefalling from thirty thousand feet wouldn’t have felt nearly as breathtaking.

      “Wow,” I whispered.

      Huntress whined, drawing my attention. She lay flat on the ground with her paw over her eyes.

      “I think we traumatized her.” Ryann laughed, and it made my heart soar. If I could’ve bottled that sound, I would’ve.

      “She’ll get over it.” I leaned in and kissed Ryann’s forehead before taking a moment to just… look at her. All flushed and flustered and happy. This was the Ryann I always wanted to see. I didn’t want her to feel weighed down by anything. I just wanted to watch her smile like that, always.

      “You just keep doing what you’re doing, Finch,” she murmured.

      I arched an eyebrow. “The kissing, you mean?”

      She giggled. “Well, yes, but also the other stuff—this Kaya business, and us getting out of here. I have faith in you, Finch. I know you’ll do it. You’ve proven, time and time again, that there’s nothing you can’t do when you set your mind to it.”

      “I’m just sorry you got dragged into this mess.” My happy buzz was rapidly leaving the building.

      “Don’t be. I got myself dragged into this mess. It’s not your fault, so stop blaming yourself.” She smiled. “Besides, if I hadn’t come here, then we wouldn’t have kissed just now. I’d be on the surface, panicking about where you were and whether you were still alive, the way I was when you suddenly vanished after the Jubilee mine incident. I’d much rather be near you, no matter what the circumstances. I mean it.”

      “I wouldn’t have swapped this for anything.” I held her face in my hands and dipped my head, ready for another sweet, sweet kiss. My lips were seconds from making all our problems disappear, albeit temporarily, when Ryann’s eyes suddenly flashed white. I reeled back, as if I’d touched a naked flame.

      “Goodness, all these hormones racing around are making me feel rather nauseous.” Lux had popped up to say hello. Maybe I’d been too hasty when I’d said nothing could ruin this moment. Naturally, I’d forgotten about Ryann’s vapid little symbiote. “I hope you don’t mind; I had to take some air before I suffocated under the weight of this saccharine confessional.”

      I bit my tongue. “At least you didn’t try and trick me into smooching you this time.”

      “That doesn’t mean I was unable to enjoy a taste of our dear Ryann’s experience. It is always the most unexpected ones who ignite the greatest passion. Bravo, Finch. Your lips are not merely tools for ill-timed, poorly executed jokes.” Lux smiled coldly, making me miss Ryann even more.

      I glared at her. “Bit perverted, don’t you think?”

      “At least I let you have your moment together. I could have swooped in to stop it, but I thought you deserved some closure for this romantic little game the two of you have been playing.”

      I didn’t like her turn of phrase. “What do you mean, ‘closure’?”

      “For Ryann’s sake, this moment is all you can have.” Lux’s face hardened. “You must forget any thoughts of loopholes and escape, and go ahead with this engagement. If you care anything for Ryann, you will, and without hesitation.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I snarled. “I do care about Ryann, which is exactly why I have to get us out of here, preferably unmarried. If you’d just step up and chuck Erebus into the center of the earth, like you said you would, then we could all go home happy. Kaya will marry someone else, you can get on with your life sans Erebus, and we can go on our way.”

      Lux laughed, and the sound made me shudder. “I cannot dispense with my husband until the right moment presents itself. Until then, I cannot intervene in this web that is being woven. If the Atlanteans find out I’m here, they will have me removed. And that will destroy Ryann.”

      “And what is the right moment?” I snapped.

      “It has not yet arrived.” She looked away, giving nothing away.

      “If you’d just friggin’ help us, then you wouldn’t have to worry about getting kicked out!” I was tired of her saying she’d punish Erebus, and then not actually getting off her ass and doing it.

      Lux’s eyes glinted. “I will not intervene, in any capacity, until I have seen my husband brought to his lowest ebb. I will not be satisfied until I watch the expression on his face when the woman he is desperately in love with marries another man. Only then will I act, in order to bring him even lower than he ever thought possible. He will spend eternity in the center of the earth, haunted by that memory—of seeing Kaya with another. That is the least I am owed after centuries of him doing as he pleases without consequence.”

      “You know what, I actually felt sorry for you when I found out what you’d been through, with the whole kid thing. But now… I just think you’re pathetic. Both of you. However, unlike you, I’ve got a love worth fighting for.” I held my ground. “And I’m not just going to give up and do what you say, no matter how nicely you ask.”

      Lux chuckled darkly. “I thought you might say that.” With a flick of her wrist, blinding strands of light started to pulsate beneath Ryann’s skin. It lit up the whole network of veins and capillaries, until I could see the inner workings of her body, as if she were being scanned at an airport. Her organs and bones were grim shadows in an orange haze, like the dark outlines on the back of eyelids closed against glaring sunlight.

      “What are you doing?” I rasped.

      “Inflicting pain, to show you that I can ask a lot less nicely if you continue to push me,” she replied. I saw Ryann’s lungs expanding and deflating rapidly, her heart beating way too fast. She really was in pain, but she couldn’t express it while Lux held the reins. She was in there, locked inside her own body, suffering in silence.

      “Stop!” I yelled. Huntress came to my side, her teeth bared. “Don’t hurt her!”

      Lux waved her hand, and the light faded, restoring Ryann to her normal, non-glowing self. “Does this mean I have your obedience?”

      “Yes,” I hissed. I was saying what I had to, for Ryann’s sake. This wasn’t over. We were getting out of here, and when we did, I was going to watch Lux and Erebus burn for what they’d done to me and my friends.

      “Then I look forward to your nuptials.” She smirked.

      I didn’t trust myself to speak. Instead, I took on Nash’s guise again and stormed out of the room, Huntress at my side.

      And I look forward to bringing you down…
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      I am doing all I can, my beloved city. I promise you faithfully, I am doing all I can. Vexed and with my heart palpitating to the point of arrhythmia from my visit to the Bestiary, I stalked back to my chambers. It wounded me to see my city suffer in this manner. No, that was not the correct term to encompass the breadth of feeling in my chest. Terror, that was what I felt. Rigid, insidious terror, for every individual who resided in the streets I cherished.

      If the interdimensional bubble fails… I fought the chill that undulated through me, as icy as a dawn dip in one of the mosaiced plunge pools in the subterranean floors of the palace. I could not allow myself to tumble headfirst into such avenues of thought, for once I took that first step into fear, there would be no return from it. Dread would consume me, and that would surely drown us all.

      Iso had been in quite the state when I found her, clambering up the atrium in a panicked attempt to manually repair the problem. She had informed me that “the problem” was, indeed, the greatest enigma in this recent spate of glitches and blackouts. She could not comprehend why it continued to occur, not from an engineering or bestial perspective. The Chaos flow held a strong current between the captured beasts and the aorta that maintained the heartbeat of our world. It was only in the dispersal that these malfunctions occurred; the current spread too far and too wide, stretched to a gossamer delicacy that broke when it could stretch no further.

      The truth was, Atlantis had expanded too swiftly and too greatly, and now we had a Chaos deficit that could not be remedied.

      Not without you, Finch. I grew ever more certain, with each passing blackout, that he was our salvation. Why else would he have arrived precisely when he had, with his lineage and power?

      I entered my chambers and halted sharply upon the threshold. Finch was no longer alone. Miss Winchester sat with him, her demeanor indicating some sort of private conversation. I noticed it in the hunch of her shoulders and the way she leaned forward in her chair, and the jolt of her neck as it twisted in my direction. Finch, on the other hand, sat entirely still. Truly, I delighted in Melody’s company. However, on this occasion, I was in no mood for visitors.

      “Miss Winchester, this is an unexpected pleasure.” I maintained politeness, as ever.

      Melody stood swiftly and bent in what I presumed was supposed to be a curtsey. “I came to see how Finch was doing. I hope you don’t mind. You did say we could come and see him whenever we liked, and I didn’t know if you’d be here with him. I don’t like to think of him all alone up here. He doesn’t like enclosed spaces, you see, and—”

      “I do not mind, Miss Winchester. Although, I did say you had to be supervised… did I not? Perhaps that is not important.” I had to interject, lest she burst a blood vessel. “Nevertheless, I prefer you to take your leave of Finch. I have business to discuss with him.”

      “Business, Your Highness?” Melody’s eyes shone with intrigue. That was what I enjoyed about her—her unrelenting curiosity for the world around her.

      “We are to have a luncheon with the rest of the suitors,” I explained, in the hopes that would satisfy her.

      Her nose crinkled somewhat, in a way that was terribly endearing. “I don’t mean to seem rude, Your Highness, and I’m sure you’ve thought this through, but are you sure that’s a good idea? There are at least two suitors who want Finch dead, and I imagine the rest will want to squeeze the life out of him once they find out that he’s the ‘chosen one,’ so to speak.”

      I strode over and stopped beside the window. “They will not dare raise a hand against him in my presence. Fear not, Miss Winchester. I have every intention of protecting your friend, and my future husband, with every fiber of my being.”

      After all, our city’s survival depends on his own…

      “But—and again, I’m sorry if I’m speaking out of turn—that seems like an awfully big risk to take, when you put him in here for the sole purpose of keeping him safe from potential attackers. Why lead him right into the lion’s den for the sake of a lunch?” Melody’s voice harbored a note of apprehension, as though fearing my wrath. She was correct to feel that apprehension. I did not like my declarations being scrutinized in a manner that suggested I was a dolt who had no idea what I was doing.

      “I happened to change my mind.” I battled to keep my own tone even. Calm had far greater impact than rage, with the softest warnings often instilling greater fear than those spoken in a fitful howl.

      “I’m sure you’ve got everything under control. I’ve got this need to ask questions all the time, that’s all.” Melody offered me a small, gentle smile, which made me feel all the more wretched.

      In truth, I could easily have attended without Finch at my side, and perhaps this was foolishly irrational of me, but I did not want to forgo witnessing the expression on Erebus’s face when I strode into the luncheon arm in arm with Finch. And the mask of horror he would surely wear upon the revelation that a husband had been chosen… and it was not to be him. I had earned the right to that satisfaction, not as a princess, but as a woman—a scorned woman who required the healing tonic of seeing jealousy on Erebus’s face.

      “He will be safe with me, Miss Winchester. I assure you.” I dismissed her and focused my attentions on Finch. “Now, if you would accompany me. We are likely already late.”

      Finch stared at me with wide, alarmed eyes. Evidently, something in his discussion with Melody had distressed him, but I could coerce the details from him later. Right now, we had a gaggle of suitors to disappoint.
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      Almost twenty minutes later, we emerged through a gilded door of white marble onto one of my favorite terraces. A suntrap where succulents grew in an abundance of shapes and sizes, from the rotund little blue ones with the white spines to the tall emerald-green spikes which blossomed with vivid, purple flowers. The city’s talented botanists, all gifted with powerful Earth abilities, had also created palms with leaves of jeweled red and bronze, conjuring a perpetual autumn that never failed to delight and astonish.

      The dining table had been set, positioned upon a central platform with a trickling rectangle of intersecting streams surrounding it. It provided the perfect lookout to view the intricate patterns of succulents and desert flowers. Squares of white desert roses were interspersed with intentionally crumbling statues and broken pillars, to give the impression of a secret, bygone oasis.

      The suitors rose as I neared, offering elegant bows. Davin and Erebus were not as elegant in their bows, but that was hardly a surprise, given they had far less practice.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I said as I led Finch up the shallow steps to the platform. Our chairs had been set at the nearest end, in a position of honor. Finch seemed intent on dragging his feet, but he followed regardless, keeping his chin to his chest as though he did not dare to look upon the other suitors. I could hardly blame him; there were such mighty glares and glowers coming from them that had I not been their future queen, even I might have felt a jolt of intimidation.

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Faustus spoke first.

      “Finally left your cage, did you?” Erebus directed a violent stare at Finch. He had not quite given me the reaction I desired when I had walked in with Finch. Indeed, he had looked away rather too quickly.

      Finch looked up. “I wouldn’t need one if certain wolves would stop prowling around, working together to try and kill me.”

      That was more like the Finch I had come to know, though there was an unusual rigidity to his words.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I would never prowl, nor would I harm a soul. I would leave that to someone else.” Davin flashed a twisted smile that made me despise him even more. He could have been a rather handsome gentleman, with fine features and the potential for charm, but he had an oily, cloying quality to him that could not be ignored, and it rendered his charm sleazy.

      “Of course he does not! Why, Davin here is in the field of giving life, not taking it!” my father chirped from the opposite end of the table. From the glazed sparkle in his eyes, I suspected he had already begun imbibing. Davin, naturally, had the seat beside him. I did not know why my father had insisted upon attending this luncheon, but there he was, with his prized Necromancer at his side.

      “Finch, if you would sit beside me.” I ignored my father and tried again to get the reaction I wanted from Erebus. At first, Finch faltered, staring at the chair as though it were aflame. In the end, I was forced to grasp his arm and physically maneuver him into the seat, which was not at all becoming of me, but I could not have him embarrass me in such company.

      “Why is he sitting at the top of the table?” Cassius asked, rather gruffly.

      “Because that is where I desire him to sit,” I said, a warning in my tone. I would not tolerate any affront.

      “Is there any particular reason for that?” Thebian added, narrowing his eyes as he looked upon the two of us sitting so close together.

      I held on to my patience. “We shall discuss such matters in due course. Now, let the drinks be served.”

      As the servants flocked in, pouring opal peach fizz into the waiting glasses, a movement in the corner of the terrace attracted my attention. Luke and Melody lingered there, though I certainly had not invited them.

      Perhaps Melody had misunderstood when I had told her of this luncheon and dismissed her. Perhaps she had thought Finch’s friends were expected to attend, also. Well, there was little I could do about it now. As long as they did not interfere, I had no concerns about them hovering around the terrace. Everyone deserved to enjoy this beautiful place and the astonishing view of Atlantis below. And I really did like Melody very much. Had she not been so invested in that handsome, yet rather dull, fellow at her side, I might have taken it upon myself to find her a suitable Atlantean to wed. However, I could not think of matchmaking for others when I had my own partnership to contend with.

      “What are you doing?” Erebus leaned in, his eyes blazing.

      “Whatever do you mean?” I replied, taking up my flute of fizz.

      “You know what I mean. What are you doing with him? Will you really go so far, just to spite me? I knew you could be impetuous, Kaya, but I did not take you for a fool.” His mouth thinned to a hard line, little whorls of black smoke drifting up from his muscular physique. Perhaps I was a fool, for I could not help staring at those lips and thinking of kissing them.

      I gathered myself and met his eyes with a cold stare. “You will not address me so informally, Erebus. As for what I am doing—I would not expect you to understand. You have always thought that everything was about you, but this is not.”

      A loud explosion of laughter allowed me a brief reprieve from Erebus’s interrogation. At the far end of the table, my father clapped Davin roughly on the back, descending into hysterics at something that had been said. It irked me to see my father fawn over that wretch, especially now that I knew more of Davin’s history with that Katherine Shipton harpy. Evil begat evil. I believed that Davin was the most underhanded of all my suitors. For one, he had barely tossed me a glance since I entered, yet he sat there in a state of smug confidence, as though he had already crowned himself champion.

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I do not think it amusing.” Faustus looked somber as he addressed the king. I pricked my ears, intrigued by what had caused my father to roar with laughter and yet forged such a pained, worried look on Faustus’s features. Davin, meanwhile, looked entirely calm, pleased to be the center of attention.

      “Whyever not?” Ovid’s laughter faded. “Davin here has just told an entertaining tale of Necromancy gone awry, and you can barely muster a chuckle.”

      “Because Necromancy is no laughing matter, Your Majesty. As he has just informed you, there are risks and dangers that come with the art, and yet that does not seem to perturb you in the slightest.” Faustus shook his head. “How can you listen to such words and still be eager to prolong Atlantean life through such means? I cannot comprehend it.”

      Ovid took up a bottle of opal peach fizz and poured more into Faustus’s glass. “Perhaps a few more glasses of this will change your mind.”

      I listened with interest. Faustus had remained staunchly against the very notion of prolonging Atlantean life, and though I also had my qualms, which had increased after hearing Finch speak of the afterlife, I could not deny that the topic continued to intrigue me. In my mind, a scheme began to formulate. There was a conceivable chance I could still utilize Davin without having to marry him.

      I might as well make use of him, since he has endeavored to make himself a nuisance to me… Perhaps it was time the Necromancer received a bitter taste of his own medicine. A wedding gift to Finch, perchance. I had to dwell on it some more.

      “Is all well with the Bestiary?” Thebian asked. “We noticed another blackout a while ago, and it seemed to last longer than usual. Is it another recalibration? Have you spoken with Iso?”

      “Recalibration?” Erebus hissed, keeping his voice low. “Is that what you’re calling it?”

      I ignored him. “I have indeed spoken with Iso, and there are some adjustments to be made, but I am confident in her abilities. Atlantis will go on, and it will only become greater. I am certain of it.” I cast a look at Finch, who had not said a word since we sat down. Whatever Melody had said to him, it had resulted in a rather peculiar effect. Truly, I had never witnessed him so silent, though there had been moments when I had longed for this sort of quietude from him.

      “Do you think Finch has some sort of magic energy tree that you can use to keep your city from floundering?” Erebus landed another blow, precisely where it hurt me the most. “He is a mere magical, Kaya. I am a Child of Chaos, imbued with exactly the energy you need to protect Atlantis and keep it from failing.”

      “I think Atlantis would rather drown than have you as its ruler,” I retorted. “I know that I, for one, would rather exhaust every other possibility before I resorted to relying upon you.”

      Erebus snorted like a bull. “Is this what we have come to? Petty insults that I know are insincere?”

      “I mean every word. You are nothing but trouble, Erebus. I should have known that the first time you came here to woo me.” I would not allow him the last word.

      “You did not seem to mind back then. I still remember how you leaned against me at any opportunity and swooned at the merest touch of my hand. If other entities had not involved themselves, you and I would be blissfully happy by now,” he said, a smirk upon his lips. Goodness, I wanted to slap that smirk away and kiss it, all at once. A confusing dichotomy.

      “Or I would be dead because of your… cosmic manner of conception!” I blushed slightly as the table went suddenly silent.

      “I changed all of that, for you.” Erebus’s hand snaked across the table toward mine, prompting me to pull back in a manner that was rather too sharp.

      “Too little, too late.”

      “It doesn’t have to be, my love. We can take up where we left off, utterly in love and content to be in one another’s arms. Let us have that again, and I will protect your beloved city. All you have to do is say the word.” He left his hand there, but nothing would inspire me to take it.

      “I have a few choice words for you, actually,” I replied coldly. “But it would be impolite to utter them in pleasant company. Not that your company is at all pleasant. As far as I am concerned, you are only here to fill a chair.”

      He flinched as though I had struck him. “I know you still love me, Kaya.”

      This time, I flinched, though I prayed he had not noticed the subtle movement. It would always pain me to hear him use that seemingly innocuous four-letter word. And, though I fought against listening for any subtext, I thought I heard the unspoken addendum to that utterance… “And I love you, too.” I drew upon my reserves of courage, using every ounce of my bitterness to prevent my resolve from crumbling to dust.

      “Call me ‘Kaya’ again, and I shall have you thrown from this terrace.” My tone held the jagged edge I had hoped it would. “You will, of course, survive the fall, and I will have you thrown from it again and again, until you finally understand that you are not wanted here. You had your opportunity, and you lied and deceived and caused injury and death.” I grasped the fabric of my skirts for comfort. “Did you think I would forget all of that, and simply forgive you if you lingered long enough?”

      “I did not think you would take pleasure in punishing me. That is not like you,” he replied, his tone softening. Indeed, he almost sounded as though I had been the one to cause a grave injury. But I would not falter, not while Atlantis looked to me for guidance and leadership away from the perils of this failing dome.

      “Much has changed since you were expelled from this city. I am not the woman you hurt. I will soon be a queen, and that means my only concern is Atlantis, which, in turn, does not concern you at all.” I gulped down an enormous mouthful of peach fizz to prevent myself from saying more than I intended.

      “May I say, Your Highness, you look radiant today.” Davin’s voice came from the other end of the table. “There is a new glow to your cheeks, or perhaps it’s a new shine in your eyes. I wonder what the cause could be? I’m a touch jealous, actually—I wish I were the one making you blush. I could be, if you would take a walk with me?”

      Erebus cast daggers of fury from his eyes, hurling them at his former servant.

      “I do not think so, Mr. Doncaster. I do not enjoy walking after I have dined, and I prefer to wander in quietude, which I doubt would be possible in your company.” I could not resist a small slight. His eyebrows raised, and a faint shadow of discontent passed over his features. With a lift of his chin, he returned to talking with the other suitors and, of course, my father. Everyone descended into idle chatter, granting me a moment to speak privately with Erebus.

      “Erebus, how may I even contemplate trusting your word, or your actions, when you align yourself with the likes of him?” I whispered. “I know now what sort of person he is. A disease, slinking from one pool of power to another, until he gets what he desires. At present, he is dipping his toe in my father’s pool of power, trying to court him with promises of prolonged life. You will be judged by those you surround yourself with.”

      Erebus sat back and pulled his hand from the table. He did not remove his gaze from me, but he did not look as though he intended to say anything more on the matter. Along with the beverages and appetizers being served, I had evidently given him further food for thought. Which was, of course, my plan. I wished to drive a wedge between Erebus and Davin, if only to save Finch from their unified endeavor of destruction.

      Speaking of Finch, his silence was beginning to concern me, as was the presence of his friends. They had not moved from their spot in the corner of the terrace, but they kept glancing in Finch’s direction. What could Melody have possibly said to steal away Finch’s customary humor and wit? An occasion such as this should have been a veritable feast for his sarcasm, but he had not made a squeak, simply nursing the drink in his hand.

      “How do you find the peach fizz? You remember I told you of the opal peaches? I had it served especially for this occasion.” As icebreakers went, it was rather clumsy, but I could not have him sitting there beside me not uttering a word. It did not make me look good, nor did it make him appear to be a suitable marriage prospect.

      “It’s… uh… a bit sweet,” he replied.

      “What about the bread and butter? I know you enjoyed such things at breakfast.”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t had any yet, so I can’t tell you. Looks all right.”

      “And how are you feeling about… you know?” I needed something from him. Goodness. What had caused such a dramatic change? Maybe he was simply shy in company. I had not often seen him around anyone other than his friends. Moreover, he was sitting at a table where at least two individuals wished him dead, as Melody had reminded me. That had to be it.

      He swirled his glass, making the bubbles twist into vortexes. “I feel the same as before.”

      “Has something happened, Finch? Did someone say something to you?” I could not hold back any longer, though I was highly aware of Erebus watching us closely.

      “No. Just a lot to think about.” Why, his answers were almost monosyllabic, and they lacked his usual entertaining animation.

      By the time the luncheon ended, without anyone being murdered or attacked and the conversation remaining civil, I had cemented my decision. Finch might not have said a great deal, but that also made him stand out among the chattering suitors. Yes, despite the sullen silence and short replies, he was the only choice I could make. He was the one who had been sent to me by Chaos.

      Father will simply have to accept my decision, as I will have to accept it. Against all sense and logic and reason, my heart still ached at the sight of Erebus. He had provided me my first taste of love, after all, even if it had not been real. However… my people mattered more. They would always matter more. This heart of mine could not have its desire, and I hoped the salvation of my people would make the loss of love easier to bear in the years to come.

      I took up a knife and clinked it against my crystal flute. “As we come to the end of our luncheon, I have an announcement to make.”

      A worried gasp rippled through the congregation. No doubt they thought I was about to declare my choice, here and now. Well, they would have to wait a short while longer.

      “You are all to present yourselves outside the palace at seven o’clock this evening. I do not know if you have heard, or what gossip has reached your ears, but I will be making a far more important announcement this night, and I must have you all in attendance.” I set down my glass and glanced across the group, where a mixture of emotions adorned the visages of those present: concern, resignation, hope, and the expected smugness from Davin. My father was the only one who looked displeased, but I already knew the reason for that.

      “Finch, come.” I reached for his arm and coaxed him from his seat. He followed like the walking dead, his chin returning to that same spot on his chest as I led him from the terrace back into the palace. Truly, it seemed as though I were walking a petulant creature back to its cage… which was not far from the truth. But it was all for his own good, and I hoped he would find peace one day, too, since his heart would not be allowed its true desire, either. That bonded us, in a way. Chaos’s ultimate challenge.

      I could not ignore the heat of the glares and stares that followed us from the terrace. The flesh upon the nape of my neck was in danger of combustion from the searing warmth of it. If Finch noticed, he said nothing. Yes, it was likely better to ignore any animosity, in case it resulted in more clear and present danger.

      I should not have brought you here, Finch. It had not been worth it. I had not felt the satisfaction I desired from seeing Erebus’s reaction. Instead, my heart felt heavy, weighed down with grief, and longing, and hope, and remembrance… and the tiniest glimmer of excitement.
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      I should’ve been walking on sunshine after that kiss, but Lux had gone and ruined it. She was like a spoiled kid blowing out my party candles, spiteful and jealous. But, if I closed my eyes, I could still feel the electrifying touch of Ryann’s lips on mine.

      Though, I guessed there was a teeny-tiny silver lining to storming out on Lux. It’d gotten my head back in the game, aka following the lead Nash had delegated to me. He’d told me about the place that had sold the murder weapon—the dagger Apollo’s father once owned. And I needed to find out who it had been sold to, so I could pin down the assassin. If Lux hadn’t popped up like a glowy-eyed whack-a-mole, this brain of mine would still be in mushy heaven.

      I could’ve done that all afternoon… I sighed wistfully at the idea, causing the edges of my new Mimicry disguise to phase in and out. I’d shelved Nash and gone for a random Atlantean servant from the palace, one who went by the somewhat concerning name of “Icarus.” What could I say? I was a sucker for unlucky overachievers. Over six feet tall and broad to boot, with the usual pale-skin-silver-hair combo and four blue markings on his cheek—four being Elemental abilities. He sort of blended in, which was why I’d picked him, so that it wouldn’t freak out the shady residents of the Trench.

      The Trench was the darkest, coldest part of the city I had seen so far, where the warmth of the fake sunlight barely reached. Frost glistened on the ramshackle rooftops, and huddled figures shivered on the moss-slicked, cobbled streets. There wasn’t much in the way of beauty here. The cramped houses, shoved together like a mouth with too many teeth, weren’t forged of the same shining tiles and sea glass as the rest of the city. No, they were made of pretty much anything the builders could get their hands on. At least, that was what it looked like: chunks of driftwood here, repurposed stone and rotting planks there, and moldy, threadbare fabric stretched over the windows in place of actual glass.

      Down a long, narrow main street, I spotted the edge of the world. This world. My heart lurched in my chest. Outside the faint sheen of the interdimensional bubble, I saw something lurking in the dark ocean beyond—carcasses of drowned houses and what looked like the rest of the street I was standing on.

      I’d heard of this. Melody had told me about seeing ruins outside the bubble, which Kaya claimed were failed construction sites. I had my own suspicions about that, given all the glitching that’d been going on. I mean, if the Bestiary didn’t have enough energy to encompass everything in this underwater realm, what would be the first thing to be given up as a sacrifice to the watery gods? The poorer districts. The perceived ugly stains on society. The people and places nobody would miss. And it shocked me to the core.

      Utopian worlds… never trust ‘em. I made a mental note to slide this particular horror into conversation with Kaya later, so I could demand answers the moment I saw her. A nice little engagement accusation to get our union off to a frosty start.

      Following Nash’s intel, I headed away from that narrow street and ducked into a network of alleyways that snaked through the Trench. Before long, the alley opened into a weird courtyard. Shops took the place of residential houses. Signs were painted right onto the walls, describing the businesses within: a grocer and a baker. On the other side of the dingy square, where beggars crouched with hats set out before them, stood shops of a different kind: a tattooist, a secondhand clothing store, what appeared to be an arms dealer, a backstreet dentist, and the pawnshop I was looking for.

      I sidled up to the rickety storefront and entered under a low beam, which looked as if it had been stolen from an ancient ship. My jaw dropped at the cave of wonders inside. Everything was piled high, with no obvious kind of organization. Weapons of all kinds hung from the walls, and rare artifacts were tucked away in cracked glass cases. It reeked of forbidden magic in here, or maybe that was just the mustiness.

      Many of the knick-knacks were things a magical would spend a lifetime in Purgatory for possessing. And surprisingly, it didn’t all look native to Atlantis. I noticed magical automatic weapons—the kind worn by security magicals in high-security facilities, like Purgatory. Someone had been doing some surface-sneaking, by the looks of it, pilfering these goods and bringing them back here on the sly. Teleporters, maybe? The Atlantean equivalent of smugglers and grifters.

      I thought back to those skeletal shapes outside the interdimensional bubble. No wonder the crown is trying to get rid of these places… Evidently, Atlantis had its own black market, and not everyone was oblivious to the world above. And if someone, somewhere was escaping this place to go on field trips, then perhaps they could get me and my friends out, too.

      They had Ephemeras, and hex balls, and a twin set of sabers that had clearly been thieved from Russian magicals—I knew the style, since we had something similar in the SDC armory. I perused the haphazard aisles, noting scrolls of rare spells and even a couple Grimoires that definitely weren’t from Atlantis. The temptation was downright dangerous. I could’ve swiped a thousand things from this place and still not been satisfied. But I had to resist the impulse and find the owner.

      A banshee shriek made my head snap toward the end of the store, where a cluttered counter stood amid the chaos. A bulldozer of a woman stood, red-cheeked, with her fists on her hips, laying into the guy behind the counter—a thin, wispy dude with flimsy white hair that sprang out willy-nilly, as though he’d stuck his finger in an electrical socket.

      “I don’t care if he threatened you! What are you, a sea slug? You’ve got weapons coming out your ass in here, and you didn’t think to pick one up and threaten him right back?” the woman raged. “Do you know how much those hex balls go for? I could’ve bought another window from selling just one. Now, thanks to you, we’ll have to shiver our backsides off for another month. That’s if we don’t get drowned before then! I curse the day I squeezed you out, you pathetic excuse for a son! Three days of labor, Euclid! THREE DAYS! And what do I get for my pains?” She waggled her hand at him. “A stringy, no-good sardine of a man!”

      I stifled a snort. The poor guy looked like he wouldn’t have minded drowning, if it got him away from his mother. Talk about a chip on her shoulder. If other Atlanteans were anything to go by, this dude was probably a hundred years old or more, yet she still hadn’t forgiven him for being born.

      Ah, mothers…

      “Mother, if you would just—” The guy, apparently called Euclid, didn’t get to say his piece. Not with his mother holding court.

      “If I would just what, Euclid? If I would just turn back the clock, then perhaps I wouldn’t have to contend with the daily disappointment of knowing I brought you into this world? I would’ve been better off birthing a blobfish!” The tank of a woman got right in her son’s face. “I’m going to Poseidon’s Trident. Maybe I’ll drink enough to forget you exist!”

      The mother from hell stomped away, her thunderous footsteps shaking the weapons on the walls. If there’d been a door, she’d have taken it off its hinges on her way out. I took that as my cue to sidle up to the counter.

      “Mothers… am I right?” I struck up the conversation, giving Euclid a moment to regain his composure. Up close, he looked exactly like the kind of basement-dwelling troglodyte whose game controller was glued to their hand. Those strands of wispy white hair had a greasy quality, which I guessed wasn’t from product. And his eyes were furtive and a little too close together. Genetics really hadn’t been kind.

      Euclid sighed. “She’ll be worse when she gets back from the Trident.”

      “Big drinker?”

      “Well, she’s big and she’s a drinker, so yes.” Euclid smoothed a hand through his stringy locks. “What can I do for you? Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

      “That caught my eye.” I gestured to one of the glass cases. A ring sat inside, front and center, with an opal as big as a bird’s egg. Filaments of ethereal light whirled inside the stone, giving me major Hobbit vibes.

      “It catches most people’s eye,” Euclid replied. “It’s the Ring of Aurora. Powerful beyond comprehension. One of the world’s most mysterious rarities, forged in the very center of the earth. It’s said that those who know how to unlock its power become unstoppable. It can turn day to night, speed up and slow down time, and destroy or create, depending on who’s wearing it.”

      Bullcrap… The ring clearly had intense energy, and could probably do crazy things, but no ring could do all that. I was being fed the sales pitch, since my chosen disguise likely looked as though I could afford it.

      “Are you interested? I could cut you a good deal.” Euclid tried to close the net.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it sounds like the kind of thing any guy could use, but that’s not why I’m here,” I said. “I’m looking for a set of daggers that a friend of mine lost in a bet. He wants them back, but he’s so busy, I said I’d try and track them down for him. Apparently, he lost them to Bacchus—I warned him not to gamble with that man, but he never listens.” I pulled out a scrap of paper with the dagger sketched on the page.

      Euclid pursed his thin lips. “I might have seen them, but I’m not in the habit of returning goods that have been foolishly lost. If a man is unprepared to lose what he gambles, then he should not gamble at all. I myself do not have such a problem.” He smiled, his eyes glinting. “Besides, there are so many daggers in this shop. I can’t be expected to remember every item that comes in, or where they go after they leave my shop.”

      Except that’s your job. I held my tongue, since he’d given a fair bit away with that last part—clearly, he knew they weren’t here anymore, but loosening his lips wouldn’t be easy. I noticed a deck of cards on the counter, and a plot began to form.

      “Do you play?” I nodded to the deck. His moralizing about gambling had sounded personal. I’d be willing to bet that the guy had an itch for it, an itch I would be only too happy to scratch. Another thing Mother Dearest had taught me was how to gamble and win, without fail. Sure, it often required underhanded tactics, but that was par for the course for the old Finch. And this was his natural habitat.

      Euclid shrugged. “I dabble.”

      “Then how about we strike a deal.” In a skillful bit of sleight of hand, I pushed the Eye of Erebus through the Mimicry disguise, as if my man Icarus had been wearing it all along. “Have you seen this before?”

      “No… what is it?” Euclid leaned forward, practically frothing at the mouth.

      “The Eye of Hephaestus. A truth-telling item—rare as they come.” Risking this trinket would’ve made Erebus’s blood boil, but I knew what I was doing. No matter what, this thing wasn’t going anywhere. I just had to get Euclid to believe I’d cough it up if I lost… which I had no intention of doing.

      Euclid’s eyes bulged. “And what do you propose with this intriguing piece of jewelry?”

      “If I lose, you get it. If I win, you tell me about the daggers—when they came in, who brought them to you, and who you sold them to.” Apollo had claimed his father had lost them to Bacchus, but it couldn’t hurt to get a stamp of absolute certainty on that. If Euclid confirmed it was Bacchus, then I’d know Apollo was telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.

      Euclid grinned. “You have a deal.”

      “Then shake on it,” I insisted, putting out my hand. I might have had some deceit in the works myself, but I wouldn’t let him pull a fast one on me. And a handshake here was as good as a signed contract.

      He grimaced but reluctantly put his hand in mine, shaking on the exchange. With the deal sealed, I felt a sudden need for hand sanitizer. I had no idea where those grimy troll hands had been.

      “Do you know how to play?” Euclid took the deck of cards and shuffled before dealing them like a seasoned croupier. He put half the deck to one side, leaving us with the remainder.

      “Depends what we’re playing,” I answered.

      “Warfare.” Euclid smirked.

      I raised a brow. “Not sure I’ve heard of that one.”

      Euclid stared at the pendant around my neck as if he’d already won. “Simple, really. You have to match your opponent’s card or have a card that’s one higher. If you don’t, then you take the deck that’s been put down. The winner is the one with no cards left… or the one who doesn’t surrender.”

      Surrender? Why would I surrender? I didn’t ask, in case it made me look weak. Instead, I nodded.

      “Let’s play.”

      “Guest begins.” Euclid gestured to me as he surveyed his own cards. The deck was fairly similar to the kind you’d get on the surface, though the suits were different—teardrops, flames, squiggly lines, and flowers. The four elements, in card form.

      I put down a two of Water, figuring I’d start low. Euclid put down a three of the same suit, and a sharp cut raked across my cheek. The surprising sting almost made me drop my Mimicry mirage, but I rallied quick enough to save it. I had to fight not to show my shock, too, since that would’ve given away just how clueless I was about this game. Now, at least, I understood what he’d meant about surrendering.

      Steeling myself, I put down a three of Fire and waited for Euclid to get a taste of the game. But nothing happened.

      So, the same number means nothing happens. Anything bigger, and one of us takes a hit. Simple enough, but this was going to hurt.

      Euclid set down another three—of Air this time. My mind whirred, getting into Rain Man stuff. I needed to make sure I kept counting the cards, to try and predict what Euclid might put down next. Since I still had a three in my deck, I knew that putting it down would clear the threes completely. Strategy was key here. I didn’t want to be left clinging to the low cards, even if it meant taking a hit when he inevitably put down a four or higher.

      “Three of Earth.” I slapped that puppy onto the pile.

      “Four of Water.” Euclid put his card down, and something leapt right out of the card and slapped me in the face.

      “Five of Water,” I responded, laying down a card I could barely even see through my watering eyes.

      Euclid staggered back as blue energy surged from the card and socked him in the stomach. But he recovered quickly, putting down another five, which I had no choice but to match. With half the deck separated from the pile, it was impossible to know what else he might have in his hand. I had to offload my low cards while I could.

      I braced as he put down a seven of Air, and a shallow gash tore across my upper arm, which started oozing blood. I shot back with an eight of Fire and watched him hop about like a kangaroo as a shower of embers cascaded over him. One of his wispy strands of hair caught fire, and he frantically patted it, a yelp escaping his throat. But it was too late for that greasy tendril. He’d have a singed clump for a while.

      “Eight of Water,” he said coldly, once he’d gathered himself.

      “Nine of Earth.” I dropped my card on top of the pile. Another invisible punch suckered him in the gut, prompting him to double over and clutch his abdomen. He wheezed and panted, which his mother would’ve appreciated. He definitely sounded like a woman in labor.

      “Ten of Air,” Euclid grunted, putting his card down with a shaky hand.

      Frosty white strands slithered out of the card and wrapped around my throat, squeezing until my eyes bulged and my lungs strained. I braced my hands against the counter, praying for it to stop. I mean, there wasn’t much I could do about it, magically speaking, since this strangling thing was coming from a card. It released me a moment later, and I put down another ten, only to get kicked in the crown jewels as he slapped down a Jack of Fire. I cried out and stumbled against the counter, gasping as nausea churned in my belly and made its way up my throat. I gripped the counter’s edge hard and breathed deeply to stop myself from spewing my breakfast all over the place.

      Why the jewels, man? Come on! The day started off so great, and now here I was getting nad-kicked by a card.

      The brutal punishments only got worse as the cards went higher. As Euclid put down a queen, I got a near knockout punch to the face. When I upped it with a king, Euclid went flying, slamming into the back wall with so much force I thought the guy’s teeth would spill out.

      It was getting serious now. I didn’t have many cards left, but there were still a few low numbers in there. Euclid had to be in the same situation, unless he’d palmed the deck somehow and given himself the best hand.

      After two more Kings, we moved into ace territory. I slipped my Ace of Fire onto the deck and watched with morbid fascination as a tornado of flames rose up from the card. It pummeled Euclid, forcing him to duck behind the counter. But the inferno managed to singe off the rest of his hair before he ducked, leaving smoking clusters of burnt wisps. He stood back up, looking a little shell-shocked. Tentatively, he lifted his hand to what remained of his hair and grimaced.

      “I spent months growing that,” he muttered, before slamming down his own card. “Ace of Water.”

      Oh no…

      I gulped a deep breath in preparation as water coiled out of the card and barreled into me, sending me careening backward into a stack of precious artifacts. I hoped he didn’t have a “you break it, you buy it” policy as the relentless torrent pounded into me. I couldn’t breathe, my nostrils full of water and my mouth spluttering for air. But, eventually, it stopped.

      I got up, soggy and peeved, and squelched back to the counter, somewhat impressed I’d managed to keep hold of my cards. I had one ace left. Again, with half the deck out of play, I had no way of knowing if he had another ace, which would force me to use a lower card and pick up the cards that had already been played. If that happened, Euclid would definitely win. He only had a few cards left.

      “Ace of Earth.” I laid down the card, and all hell broke loose. Apparently, the rules of matching didn’t apply to the aces. Green light flashed, and vines suddenly erupted out of the card. They twisted around Euclid, constricting like spiny pythons around the pawnshop owner. The thorns buried deep, blood welling around the points of entry. Euclid groaned as the vines twisted tighter, intent on squeezing the living daylights out of him. He struggled against them, which encouraged them to constrict even more. His cheeks turned purple, and his eyes bugged out of his head. I didn’t know if this game could actually kill a person, but I started to worry about the possibility.

      A moment later, the vines vanished, and Euclid slumped forward, a broken man. “Well played, sir,” he rasped, clawing in breath after breath.

      “It’s your turn.” I swallowed the fear in my voice. If he had an ace, then it’d be game over. And I’d have to come up with a plan B to get intel on the daggers and not lose my Eye of Erebus in the process. Of course, I still had a few cards up my sleeve. Not literally, but figuratively. A little bit of manipulation to make sure this turned out in my favor.

      Euclid hoisted himself up and scanned his cards. Discreetly, I sent a thin tendril of Mimicry toward the deck—so thin he wouldn’t notice it sneaking into his cards. With a last-ditch stretch of effort, I altered the surface of the cards to make sure they all appeared lower to him. But if he laid down that ace, even if it was disguised, it’d still hit me. I’d have to weasel my way out of that one, if it came.

      As he plucked a card from the deck, my heart damn near stopped. I watched in nervous anticipation as he laid it down on my ace. I saw the squiggly lines of Air, and my heart started to hammer wildly. Then he drew his hand away, revealing the card in its entirety.

      “A nine of Air!” I yelped, punching the air. “A nine of Air!” I didn’t know what card actually lay there, but it had to be a lower one or I’d be feeling the effects of a big old ace right now. And I wasn’t. Luck and skill combining in a perfect storm.

      Euclid scowled. “You win, sir.”

      “Don’t we have to keep playing?”

      “You would only win, and I would only suffer more,” he replied. “I… surrender.” He scooped up the cards and put them back in the full deck, wincing with every breath. The vines had cracked a rib or two, from the looks of it.

      “So I get what I want?” I asked, discreetly retracting the Mimicry tendril.

      He shot me an irritated look. “Yes.”

      “So who brought in the daggers? When did they come in? And here’s the big one—who did you sell them to?” I was riding the wave of triumph here, even though my wet skin had taken on a chill.

      He sighed. “Bacchus brought them in, as you suspected. This must have been a few months ago, but I could not get anyone to buy the things. It is difficult when items are personalized—nobody wants them, in case they can be traced by the original owners. Then, a few days ago, a man came in and asked to buy them.”

      “What man?” I pressed. With every answer he gave me, I was getting closer to the truth.

      Euclid groaned. “Tall fellow with blue eyes. Couldn’t make out his hair color because he had tied it back under a hood. Excellent posture, like he’d been raised wealthy. He wore a cloak, but I noticed he was well-dressed beneath it—a suit of some kind, not like anything I’ve seen before. He had some markings on his cheek, but they looked as though they had been done by Cassandra—the tattooist next door. Bless her heart, she’s never been able to do a proper likeness of our markings. So I sensed he wasn’t who he appeared to be. Not that I’m here to judge. I don’t ask questions when folks are buying expensive merchandise. He might have hidden his real markings and covered them with temporary ones. Anyway, he had this strange accent—but I figured that’s just how some rich people talk, or he was putting on a voice to cover his real voice. You’d be shocked how many folks do that when they come in here.”

      Holy crap! My stomach plummeted. Euclid was describing Davin. The description matched him, down to the accent. I didn’t even know why I was surprised. He’d been flaunting his Necromancy abilities ever since he joined the suitor race, and what better way to win the princess’s favor and prove just how snazzy Necromancy could be, than to resurrect a recently assassinated Kaya in front of everyone?

      He’d even said something about weapons leading to the source when the attack happened. How could I have been such an idiot not to see it then? The trouble was, it would take more than speculation to pin the crime on Davin.

      “Did he leave anything behind when he bought the daggers? A note, a name, an item that he exchanged for the knives, maybe?” I was desperate now.

      Euclid smiled sourly. “He purchased the daggers with a rare gold coin imbued with the ability to bring good fortune to whoever has it in their possession.” He patted the top pocket of his jacket subconsciously.

      Must’ve been a dud. I held back the witty retort. I mean, he’d just been battered six ways to Sunday, so the luck clearly wasn’t rubbing off on him. Unless Davin had lied and talked up the coin to strike a deal. Either way, I needed that coin.

      “How about you give me a glimpse of that coin?” I demanded bluntly. “If I like what I see, I’ve got money. I can pay you for it. A bunch of coins for one measly one. Or we can play another game of war for it?” I wanted to get a feel for the object before I made any moves, to see if it was familiar, or what kind of energy signatures it had coming off it. But my new pal was done playing ball.

      Euclid snickered. “All the gold in your possession, if you even have any, would not cover a single speck of gold dust from this particular coin. So, no, you can’t have a glimpse, you can’t buy it from me, and I don’t feel inclined to make another bet with you. Perhaps you should’ve asked for it as part of your initial bargain.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I hadn’t even known about the coin when I made the first bargain, because he wouldn’t tell me about it. And now he was munching on his sour grapes, all because I’d beaten him.

      But I wasn’t defeated yet. Oh no. This was going to take a different type of strategy, and if he wanted to play hardball, then so be it.

      “Fine. Thanks for the game. I suggest you put some salve on those thorn cuts before they get infected.” I dipped my head at him and strode out of the pawn shop without another word.

      Stepping back outside, I slipped into a nearby alleyway and transformed into Euclid’s bulldozer of a mother. I waited for the static electricity of my Mimicry to die down before I headed back out of the alley and thundered into the pawnshop once again. Euclid’s eyes flew wide as he saw me, his face going even paler.

      “You worthless sack of salmon spawn!” I bellowed, flapping my hands wildly at the shop. “What did you do?! Look at this place! I’m gone all of five seconds, and you start smashing things?! You petulant imp—did you think you’d get revenge on me by breaking the merchandise? Or have you been playing that ridiculous card game again? What have I told you about gambling? Had I known I would get you as a son, I never would have gambled on genetics! Three days, I struggled to push you out! THREE DAYS! And you can’t wait five seconds before you destroy this shop! You will pay for this out of your own pocket, Euclid!”

      He shook violently, as I’d hoped he would. “Mother, if you’ll just let me explain. A man came in, and he—”

      “I see no man! Do you expect me to believe a word that comes out of your useless mouth? Where is this man, Euclid? Is he invisible? Do you take me for a fool?” I marched up to the counter and snatched up a broom. Without warning, I smacked the broom down on his head. “That is for ruining me!” I smacked him again. “That is for destroying my shop!” I smacked him a third time, harder. “That is for being an utter moron!” I smacked him a fourth time, for good measure. “And that is for not taking out the garbage this morning!”

      He cowered, covering his head with his hands. “Mother!”

      “Don’t you ‘Mother’ me, Euclid. I rue the day I became your mother!” I dropped the broom and seized him by the arms, dragging him up while my hefty bosom bounced angrily. I’d never get used to putting on a female form. So many things jiggling that never usually jiggled.

      “Mother, I did take out the garbage!” Euclid wailed.

      “Then perhaps I ought to do the same, and dump you in the sewers where you belong, with the rest of the trash!” I shook him, using his confusion and panic to lift the coin from his pocket. “I’m going back to the Trident, and I expect this place to be pristine when I get back. Do you hear me?”

      Euclid nodded weakly. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Spotless! I mean it!” I snapped.

      “Yes, Mother,” he murmured, rubbing his head where the broom had smacked him. I felt bad for inflicting the egg that’d swell up where I’d whacked him, especially since he’d kept his initial promise. I might have gotten a little carried away, but we’d done worse to each other in the card game. And I couldn’t take that whack back now, so there was no use crying over broken eggs.

      I stormed out and slipped back into the side alley. There, I transformed back into the Atlantean servant and looked down at my palm. A large gold coin sat there, the edges dented and the surface worn from years of use. Davin had bought the daggers with this. Which meant I could pin the crime to him, with no wiggle room for him to escape. Once upon a time, a tracking spell had been used to catch me. So it seemed ironic that I would use the same method to catch Davin. With that spell, the coin would lead us straight to him, with an undeniable trail of events that would surely bring the axe down.

      Oh yes, I had the sucker now!
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      Riding the buzz of having something tangible in exchange for some hard work, I hurried back to the palace. This was the way it was supposed to be: I did some digging, made some inquiries, and got what I was looking for after a bit of to-ing and fro-ing. If only getting out of my upcoming nuptials was so easy. Still, it’d given me a much-needed boost, and I was going to ride the rocket under my ass until it sputtered out.

      Slinking past the guards in case I bumped into the real Icarus on the way, I ducked into a side room for a minute to Shift back to Nash. I still had no idea why a palace needed so many rooms which served no obvious purpose.

      But this particular one had served a purpose for me. I’d left Huntress here before I scurried off to the Trench, since the sight of a surface-dwelling pooch would’ve gotten some suspicious stares. She growled at me as I turned back into Nash, but I was too jazzed to get upset about a peeved dog. She could like it or lump it, and at least she would see her beloved Nash again soon.

      Back in plaid, with Fluffs McGee at my side, I raced through the palace until I reached the familiar, uber-warded door of my pseudo-prison. A guard stood outside, gripping his spear in a way that suggested major compensation issues. He eyed me coldly as I approached, with the haughty expression worn by a man in a minor position of authority.

      “Hi there.” I tipped my imaginary hat at him. “I’m just here to speak with Finch on some…” I lowered my voice to a conspiratorial hush “…suitor business. Could you let me in?”

      The guard’s lips turned up in a smirk. “Suitor business, eh? Well then, I had best not keep you.” He didn’t even lift his hands, instead using that snazzy Sentient stuff all these Atlanteans had. Glittering bronze Chaos swirled out of him and into the thrumming, semi-invisible forcefield that kept the bad guys out. Aka, Erebus and Davin, and anyone else who might want me dead.

      A person-sized tear appeared in the forcefield, while the guard flashed me a disconcerting wink. I didn’t know why he was being so cheerful about it, to be honest. I’d have expected a lot more outrage about the idea that Kaya might want to marry an outsider. Then again, not many people actually knew, for certain, that she would pick me. For now, it was simply the stuff of Atlantean gossip columns—if such things existed.

      I reached through to the physical door and turned the handle. I stayed on the threshold for a moment, for the sake of keeping up appearances. Inside, I spotted “Finch” sitting by the window. Alone. He looked like he’d had a rod shoved up his back or something. I’d never seen someone sit so straight.

      Sorry, Nash. The poor guy had probably been crapping his pants since I left, especially without Huntress for company. Speaking of which, his loyal hound looked ready to leap across the room and pounce on “Finch.” My hand shot down and grabbed her bandana, giving her a not-so-subtle warning that it’d be a bad idea with the guard watching. She whined in the back of her throat but stayed put.

      “I’ve said it once, but I’ll say it again: you’ve got that matrimonial glow about you, Finch.” I couldn’t resist a little tease.

      “Finch” turned and flashed me a death stare. “Oh, do I? I must be looking forward to this whole thing.”

      Oof, low blow. I probably deserved it.

      “Now, now, Mr. Grumpy Gills, I come bearing good news.” I took the opportunity to step into the room and close the door behind me. I’d played it up enough for the guard.

      “This isn’t funny. Do you know how long it’s been?” Nash hissed, standing sharply. Huntress immediately bounded over to him and nuzzled his knees, forcing him to minimize his desire to murder me for a second to give her some love.

      I shrugged. “You don’t wear a watch, and I don’t either.”

      “I never should have agreed to this. You’ve got no idea what I’ve been through!” He looked haunted, as if he’d walked in on Shrek taking a shower.

      “What do you mean?” I peered at him curiously. I hadn’t expected his day to be eventful. How hard could it be to sit in a room alone?

      “Well, for starters, I had to attend—”

      He didn’t get to finish. The door burst open and the guard slumped forward, the warded forcefield holding him up at an unnatural angle, since it couldn’t let him pass without the spell he’d performed. His eyes stared vacantly at us through the shimmering veil, his skin starting to smoke as the hexes gruesomely picked him apart. Behind him, a trio of masked Atlanteans leered into the room, just as more of the suckers dropped onto the terrace, appearing out of nowhere. They booted open the French doors, but again found themselves out in the cold. Kaya’s powerful protection measures were holding.

      “What the hell?!” Nash reeled in shock.

      “Looks like we need to add more names to the list of folks who want to kill… uh… you.” I quickly remembered that right now, he was me and I was him. “What did you do while I was gone? Did you piss someone off?”

      Nash rolled his eyes. “This isn’t my fault. And now really isn’t the time.”

      Right on cue, our ninja assailants whipped out some crossbow-looking weapons. I had no idea what they thought they could do with them. They couldn’t get in, so how did they plan to shoot us? I realized I really needed to stop asking dumb questions as the first volley of super-thin arrows pierced the forcefield. One landed in the wall behind my head with a blood-chilling plunk—subtle and deadly quiet.

      “That’s not good!” Nash hissed as he dove behind an armchair. “They must’ve modified the arrows to sneak through the hexes.”

      I shot him a look as I hid behind the other armchair. “You don’t friggin’ say.”

      Huntress managed to slide beneath the bed on her belly, letting out a sharp bark. Nash paled, his eyes targeting his loyal Familiar. I figured they were having some kind of telepathic conversation while another round of arrows whizzed over our heads from both angles—ahead and behind.

      “Thank goodness she’s okay. I thought she got hit.” Nash crouched lower. “She smells poison. I think the arrows have been dipped.”

      “Like guac?”

      “Are you seriously cracking jokes right now?” Nash hit me with a stern glare. “She smells powerful poison. And I don’t think it’s the kind that’ll just knock us out, Finch. These guys are trying to kill us.” He flinched as an arrow cut straight through the back of the armchair and thunked into the ground beside his hand. Way too close for comfort.

      I made myself as small as possible. “So according to Huntress, we get hit, we die?”

      “Pretty much.” Nash kept staring at the arrow in the ground while dragging a table onto its side and using it to defend our rears.

      “What do we do?” I was using some resources to keep my Mimicry going, but I had enough Chaos in the tank to at least try and take these ninjas down. And Nash would stay looking like me until the Mimicry in his Ephemera canister ran dry. The trouble was, I didn’t know how much trouble we’d be in if we wiped out a few locals. Then again, right now, I didn’t actually care. We had to live, end of story.

      Nash cast me a glance. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Blaze these cretins?”

      “Uh… if that means take them down, then yes.” He cursed as another barrage of arrows hit the armchair and the turned-over table.

      “Can you fight without your knives?” I asked. An innocent question.

      “Kid, I was fighting long before I had my knives. Don’t you worry about me. You just worry about getting yourself through this in one piece.” Nash waited for a moment, listening for something. Apparently, he heard what he wanted to hear, because he jumped up without warning and launched a barrage of Air at the enemy on the terrace. It swept right through the forcefield, knocking them back. One toppled right over the balcony, leaving the others to gather themselves.

      I wasn’t about to let him have all the glory. Staying behind the flipped table, I sent out tendrils of Telekinesis and grabbed two of the ninjas on the terrace. With a sharp tug, I yanked them through the forcefield. The wards strained against my pull, putting the attackers in a weird limbo—they couldn’t escape my tendrils, and they couldn’t come through the forcefield. The hexes took care of the rest. All I had to do was hold them there while the magic got to work, sending furious sparks through their bodies until they started to singe. They spasmed wildly, as if being electrocuted. A moment later, they lay still. The hexes had done what we couldn’t.

      “Nice work!” Nash called. He was dealing with the trio by the front door. He’d launched a torrent of Air at them, which delayed them for a moment or two. Seeing an opportunity, I sent a flurry of fireballs at the trio. They slammed into our would-be murderers, one of them catching fire and disappearing down the distant hallway in a haze of flames.

      With the ninjas scrambling, I emerged from my hiding place and threw out more Telekinesis lassoes. Grabbing the remaining two by the door while Nash hurled Air at the terrace guys, I did the same thing to them I’d done to their unfortunate counterparts. I dragged them into the forcefield and let the wards do the dirty work. I never felt good about hurting or killing anyone. But old Finch wouldn’t have batted an eyelid, and if we wanted to get out of this alive, then I couldn’t, either.

      “Three left!” Nash shouted as he lashed out with another barrage of Air.

      I sprinted past him and skidded to my knees in a power-slide. I flung out three strands of Telekinesis and grabbed the last of our enemies around their waists. One hard pull and I had them careening toward the forcefield before they knew what’d hit them. Clearly, they’d underestimated us surface dwellers.

      One of them glowered at us through the warded shield. “Your old friends… sent us.” It didn’t take a genius to figure out who he meant. Davin and Erebus. The tag team from hell. They usually swore their underlings to secrecy under pain of death, but that was a little redundant for this guy. He must have been miffed about getting sent on a job where he’d watched his entire team die—I knew all too well that working for Erebus meant hazardous work on inadequate information. Or maybe Davin had pissed him off, in the way that Davin usually did. I appreciated his minor betrayal, whatever the reason.

      His hand slipped into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a hex ball, something I’d seen in that pawnshop. Before he could do anything with it, I sent out another tendril of Telekinesis and swiped the hex ball right out of his hand. I tossed it over the balcony and finished what I’d started, keeping the attacker against the forcefield until the hexes smoked him like the rest of his masked buddies.

      Only when I was one hundred percent certain he was dead, or as good as, did I let go.

      “You’ve really got to stop getting on people’s bad sides.” Nash stooped to catch his breath. Across the room, Huntress crawled out from under the bed and padded over to her soulmate. She licked his hand and whined, clearly worried about him.

      “Who says it was me?” I wheezed, my muscles aching from the strain of what I’d just done. “You said you’d been through some stuff while I’d been gone. Maybe you caused this.”

      He frowned. “Did that guy say we could thank Erebus and Davin for this?”

      “Something like that, yeah.” I sank onto the nearest chair and dispensed with the Nash disguise. Taking my lead, Nash took the Ephemera off and stowed it in his pocket. With a ripple of energy, he returned to his usual handsome self. Normality had been restored, if you ignored the sizzled dead guys at every entrance.

      “Maybe it was me, then,” Nash said quietly.

      “Huh?”

      Nash sighed and stretched out his limbs. “Oh, Kaya decided to take me to some suitor lunch while you were out. Davin was there, and I think he’s gotten the picture that he won’t be the one the princess picks. Perhaps this was his attempt at upping his chances. Or maybe Erebus is getting desperate.” He paused. “One thing’s for sure, pretending to be you comes with a whole heap of baggage. The murderous kind.”

      “She took you to a lunch?” I’d have given anything to have been a fly on the wall at that little soirée. Nash pretending to be me, in front of a bunch of suitors—man, he really had survived a tough couple of hours.

      “Yes, she did. If I’d known she was going to do that, I’d never have let you leave when you did.” He pulled a sour face, no doubt remembering the awkwardness. “Tell me you found something, so that lunch can seem like it was worth it.”

      I smiled. “Actually, I did find something.” I patted my pants pocket. “I found out who tried to kill Kaya. Brace yourself, you’re going to be shocked.”

      “Who?” Nash didn’t take the hint.

      “Davin.” I waited for the gasp, only to be disappointed when it didn’t come.

      Nash balled his hands into fists. “We should’ve known.”

      “He bought the daggers from that pawnshop. I’m guessing he wanted to make himself look like the big hero, resurrecting Kaya after she’d been skewered. Plus, it would’ve served his purpose to convince Atlantis that Necromancy is A-Okay and approved for general consumption.” I rubbed my hands together in an attempt to stop them from jittering. As it turned out, fighting a forcefield had some pretty weird side effects—the main one being a sudden tingling in my palms, as if I’d fallen asleep on them. Major pins and needles.

      Nash stroked Huntress’s fur. “I’m guessing you’re going to tell Kaya about this?”

      “You bet,” I replied. “Davin is long overdue a taste of his own medicine. And Kaya isn’t the sort of person who’ll just let him wriggle free. Maybe it’ll stick this time, since he has no way out of this city.”

      As if summoned, footfalls approached the open door of the bedroom. Kaya appeared a moment later, flanked by a squadron of royal guards. As they were accompanying the princess and all, they didn’t have the same problem of not being able to step through the forcefield. Kaya strode in without hesitation, stepping over the trio of slumped bodies on the threshold—the poor guard and the two downed assassins, since their third member had gone running off with his pants literally on fire.

      “Finch? What is the meaning of this?” Kaya’s face looked deadly calm. “We heard a commotion. Would you care to explain why there seem to be several dead Atlanteans?”

      No way am I taking the flak for this…

      “They tried to kill us, Your Highness. I was in here, minding my own business with my old pal Nash, when they came out of nowhere. They busted open the doors, killed that poor guard over there, and then started on us. They had crossbows with poisoned arrows, and I don’t think they were trying to give us a little tickle,” I blurted out, talking a mile a minute.

      Kaya didn’t give much away, but a subtle tremor in her bottom lip suggested she was rattled. “Assassins.”

      “Looks like it,” I agreed.

      “They must have been well-organized, if they knew to use artillery thin enough to pass through the barriers,” she went on, her tone surprisingly steady. She wasn’t too shabby at hiding her emotions. If only she’d been so good at hiding her true feelings for Erebus.

      “Well, Davin sent them, so they were probably given detailed instructions. Davin has been trying to get in here, so he’d know what they needed to get through—even if only the arrows could actually pass through the forcefield.” I followed Kaya’s gaze around the room, her eyes resting on each of the dead men.

      Kaya’s gaze flitted to me. “How do you know it was Davin?”

      “One of the assassins told us Davin sent his regards, before he tried to launch a hex ball at us.” I deliberately kept Erebus’s name out of it, due to the issue of my enduring servitude. If he’d found out that I ratted on him, he’d have hit me with some cosmic fury.

      “A hex ball, you say?” Kaya still sounded remarkably calm.

      “But that’s not all.” I took the rare coin from my pocket and brandished it at her. “Davin was the one who tried to have you assassinated, Your Highness. And this coin can prove it. Davin used it to buy a certain pair of daggers from a pawnshop in the Trench—one of which nearly made a lollipop out of your heart.”

      Kaya’s lips curled up in a smile. Something I definitely hadn’t expected. “Good.”

      “Come again?” I was waiting for the penny—or rather, the coin—to drop. “You did hear me, right? Davin tried to have you killed, and he tried to have us killed.”

      “I heard you, Finch. And in my opinion, this is excellent news,” she replied, cool as a sea cucumber.

      “Okay, clearly I’m missing something. Or you’ve lost your marbles.” I didn’t understand why she wasn’t flipping out.

      She offered me a dry smile. “This is excellent news because it will make this evening’s festivities even more tantalizing. Oh yes, it shall be a very interesting night, indeed.”

      And just what in the name of Poseidon’s trident was that supposed to mean?
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      After Kaya swept away to deal with the evening’s preparations, Nash filled me in on what had happened while I was in the Trench, getting scratched and scraped and pummeled by an invisible Muhammad Ali. Fortunately, the assassination attempt had provided the perfect cover for all the card-game injuries that had appeared on this silky skin of mine.

      “So tonight’s the night?” I felt sick again, my buzz about exposing Davin rapidly fading.

      Nash put a hand on my shoulder. “Seven o’clock, outside the palace. That’s what she told the other saps. I still haven’t forgiven you for that lunch, in case you were wondering.”

      “We were just comrades in battle, Nash. Doesn’t that buy me any leeway?” I tried to keep it light, even though my guts were churning. “Wait—did you say seven o’clock? That’s in a couple hours!”

      “Okay, maybe I can give you some leeway, since you’re about to have the worst evening of your life.” Nash offered me a sympathetic look. “Yeah, it’s seven. Sorry. I’d have told you sooner, but, you know, you weren’t here.”

      “She’s going to make the engagement announcement. She’s actually going to do it. Chaos help me, why is everything happening so fast?” I smacked myself in the forehead. “For a society that claims to be logical about marriage, they’re not shy about rushing into things.”

      Nash grimaced. “Sorry, kiddo.”

      I took a deep, measured breath, then released it. “I knew it was coming.” And it wasn’t over yet.

      “What’s the plan?” Nash focused on Huntress, scratching the perpetual itch between her ears.

      I shrugged. “I still need to find loopholes, but she’s determined to keep me busy.” Irritation bristled in my chest. “All I can do, for now, is point fingers at Davin and hope that keeps Atlantis distracted long enough for us to get out of here, one way or another.”

      “When Kaya comes back, I’ll rendezvous with Melody and Luke and see if we can do some espionage of our own while you’re away. The palace should be pretty empty, if everyone’s going to be at this engagement shindig.” Nash had his military voice on, which I found oddly comforting. “It’ll give us a chance to get into some rooms and libraries that we haven’t worked our way through yet. We’ll get you out of this, Finch. You can count on us.”

      “What about Ryann?” Just saying her name hit me like a ton of bricks. Come seven o’clock, I’d be engaged to someone else. And man, that hurt. I didn’t want anyone else. I wanted to be back in that weird holding room, kissing her senseless. Stupid princess. Stupid Atlantis. Why couldn’t it have stayed a myth, drowned under the ocean?

      Nash paused his scratching. “We don’t want Lux getting a sense of what we’re up to. Ryann’s been compromised, Finch. I know it sucks, but it’s the truth. If you’d like, I can have a chat with her and let her know when things are going down. That might keep Lux happy and off our tails for a while.”

      “Thank you. I don’t want her being alone all night.” My heart felt like someone was trying to wring juice out of it. “She said she understood, but it’s easy to say things. It’s harder to mean them.”

      “She’s a tough cookie, Finch, and she’s not about to let some other woman have you. Even if she can’t directly help us, she’s keeping Lux busy.” Nash straightened up. “Now, you’ve got an engagement to prepare for. You want to look pretty, don’t you?”

      I shot him a dark look.

      “Right. Too soon?” He smiled, and I almost felt better.
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        * * *

      

      Suited and booted and feeling as awkward as a swordsman in a gunfight, I stood at Kaya’s side before the palace. A stage had been erected, with trestle tables lining the long white marble road that led to the grand building. A street party had sprung up, with tea and cakes being served—the kind of civilized street party British folks liked to throw when the queen had a jubilee. I wasn’t entirely sure what a jubilee was, but apparently it had some significance.

      Talk about a quick turnaround. Kaya had only decided I would be her husband the day before, and yet this party had the kind of organization that should’ve taken weeks. The Atlanteans might’ve even beaten the Germans for efficiency.

      If only the atmosphere had been a little more festive. I jittered at Kaya’s side, avoiding the glare of suitors standing below the stage, like grumpy metalheads in the mosh pit.

      “It is a beautiful night, is it not?” Kaya said, turning to me. She wore the same weird smile she’d had since she’d picked me up from my warded prison. I knew that kind of smile. It was the smile of someone who was up to something. And I should’ve known—I’d invented it, back in the day.

      “It doesn’t seem so different from every other night.” I waved a hand at the fake sunset dimming slowly overhead. “I guess that’s the benefit of having a weather system you can control. Every night’s a nice one.”

      “I was not referring to the weather.” Kaya sighed as though I’d disappointed her. She definitely had some irons in the fire, so to speak.

      I glanced away from her. “What were you talking about?”

      “Never mind,” she said quickly. Her behavior didn’t exactly put me at ease. Trouble was sparking in the air, and I was pretty concerned about what this tinderbox might ignite.

      My stomach lurched when I spotted Davin and Erebus in the cluster of suitors. They were gussied up in their Sunday best, but for once, I had the priciest suit in the house. Kaya had insisted on having one delivered, and boy, was this thing uncomfortable.

      What are they up to? I discreetly fixed a little side-eye on them. They kept glancing my way, clearly peeved I’d gotten the better of their ninjas and managed, once again, to survive. To make things worse, they were whispering. Furtive mutterings that grated my nerves. My only consolation was that the conversation didn’t seem friendly. Erebus glared at Davin, Davin glared at Erebus, their mouths moving rapidly, like they were trying to have a hushed squabble without drawing attention from the nearby suitors. And around and around we went on the endless carousel of their will-they, won’t-they relationship.

      I saved your ass today, Erebus, even though you don’t deserve it. I tried to beam that message into his thick skull. All I could do was hope he’d back down from demanding my head on a pike when only Davin took the heat for the attempt on my life. And the attempt on Kaya’s life, maybe, if the princess was feeling bold. Perhaps that was what the secretive smirk was about.

      The crowd grew restless, and so did the suitors. A few tried to get Kaya’s attention, but she ignored them.

      “Your Highness, may we know why we are here?” Thebian pleaded.

      “Will you select your husband tonight?” Cassius added, with a pointed look at me. I supposed they had to have guessed by now. All of it fell on deaf ears. Kaya’s focus remained elsewhere.

      With the congregation getting rowdier by the second, Ovid finally made his entrance. We must’ve been waiting for him the whole time. He beamed at the crowd and waved cheerfully, in a way that seemed jarring from a man who’d just lost his wife, before seating himself in one of the thrones on the stage. I’d noticed three thrones set up, and it took everything I had not to run for it.

      “Finally.” Kaya’s pleasant mask slipped, showing irritation with her tardy father. She broke ranks and headed for a strange glass orb floating at the front of the stage. The moment she neared, a shriek of feedback pierced the air, adding another layer of anxiety to my gateau of nerves.

      Ah… a microphone. Atlantean-style.

      “I do hope you have made the right choice, for yourself and the kingdom!” Ovid called before Kaya had even said a word. His voice carried to the front of the crowd, gaining him a stern look from his daughter. He couldn’t have sounded more disingenuous if he’d tried.

      Well, Ovid, you’re in for quite the disappointment. Tonight, if things went the way I hoped, Ovid would get to see Davin singled out for the smarmy, self-serving little squid that he was. Had I not been so agitated about potential assassins training red dots on my chest, I might’ve enjoyed the anticipation a bit more. Finally, other folks were going to get screwed instead of me!

      “People of Atlantis, honored suitors, and honored members of the high court, I have gathered you here because I wish to make an announcement.” Kaya focused on the crowd. “This night, I shall announce the gentleman who will stand beside me as my consort and joint ruler of our magnificent city.”

      A roar of whoops and applause rose from the distant tables, but the suitors stood in stony silence.

      “However, before I can continue, I have been informed of some grave news that has threatened the sanctity and peace of our fair nation!” Kaya continued.

      This is it! This is it! My anxiety went into overdrive as I did everything in my power not to look at Davin directly. I didn’t want to give him the heads-up, since he had a penchant for fleeing the scenes of his crimes. Fortunately, Kaya was keeping things vague enough that the arrogant son of a blobfish had no idea what was about to happen. For all he knew, she could’ve been talking about the Bestiary glitches.

      The crowd fell silent.

      “I have uncovered some disconcerting truths, my fellow Atlanteans.” Kaya stood taller. “As many of you know, an attempt on my life was made recently. I survived, thanks to the bravery of this man.” She gestured toward me, and I duly wished a blue whale would gobble me up, Jonah-style. “But what I do not know for certain is the identity of the person who tried to see me eliminated. That is about to change.”

      A whisper of confusion and surprise drifted through the congregation. I couldn’t resist peeking at Davin, but even now, he looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. The sick weasel probably thought Kaya was about to wheel out Apollo or something.

      “I am in possession of an item that will reveal the assassin.” Kaya delved into the pocket of her periwinkle-blue gown. Harley had always said gowns should have pockets, during the fancy soirées the SDC threw every so often. She’d complained until she was periwinkle blue in the face, but it looked like Kaya was one step ahead of the fashion game.

      I stole a good look at Davin, at the exact moment that Kaya produced the rare golden coin. His eyes widened in horror. But he couldn’t dart away now. If he did, royal guards stood ready to capture him, and he definitely didn’t have the running legs that Apollo had. This was too damned perfect.

      “Violence will not be tolerated in our city!” Kaya held out the coin, and magic spiraled out of her body. It cascaded into the coin like a flurry of blue-tinged snow while everyone held their breath—Davin, more than anyone, judging by his bugging eyes.

      I’d expected the usual kind of tracking spell that had put me behind bars. Instead, we got a full-on cinematic display. A current of glittering magic flooded from the coin and flowed through the air, heading for Thebian—the general of the Atlantean army. A spectral image formed in front of him. It showed an image of him flipping the coin in the air while he paced the palace gardens. The ghostly scene gifted us with the crackling whisper of audio.

      “If it lands on heads, she will choose me.” Thebian’s deep voice reverberated throughout the street party. Meanwhile, his actual face morphed into a mask of total embarrassment. He probably could’ve done with the blue whale coming along to swallow him.

      “Your Highness, I did not try to—” Thebian spluttered, only to be cut short as the spectral image moved away from him. The twisting Chaos slowed as it reached Davin. Another scene played out for all to see: Davin standing in the pawnshop in the Trench, offering the coin in exchange for the daggers. I guessed the odd magic showed the last moment the coin’s owner had been in possession of it. Unfortunately for Davin, it revealed the precise moment he’d put his assassination plot into action. Everyone knew those daggers by now, the weapon that had nearly taken the life of their princess.

      The scene faded, and the Chaos retreated back to Kaya’s body. She’d stopped the tracking spell, since there’d been three more owners since Davin: Euclid, me, and Kaya. Nobody needed to see more. Davin had been caught in the act. Now I understood what Kaya had meant about adding excitement to the night’s festivities. If I’d known there would be a show like this, I’d have brought popcorn and licorice.

      “Davin Doncaster, the surface dweller, Necromancer, and known degenerate, conspired to have me murdered. You have all seen it for yourselves. He used this coin to purchase the dagger that almost killed me.” Kaya stood proud, her voice strong. “It is proof beyond doubt. True, he did not wield the weapon himself, but he caused the incident. Moreover, he sought to kill the very gentleman who saved me from his attempted murder. This afternoon, masked men tried to end his life with poisoned arrows. I know Davin was responsible, for Mr. Merlin informed me that one of the assassins stated, ‘Davin sends his regards,’ before making a last attempt with a hex ball. Had it not been for the swift thinking of Mr. Merlin and his acquaintance, Mr. Calvert, they would both be dead.”

      I glanced toward Erebus. He looked confused, like he’d expected the axe to fall on his head, too. His eyes darted in my direction, narrowing slightly. Clearly, the Prince of Darkness was trying to figure out why on earth I’d protected him, after everything he’d put me through.

      I want to live, dumbass. And seeing Davin finally get what was coming to him was a delicious sweetener to the pot of survival. With him out of the way, Erebus would have to rethink his strategy. In that way, I guessed I wasn’t too dissimilar from the pair of them—I’d removed an obstacle to my escape plan, just as Davin and Erebus had tried to remove me from their plans. But… I was better. I was smarter. I worked harder for what I wanted. And they never should have underestimated me.

      “Arrest him!” Kaya boomed. She had serious gravitas; I had to give her that.

      The royal guards swarmed with spears and swords poised. A little hypocritical, since Kaya had just said Atlantis didn’t tolerate violence, but I guessed they weren’t too stuffy to make an exception.

      Davin went into panic mode, his head whipping around in all directions. “Your Highness, if you would take a moment to listen! You pushed me to this! Desperation made me temporarily insane! King Ovid, you will hear me, won’t you?”

      “How dare you! How dare you speak to me after what we have witnessed!” Ovid shouted, rising from his throne. I guessed finding out that Davin had almost killed his daughter had dulled the shine a touch.

      “I forced you to try and assassinate me?” Kaya snarled, ignoring her father’s fury. “You should learn when to be silent, Mr. Doncaster.”

      “I beg you, hear me out!” Davin wasn’t the type to stay silent about anything. “You misunderstand the situation. I didn’t try to have you killed. I intended to ‘catch’ my associate in the act of attempted murder, so I could seem heroic. You were never in danger. My associate got slightly confused in the darkness and came too close to you—closer than we agreed. However, it was a harmless ploy, Your Highness. You were never supposed to be hurt, and my associate was not supposed to get anywhere near you. I panicked when fingers pointed to Apollo and stupidly went with the consensus. This is a terrible misunderstanding, nothing more!”

      Yeah, and I’m Santa Claus. Davin was telling the truth about one aspect: he’d wanted to play the hero, but he’d always intended to lay the blame on another of the suitors instead of his pawn. Nothing would convince me otherwise.

      “Do you take me for a fool?” Kaya seemed to agree, her face wrinkling up in disgust. “That is utterly nonsensical. Nevertheless, I assure you, all the details will be uncovered at trial, and I suggest you comply if you do not wish to receive the highest possible sentence for your crimes. Guard, take him away!”

      “Your Highness, please!” Davin begged, but no one was listening anymore. He’d lost the game. And it felt so friggin’ good to see him dragged away, a cuff clapped around his neck.

      “This is despicable!” Ovid continued to rage, pacing the stage before the astonished crowd. “An outrage! To think, I admired that cretin!”

      Erebus was still staring at me. He hadn’t said a word. He simply stood there, looking cowed. I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head as he tried to piece together why I’d targeted Davin and not him. A flicker of admiration crossed his features, followed by a glimpse of embarrassment. The other shoe had definitely dropped. The Necromancer had played him for a fool, tricking him into believing that Davin had nothing to do with the attempt on his love’s life.

      I walked to the edge of the stage and crouched to get as close to Erebus as I could. “He took advantage of your hatred for me, Erebus. He deceived you, just like I said he would. Kaya would be dead if I hadn’t stepped in, and sure, he might’ve resurrected her, but she still would’ve had to live with the memory of dying. No one comes out of that the same.” I thought of Astrid and the zombie she’d become after her father brought her back. A piece of her soul had gotten lost in transit. Davin had risked that, without breathing a word to Erebus.

      Erebus’s face contorted. He unleashed an unholy howl and charged through the cluster of suitors, making a beeline for the retreating Davin. His palms raised as he prepared to kill the guy. A blast of white light sent him skidding backward, but he remained on his feet. My gaze shot to Kaya, who still had wisps of white Chaos threading out of her.

      “Let me wring the life from him, my love!” Erebus bellowed.

      Kaya shook her head and left the microphone behind, moving toward him. “That is not how we do things in Atlantis, Erebus. We do not kill unless it is sanctioned by the high courts.” She leaned closer. “Besides, Davin is still useful to the Kingdom of Atlantis. He will serve this nation in captivity, as punishment for his crimes.”

      Erebus faltered. “What?”

      “I have decided that this is the best course of action. If you attempt to intervene, you will join him in prison,” she warned.

      Erebus had the sense to stay quiet—a quality Davin lacked. I could still hear the Necromancer ranting and raving as the guards led him into the distance.

      That sound was like music to my ears. And Erebus’s shock was salve for the soul. After over a year of trying, I’d finally managed to foil one of Davin’s schemes and beat him at his own game. He was on a one-way train to prison, and I got to sit back and enjoy watching his journey.

      Who needed a guillotine, with satisfaction like this?
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      If only the evening had ended there.

      “Finch.” Kaya put her hand on my arm. “It is time.”

      I jolted away from her touch. “What? Now? Why?”

      “You know why.” Kaya removed her hand and returned to the glowing orb that served as a mic. Not the kind of thing you could drop after a stand-up set. But then, there wasn’t anything funny about this. Davin getting taken away—hilarious. Me being engaged to a princess—crickets. It’d all turned serious again. Too serious.

      I froze. What could I do? Try to wrestle the mic away from her? She would probably swat me away like a fly. Get myself marched off to prison to join Davin? Maybe I could say I had colluded with him and face more preferable consequences. A thousand ideas whizzed through my brain, but nothing stuck. So I stood there, frozen in indecision, as Kaya took the floor.

      Ovid had joined me in this game of musical statues. “You wish to do this now?”

      “Why are you all asking me that?” Kaya shot him a disapproving look, turning away from the microphone so the whole crowd wouldn’t be privy to the domestic dispute. “Why did you think this evening was planned? I informed you of my intention, and your preferred son-in-law was proven to be a vile specimen who tried to split me open. So yes, I will do this now.”

      The king sighed. “Very well, but I urge you to be certain.”

      “I am, Father. You know I am.” A pointed look flitted from daughter to father. It got the ants in my stomach scuttling again, my nerves ramping up to fever pitch. I couldn’t get out of this. There was no time. My escape would have to take place after the engagement, but the truth was, I had no idea where things would go after this. How long did Atlanteans wait before they married? Was a long engagement out of the question? Say, enough time for us to wriggle our way out of this underworld?

      “Maybe you could wait, since everyone’s probably reeling after that unexpected display,” I suggested, finding my voice again.

      “One should always follow bad news with good news,” Kaya replied, undeterred. Without further ado, she addressed her future subjects. “People of Atlantis, I realize that the revelation of my would-be assassin has likely alarmed you all. That is why I feel it necessary to grant you the gift of hope, after such a shock.”

      No, no, no… don’t say it!

      She gestured to me. “Which is why I chose this evening to inform you all of my intention to marry Mr. Merlin—the gentleman who saved my life and spared me from Mr. Doncaster’s evil. He is of exemplary heritage, his lineage leading back to Merlin himself. He is powerful, and kind, and… humorous, with a fierce loyalty that denotes a warm and generous soul. All these attributes prove him to be the ideal, and only, candidate for my hand in marriage, and I urge you to welcome him into our nation’s bosom with open arms and an open mind. He is not only my savior, but he shall be all of ours.”

      Nobody is going to be welcoming me into any bosom, thank you very much. I had to say something, I couldn’t just stand here and let her sign my death warrant. Dramatic, maybe, but it felt like a death sentence. If I couldn’t be with Ryann, and I couldn’t see my sister and friends again, then I might as well have been dead.

      “Actually, there are plenty of other candidates,” I piped up, rushing over to the mic before any guards could stop me. “I wasn’t even supposed to be in the running. Don’t want to be, as it happens. I didn’t ask for this. In fact, I’m being forced—”

      My lips flapped, but no more sound came out. My hands flew to my throat, scrabbling at my Adam’s apple like the little mermaid after she made that dumb deal with the octopus woman. I kept trying to say something, but not so much as a squeak came out.

      My head whipped around to Kaya, but there were no telltale wisps of Chaos coming off her. In the corner of my eye, I saw Ovid standing nearby, threads of red-tinged Chaos spiraling faintly around his body.

      Son of a nutcracker! Ovid had magically silenced me without me even realizing. No buzz, no tingle, no pain, just total immobilization of my vocal cords. Honestly, I’d have preferred some mega-painful curse. This was way worse. I relied on my voice. I needed it, especially now!

      I don’t want this! I don’t want any of this! I didn’t consent to be anyone’s husband, and I definitely didn’t consent to be some royal consort! My lips moved, defining the words, but it didn’t do any good. The crowd couldn’t hear me. And their focus had already returned to Kaya, who was going on and on about my attributes.

      “He is merely being humble, which is another of the wondrous aspects of his nature,” she declared. “Dignity and humility are valuable in a future ruler, and I hope you all admire him as keenly as I do.”

      Control slipped through my fingers like goo, and panic filled the gaps it left behind. I sought a friendly face in the crowd—any friendly face—only to remember that my friends had stayed behind to sneak through the palace, trying to find some kind of loophole we could use to get out of this. And Ryann wasn’t here, since we’d kept her out of the loop for Lux reasons. My friends were my sole hope now, but hope seemed very far away with Kaya telling Atlantis what an incredible ruler I was going to make.

      My gaze settled on Erebus. Not exactly friendly, but at least familiar. I’d expected him to be raging with every word Kaya spoke, but he wasn’t. He was just… staring at me. And not in an “I’m going to strangle you in your sleep” kind of way. It looked like some kind of frost was thawing between us. Perhaps my hatred for this entire engagement fiasco was finally getting through to him. With Davin’s most recent betrayal and my perceived loyalty, maybe he’d finally realized who he could rely on. And maybe that meant he was figuring some things out—things I’d been trying to beat into his thick skull since we got here.

      “Please give Mr. Merlin a standing ovation—my future husband, and future Prince Consort of Atlantis!” Kaya announced. The crowd went wild, cheering and yelling at the tops of their lungs. I didn’t know if that was a sign they liked the idea, or if they were just so hopped up on the party spirit that they were yelling for the sake of it. Either way, my nerves shattered under the onslaught.

      I fixed my gaze on Kaya, my eyes wide and desperate.

      “It has to be this way,” she said, turning away from the mic. “And fear not, the silencing spell is only temporary. I would not have used such an inhumane hex, but my father has endured quite enough excitement and outrage for one evening. I must allow him this, or he may expend his energies elsewhere.”

      I shook my head. This isn’t fair, I mouthed.

      “I am sorry, Finch.” She turned back to the mic. “Now, we shall take our leave of you. Please, enjoy the banquet and celebrate this happy occasion. Toast in our names, and look forward to our union, for it will raise Atlantis to lofty new heights of magnificence. And I, for one, am eager to begin upon this path toward a bright and glorious future.”

      The crowd erupted again, and my heart sank as low as it could go.

      “Come, Finch.” Kaya stepped away from the microphone, expecting me to follow, like a dog.

      I shook my head again. No.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Do not embarrass me, Finch. If you will not follow me of your own accord, I will have the guards march you back to my bedchamber. It is entirely your decision,” Kaya murmured, a fake smile etched on her lips. After all, she couldn’t let the crowd know that something was amiss.

      On cue, a handful of guards took a step forward. Call me petulant, but I chose the path of greatest resistance. My resistance. I stood firm, aware of a certain set of eyes burning into the back of my head. Erebus was watching me; I knew that singe anywhere. Only, it wasn’t quite as savage as normal. Maybe I’d lost my mind, but it felt like a softer kind of burn.

      “Very well.” Kaya waved her hand, and the guards surrounded me. She made an Oscar-worthy show of pretending this was all part of the evening, joining me in the center of the guard circle while she smiled and waved at the crowd. The difference was, she didn’t have two spears discreetly jabbing her in the small of the back, making sure she kept walking forward. Every time I stopped, those spears jabbed a little harder. I wondered how long I’d have to stand still before they skewered me completely. But frankly, I wasn’t ready to become a human kebab just yet.

      The guards urged us away from the stage, forcing us past the disappointed suitor convention. They cast me a few choice glowers, and I heard whispers of, “Why him?” “Is Her Highness feeling quite well? Perhaps he drugged her,” and, my favorite, “A surface dweller? How repulsive.” Erebus gave a slight nod as I was marched past. It was so subtle, I wondered if I’d imagined it. Nevertheless, he was the only one not badmouthing me. Though maybe he was doing it internally, to make himself look like the better man.

      With the sound of the crowd rupturing my eardrums, Kaya had me escorted straight upstairs like a naughty kid who wasn’t going to get his supper. I still couldn’t speak. Apparently, we had different notions of “temporary.” Instead, I had to listen to Kaya droning on.

      “I know you do not see it now, and I apologize for that, but with you as my husband, we shall forge a greater, stronger, more hopeful Atlantis. I am certain of it. Goodness, with every moment I spend in your presence, every moment I spend dwelling upon our future, I grow so sure that I am almost bubbling with anticipation. It cannot come soon enough,” she prattled on, oblivious to my best withering stare.

      I don’t care. I really couldn’t give a single hoot, I mouthed. She missed it, but at least it stopped me from hurling myself out the nearest window. One of the guards must’ve seen, though, because I got a particularly sharp jab in the back. Either that, or he just felt like jabbing me because I’d slowed a bit.

      Turning the corner of yet another grand hallway, I skidded to a halt. I barely even felt the jab in my spine. Up ahead, walking in the opposite direction, were my friends. And Ryann. They came to an equally sudden stop. We all stood still, like two gangs waiting for someone to make the first move. In the end, Kaya sent the first shot.

      “My goodness, I entirely forgot about all of you. You must forgive me,” she cried. “I intended to invite you to the festivities, but with so many other matters upon my mind, it fell by the wayside. Truly, I am sorry. It was a splendid occasion. Davin has been arrested, and Finch and I announced our engagement. There is so much to celebrate!”

      Melody’s expression hardened. “You realize who’s standing here, don’t you?”

      “Pardon?” Kaya looked confused.

      “I hate to be rude, Your Highness, but you realize who is standing here with us, don’t you?” Melody repeated. Luke grasped her hand and gave it a subtle squeeze. A suggestion to stay quiet. But that wasn’t our Melody.

      Kaya’s cheeks reddened. “I do not know what you mean.”

      “You do, Your Highness, but it’s an inconvenient truth that doesn’t fit your plans, so you’re choosing to ignore it.” Melody was on a roll, and hey, since I couldn’t speak, I wasn’t going to stop her. “Ryann is the one who belongs with Finch, not you. I like you, Your Highness. I think you might be one of the greatest women I have ever met, with one of the finest minds in the world—above and below the ocean. But this is cold, and it’s unfair, and I didn’t take you for someone who’d ruin someone else’s happiness for your own sake.”

      Luke squeezed Melody’s hand frantically. “I don’t think this is the right time for this, Melody.”

      “Then when? Once Finch is standing at the altar?” Melody flashed him a stern glance. “I’m tired of everyone dancing around the issue. You shouldn’t do this, Your Highness. It’s not right. You know it’s not, but there’s still time to fix it. Let Finch go, let us all go, and we’ll never bother you again.”

      I couldn’t look away from Ryann, and she couldn’t take her eyes off me. Tears glinted there, and they broke my heart all over again—the bitter cherry on top of this evening of doom and gloom, aside from the satisfaction of seeing Davin marched away. But I couldn’t even enjoy that. Kaya had soured it, like old cream. Now that I’d seen Ryann again, this evening didn’t seem like progress at all. It just made me feel… horrible, like I had something rotting inside my chest.

      Don’t cry, I mouthed.

      I can’t help it, she mouthed back.

      I felt so selfish, all of a sudden. I’d been so concerned about my own pain, I hadn’t stopped to think about hers. Not in the last five minutes, at least. Even now, I could tell she was fighting to hold back tears, to no avail. All this had to be taking a massive toll on her. After all, we’d gone from kissing like our lives depended on it to me being engaged in the space of a day.

      “I understand your disapproval, Miss Winchester, but that is because you do not understand the important role that Finch has to play.” Kaya stayed surprisingly cool. “If I could grant Finch his freedom and set him loose to love as he pleased, then I would. But I cannot. Atlantis depends on this union, and I will make it happen, even if it goes against the needle of my moral compass.”

      “What role? You barely know him. How can he possibly have a role to play?” Nash cut in, with Huntress’s ears twitching thoughtfully, taking everything in. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s a catch. But he’s someone else’s catch. You don’t steal someone else’s fish, not where I come from.”

      Kaya fidgeted, her guards readying their weapons. She lifted her hand, and they instantly lowered them. “I have become fond of you all, but there are things you are not privy to, nor do you have any reason to be. This concerns the future of my divine city, and that is all you need to know. I am sorry that this causes you pain, and I am sorry for your suffering, Miss Smith, but it must be this way. I did not intend to take him from you. Yet, this is beyond my control. This is Chaos’s decision, and I must obey.”

      “How can it be Chaos’s decision? No offense, but that sounds like crazy talk.” Nash folded his arms across his chest. Meanwhile, Luke looked despairingly between Melody and Nash, totally stuck in the middle while they chastised a princess who could easily have them shipped off to prison.

      “Again, I do not expect you to comprehend what lies behind my decision. My hands are firmly tied, and unfortunately, that means Finch’s hands must also be tied.” Kaya lifted her chin defiantly. “I realize I cannot say anything that will satisfy you, so I shall say no more. We must take our leave of you, but there will be no alterations to your visitation privileges. I understand that you are behaving out of loyalty.”

      I’m sorry, I mouthed to Ryann.

      A tear fell from her jaw. I’m sorry, too, she mouthed back.

      Before I knew it, the spears resumed their goal of giving me some unorthodox acupuncture. The guards shoved me past my friends and the woman I hoped was still my girlfriend. If I’d thought I could make it, I’d have battled through the guards to kiss her. I didn’t know when I might have the chance again. But they closed ranks, as if reading my thoughts. A moment later, I had been jostled around the corner and out of their sight.

      I love you, Ryann. I’m not giving up. Please, believe me. I hoped, somehow, she’d know my thoughts. I’d have shouted the words if my voice-box hadn’t been magically sealed shut.

      Within five minutes, I was back in my fancy prison. Kaya closed the door behind us and dismissed the guards, leaving us alone. Frankly, right now, I couldn’t stand the sight of her face. How could she claim to even have a moral compass?

      “You should rest. I will retire to the annex, and we may reconvene in the morning for breakfast. Sleep is beneficial for body and soul, and I pray that it offers you some peace.” Kaya kept her back to me, one hand on a pole of the four-poster bed. Her voice carried a note of guilt. Melody had evidently gotten to her.

      Good… I hope you don’t sleep well. I couldn’t say it aloud, but I could sure as hell think it.

      “I truly am sorry, Finch.” She refused to look at me. Maybe she was scared I’d see an actual emotion, and the whole stiff-upper-lip charade would crumble. “I would not have entangled you in this, if I could avoid it… I understand a modicum of your pain. I cannot have my heart’s desire, either. I must proceed in this manner for the sake of my people.”

      I opened my mouth, but still no sound came out.

      “I am sorry you are enmeshed in this, but… once we marry, and you and I are under the influence of the Atlantean love spell, all our suffering will dissipate,” she went on. “Our hearts will no longer ache for that which we cannot have. We will only look upon one another and be joyful. I did not want to utilize such a spell, but I see that we have no other option. If we do not imbibe of it, we will be consumed by our grief and loss. You are likely tired of hearing me say so, but it must be this way. Forgive me.”

      She left without another word and disappeared into the annex room adjoining this one. I heard the click of a lock, to prevent me from following. Apparently, she didn’t want to hear what I would say once I got my voice back.

      You said you wouldn’t make me drink it. Was there nothing she wouldn’t do for her precious city? I supposed I already knew the answer to that. Anger stabbed at my chest.

      I had two choices here: focus on my resolve to get out of this mess or succumb to despair. I’d be damned if I chose the latter. I would fight this to the bitter end.
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      Several days had gone by since I announced my engagement to Finch, and the response from the citizens of our glorious city thrummed with the same optimism that I keenly felt. There had been marginal disapproval and discontentment, quickly swayed toward a more positive perspective by the glowing news articles I instructed to be strategically filtered into the populace. As of yet, Chaos had not presented any further challenges that needed to be traversed.

      Regardless, my wayward heart could not be allowed a spare moment to stray toward thoughts of Erebus. As such, I had endeavored to remain busy, surrounding myself with company at all times, lest old notions began to creep in unaware. I had also avoided Erebus himself as though he were a leper.

      That was how I came to be in the palace observatory with my father—another favorite refuge of mine, especially in the peace shortly after dawn. A remarkable structure at the pinnacle of the palace, forged of aquamarine glass, which arced in a smooth dome; it was a true bubble of vast proportions, placed upon a wide, round turret. My mother had made the alterations, desiring a place to observe the beauty of the entire city whenever she pleased. Antique bronze telescopes with sea glass lenses stood to the north, south, east, and west, keeping perpetual watch over the realm below.

      I wish you were here, Mother. If you can hear me from the afterlife, know that I miss you… I paused to look out the northernmost telescope, though I did not require the focus of the antique device. I was content to view my future dominion with my own eyes.

      Atlantean sunlight kissed the city with lips of fiery bronze, like the latent embers of a fire in a familial hearth. Here, I ordinarily settled into a steady calm, but serenity had evaded me lately. In addition, my father’s presence was not conducive to any sort of peace. Indeed, though I knew it was foolish to think so, it almost seemed that he had strayed upon sacred ground. My mother’s sacred ground, where he did not belong.

      “Have you heard from Apollo?” My father lounged in one of the wicker chairs that graced the observatory, the only furniture I permitted here.

      I looked toward the dark spires of the prison and thought of my old friend. “I have not. He has hidden himself away after his release. And who may blame him for wishing to avoid society altogether? Though he has been exonerated, the stain of his arrest will take time to fade.”

      “A terrible business, but at least the true perpetrator has been captured.” A sour note pinched my father’s voice. He had not quite come to terms with the fact that his favorite suitor had almost caused my demise.

      “Yes… a terrible business.” Guilt constricted my breast. “I feel foolish for believing that Apollo could have been responsible, when all he has ever done is show me love and kindness.”

      Ovid shrugged. “Do not be so hard on yourself, Kaya. The initial evidence did not exactly favor him. We were all fooled by Davin.”

      “So you have finally accepted that he was a charlatan and a trickster?” In the last few days, I had watched my father go through many stages. Firstly, there had been livid fury. Secondly, there had been disbelief, and a rather embarrassing onslaught of claims that Davin might have been framed. Thirdly, sorrow at the loss of such a prized investment. Today… well, I did not know what today might hold.

      “I do not wish to speak of it,” he replied tersely.

      No, you never do. I had ordered Nestor—one of the prison guards—to inform me of any unexpected visits my father made to Davin’s cell. As yet, there had been no word, but my father’s desire to seize the power of resurrection remained tangible in his restless mannerisms.

      “What do you see in this place?” my father remarked. “You are always here, spying on the city. I have never understood the charm. It is like being inside a fishbowl.”

      I resisted the impulse to retort in a juvenile fashion. “I feel closer to Mother.”

      “Oh.” My father looked suitably chastened, jiggling his knee in an awkward manner. “Well, I suppose she was a relentlessly curious creature. And you have taken after her, in that regard.”

      He could not have comprehended the true reason I came here. The observatory, in my opinion, felt as though it were the beating heart of Atlantis. Here, I could sense the “pulse” of my future queendom. I had only to look upon it, to see the citizens about their daily business, and feel comforted by the consistency of their routines. From these lofty heights, I witnessed the veins of their lives, flowing into this heart. I saw love, I saw grief, I saw charity, I saw kindness. I saw the darker side, too, though I usually preferred to spend little time on those parts of Atlantis.

      Through these telescopes, I stole glimpses of what my people cared about and what they did. I also used them for more practical means. An observatory made the ideal lookout for potential enemies on the approach, ensuring that turncoat advisors and rebel factions did not proceed in any schemes to bring down the monarchy. My mother and I had nipped many an uprising in the bud from here, which my father had never troubled himself to learn about.

      Goodness, how I miss you. What I would have given for my mother’s counsel, when so many concerns weighed heavily on my mind: this engagement, my belief in Chaos bringing Finch to me, the residual strain between myself and Apollo, and what I ought to do with Davin.

      “We must speak of Davin, Father.” I resolved to spend a while longer on the matter, despite my father’s obvious aversion.

      “Why?” he retorted. “Has he not done enough? I say we let him rot in prison and think nothing more of the wretch.”

      Ah, so it is the stage of vengefulness today.

      “You know as well as I that it is foolhardy to waste valuable resources,” I countered, trying to decide how to delicately explain my plan to my father. “And, though I am loath to admit it, Davin is an extremely valuable resource.”

      My father leaned forward in his chair. I had caught his attention. “In what regard?”

      “I do not agree with the extension of life, necessarily, but there was some sense in that breakfast discussion.” My mother’s final life celebration seemed so long ago. “I am particularly unwilling to ignore the suggestion that a Necromancer could be useful in the resurrection of children, or adults taken before their five hundred years are done.”

      “Go on.” An alarming glint twinkled in my father’s eyes. I worried I might have prematurely encouraged him from his vengeful stage back to that of avarice.

      “I agree that he should remain in our prison for the rest of his days. However, that does not mean he cannot be useful to us. Essentially, when I am queen, I plan to put a proposal to the people, explaining my intent to use Davin’s Necromancy in a limited capacity.” I hesitated, wondering if my father was the right person to discuss this with. “I will use him as I see fit, if the people consent.”

      “What has caused this change of heart? Last I spoke to you, you were dead set against the idea of any Necromancy being used within our kingdom.” I noticed the inflection on the word “kingdom,” and my heart ached for a different reason. My father’s Death Day grew near, and I supposed that was the cause of his peculiar behavior in recent days. One’s mortality could not be an easy pill to swallow, yet it came for all of us. Nature demanded it.

      I sighed. “The Bestiary is stretched to its maximum threshold, Father. Those in the farthest reaches of our city will soon begin to perish from the cold, where the sunlight cannot reach. If I can prevent their deaths, I will.” I paused, my gaze lifting to the edges of the interdimensional bubble. “Soldiers have been dispatched to hunt more Purge beasts in the depths of the ocean, but there is no assurance that the fresh influx will be enough. Moreover, the Purge season will not occur for another few years, so we cannot rely upon that. Extreme measures need to be utilized, to save lives.”

      Our people were not simply magically granted additional life. Their biological Chaos clocks had adapted to Purge during the same period of time, once every fifteen years after they reached maturity. Having an entire city’s worth of Purge beasts might have been enough to temporarily remedy our energy deficit, but that was not an option, and we were swiftly running out of time.

      “Resurrection will not solve the problem,” my father said, as though reading my thoughts.

      “No, it will not, but it may ensure the survival of our poorest citizens until a solution can be found. If all goes well with Finch, I will set that particular solution into motion very soon. Until then, contingencies must be implemented, and Davin might as well be used for good after all the evil he has done.” I stared, stony-faced, at the prison spires.

      As silence filled the dome of the observatory, my concerns were given free rein to invade my mind. For once, they did not immediately flit toward Erebus. Instead, they nagged away in pockets of worry, primarily for the future of my people. What was the use of a queen who ruled over nothing but water and death? The truth was, the Bestiary was too small and weak to sustain our expanding nation. There could be no denying how thinly our resources were spread.

      I pray that I am right about Finch. He was fast becoming this city’s only hope in this impending nightmare, but if I was wrong… No, I could not think about that. I was not wrong. Chaos had done this. Chaos had sent Finch to me, at Atlantis’s hour of greatest need. That could not be a coincidence—I did not believe in coincidences.

      Speaking of my future husband, I was late for our daily breakfast on the terrace.
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      Purgatory was better than this. I now had a favorite spot by the window of my prison, where I spent pretty much all of my days. It was fascinating how long a week could feel in this place. I’d tugged an armchair right up to the glass, so I could try to trick myself into believing I was outside. Seriously, even though my mind gremlins had left the building thanks to Nash’s concoction, I felt like I was walking a tightrope of madness. And I’d never had good balance.

      And who knows how long my last dose will last. I’d taken it before heading to Eris Island. Nash had assured me that one dose could last a month, maybe six weeks at a push, but who knew how long we were going to be down here? Would he be able to find more ingredients to make more, if it came to it? I guessed that was a problem for a later date.

      I found myself desperate for the sound of a knock at the door, like one of Pavlov’s dogs waiting for the bell to ring. Kaya had at least kept her word about letting my friends visit. The silencing spell had worn off by the morning after the engagement announcement, like most pernicious hangovers. In the time since, I’d spoken to Melody, Luke, and Nash and learned that their evening had been as much of a bust as mine. No loopholes, no secret pages in any ancient books, not even a hint of a hint of a hint about some kind of escape strategy. Nash had even gone back to the Trench to try and ask around for any way out of Atlantis, but apparently, they’d all clammed up real quick. Even those who lived in the city’s underworld didn’t dare to openly go against the will of the crown or the rules of their nation. Who could blame them, with the kind of prison they had going?

      And Ryann won’t see me. That churned in my stomach like bad seafood. I’d snuck out a couple of times as Nash this past week, against his advice, to see her… only to get blocked at the door. I’d sat on the floor, urging her to open up so we could talk. But she refused, saying she had to keep away for my own good. Well, it didn’t feel like it was for my own good. This felt like a punishment, or a sickness, or a one-way blast into insanity. How could it be for my good, when I wanted to punch a fist through this pane of glass or saw my skull open so I could scoop out my constantly whirring brain?

      “I miss you,” I whispered to the empty room. How could things have gone so wrong? A week ago, she’d been in my arms and was happy to be there. We’d kissed. We’d finally stepped things up a notch. It came out of left field, shocking me in the best possible way. But now… that seemed like a dream.

      A knock at the door made me jump out of my chair. Cue the drool leaking out of my mouth, per the Pavlov analogy. If I didn’t have a full-blown heart attack in the next couple of days, it’d be a miracle. I was constantly on edge now that the news had spread through the city. This entire thing seemed… inevitable. And I hated it with every fiber of my being.

      Since it was morning, I expected Kaya to enter, though knocking would be a new thing for her. So it came as a pleasant surprise when Melody poked her head through the door.

      “Not my usual delivery guy, but I’m not complaining.” My capacity for jokes had taken a hit in the last few days, but I was doing my best.

      Melody smiled faintly, more in acknowledgment of the attempt than in amusement. “I didn’t know if you’d be having breakfast with Kaya, but I couldn’t wait. Luke said I should leave it until this afternoon, and I did try, but I kept thinking of you up here, and I had to come. I told Luke I was going to the bathroom, so I don’t have long before he figures out I’m not in the bathroom and comes to find me.” She peered around the room. “Looks like I timed it perfectly! Kaya isn’t here—that’s good. Although, I suppose that’s a matter of perspective, considering the news I’ve got for you. You might wish I hadn’t come.”

      “Melody, you know I love the way you chatter about things, but if you’ve got news for me, can you skip to it?” I didn’t say it unkindly, but she was right—Kaya would be here soon, and I didn’t want to have to sit through an interrogation about what Melody had said to me if the princess caught her here without Luke. It was the “without Luke” part that would ring alarm bells in my fiancée’s head.

      “Sorry!” Melody darted forward and perched on the arm of a nearby chair. “I promise I’ll make it as quick as possible, though I can’t promise it’ll be painless. I’ve been doing some research—honestly, it’s refreshing to sift through books and papers again instead of relying on my mind palace. It’s like the old days, when I was younger and didn’t have the Librarian abilities yet.”

      I had to laugh. “Melody…”

      “Gah, so sorry! I’m working on it.” Melody paused for a quick facepalm before she carried on. Hopefully bringing us closer to the point. “I’ve been looking into Atlantean laws and customs on the sly. I told Kaya I was interested in Atlantean history, and she gave me full access to the libraries. I have to have a guard with me, of course, but it hasn’t been hard to give him the slip. The guy seems to think he’s been given some insulting task, babysitting me, so he’s happy to just stand by the door while I search around of my own accord.”

      “You’re killing me here.” I reached out and clasped her hand.

      “Getting to the point, I promise.” She gave my hand a comforting squeeze in return. “Context is very important, so I wanted to make sure you had all the details. Now I see that some of them may be extraneous. Anyway, my research finally came up with something useful… but you may not like what I found.”

      I frowned. “A dead body? A text about sacrificing new husbands to the water god? A giant spider crab in the ‘Science Fiction’ aisle?” Sadly, I doubted they had one of those.

      Melody chuckled, but the laughter didn’t reach her eyes. I was so screwed. “I’ve reached a troubling conclusion, formed after reading numerous old scrolls and a few chapters about Atlantean marriage traditions in some dusty tomes.”

      “Am I doomed? Give it to me straight, Winchester,” I prompted.

      She sighed from way down deep in her lungs. “Essentially, the only way for you to get out of this official engagement is if Kaya breaks it off. She has all the power here.”

      “So… doomed.”

      “Not necessarily.” Melody raised a finger. “Come on, I thought you were the new and improved Finch, with fire in his belly. You can’t give up now. We’ve still got a shot; it’s just gotten a lot more complicated.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, calling out to the spirit of former Finch. “You’re right. Go on. What’s the silver lining here?”

      “You need to get Kaya to break off the engagement. You need to get her to give in to her feelings for Erebus. That’s the only way we’re going to turn this around.” Melody kicked her legs out like a little girl on a swing. “Like I said, it’s more complicated, but not impossible. And nothing is over until the fat lady sings, as my dad always says. Since there doesn’t appear to be any obesity in this city, I’d say we’ve got a good chance to make this work.”

      “Have I ever told you how much I love your dad?” I smiled despite the black cloud looming over my head.

      “You’ve got one extra love interest to worry about—don’t go adding my dad to it.” Melody laughed, for real this time. “Now, it’s up to you to do the lion’s share of the work, since you’re the one spending the most time with Kaya. But if you want to avoid this marriage, then you need to do whatever you can to push Kaya back into Erebus’s arms. You hate that guy, I know, but he’s back to being the only one who can get us out of this mess.”

      I jiggled my knee as ideas ricocheted through my skull. “I guess with Davin out of the way, it might be easier to get Kaya and Erebus back together.” A sly smile edged onto my lips. “Someone better call Nora Ephron, because this is going to be the rom-com of the century.”

      Melody clapped her hands together. “I hoped you’d take this as good news! Luke thought you’d mope, Nash was certain you’d go into panic mode, and Huntress… well, she whined a bit and did a huge sneeze, so I’m not sure what she was thinking. Anyway, I knew better! I heard you when you said you were determined to escape this, and I’m so glad you haven’t let this break you. I’d bet on you in any race, Finch. I’ve got a good feeling about this.”

      “It’d be the biggest tragedy of my life to let you down, Winchester.”

      My mind raced with thoughts of how to make this happen. Erebus loved Kaya, Kaya loved Erebus, but we had this big “Chaos sent you to me, Finch” nonsense driving a wedge between them. Plus, we had her obvious, continued anger at Erebus to contend with. He’d inadvertently killed an Atlantean hero, for Pete’s sake. Being a princess and all, Kaya couldn’t exactly let that slide, and winning over the favor of the Atlantean people after that would be about as easy as taming a wild hyena.

      “That’s my news—what have you found out about this marriage debacle?” Melody yanked me from my private reverie. “What’s all this Chaos stuff about? Nash has been spit-balling about it but hasn’t come up with anything viable. He might have mentioned sacrifices at some point, but I snuffed that one out immediately. Kaya isn’t going to sacrifice you… I don’t think.”

      I shrugged. “No idea. She keeps saying Chaos delivered me to her, and she can’t ignore the signs—you know, doomsday, end-of-the-world kind of stuff. But she won’t give me any details.” I grunted like an animal. “Why would she? No one else who wants to manipulate me does. It’s all vague when it comes to Finch.”

      “You really shouldn’t talk about yourself in the third person. It’s distracting, the sort of thing sociopaths and wealthy snobs do, and I’m fairly sure it’s one of the first signs of madness,” Melody chided playfully.

      “If the shoe fits,” I retorted. “The madness, not the snob part. I’m no snob.”

      Melody’s expression softened. “So she really hasn’t given you anything to go on? I would’ve thought she might have said something out of sheer desperation, considering all the time you’ve been spending together. You must be running out of every other topic of conversation.”

      “Hey, I’m no you, but I manage. And whenever I do broach the subject, she changes it,” I grumbled. “All I know is, there’s more to this engagement than spiting Erebus. But unless I can get her to open up—which doesn’t seem too likely, judging by previous conversations—hooking Kaya back up with Erebus, and getting her to forget this ‘I was sent to her’ thing, is our only option.”

      “Keep trying, in case it produces any unexpected results,” Melody urged. “I know Einstein said the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over, expecting a different result. And I don’t want you entering the realms of insanity. But since it’s you doing the constant asking, I’ve got a feeling you might be able to wear her down.”

      “You’ve got a lot of feelings today, Winchester.” I chuckled.

      “It’s the cross I bear as an Empath. I’m surrounded by feelings, and I feel a lot of feelings. What can I say?” she replied with a grin.

      I looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. “You should scram before my future trouble and strife gets here for breakfast.”

      “Cockney rhyming slang—that’s a new one for you. Trouble and strife meaning wife, right?” She nodded in appreciation.

      “Right. I try to keep things fresh.” I mustered a small smile.

      She jumped off the chair. “You can do this, Finch, one way or another. You’re not marrying anyone, unless her last name is Smith.”

      My heart stabbed. “Tell her I’m thinking of her?”

      “Of course.” Melody leaned down and planted a kiss on top of my head. “We’ll do what we can from behind the scenes, but you’ll have to take center stage.”

      “Where else would I be?” I made a charade of puffing out my chest and doing a rudimentary skull-in-hand impression of Hamlet.

      “You take care, you hear me? Don’t give in to the weight of all this.” She hovered beside my armchair.

      I nodded. “I won’t.”

      “Okay, then.” Melody turned and headed for the door.

      “Melody?” I called out, as she reached for the handle. “Thank you for making this room seem a little less silent.”

      Anguish glistened in her big, round eyes. “Anytime, Finch. Anytime.”

      Melody exited a moment later, leaving me to return to my thousand-yard stare. Only, this time, I had plenty to think about. I needed to either get Kaya to tell me the truth behind her choice, or get her and Erebus back together. The latter seemed like the smoother course of action, though everyone always said that the course of true love never ran smoothly. But at least I had some control over that idea.

      The door opened again while I was deep in thought. No knock this time. I didn’t even need to turn. I knew exactly who it was.

      “Good morning, Finch.” Kaya’s cheery voice rubbed my nerves against an imaginary cheese-grater.

      “Morning,” I replied.

      A flurry of activity whirled around me as servants whizzed by and scuttled onto the terrace, carrying trays galore. It turned out that Kaya wasn’t just good at planning last-minute street parties. She could have a breakfast feast set up, with flowers and candles and everything, in five minutes flat. I stayed put. I’d only have gotten in their way.

      “You seem to favor this spot.” Kaya came to stand beside my chair.

      I shrugged. “Makes me feel less like a prisoner.”

      “You are not a prisoner, Finch. You know that. This is merely a precautionary measure, as I have stated with a frequency that is becoming rather wearisome,” she replied, her gaze fixed on the horizon.

      “Doesn’t it hurt your brain to talk like that?”

      “What other way is there to speak?” She sounded confused.

      I chuckled stiffly. “Just teasing.”

      “Ah, I see. I never can tell.” She wrapped her arms around herself, like she was cold or something. “Shall we?”

      “Shall we what?” I looked up at her.

      “Have breakfast.” She gestured out to the terrace, where the table had already been laid out. It looked immaculate.

      I groaned as I heaved myself from the chair. I’d clearly been flitting into Nash’s body too much. “You know me, I can always eat. And something smells good.”

      “I brought your favorites.” She followed me to the table, but I stood until she sat down. This palace etiquette was a piece of cake.

      Sure enough, there was a stack of thickly buttered laver bread, a veritable basin of the rich, miso-esque soup that I’d taken a liking to, and a platter of opal peaches for my delectation and delight, sliced and fanned out into the shape of a pufferfish—the skins carved to look like spines. There were other fruits, too, all carved up to resemble some sea creature or another: squids, krakens, seahorses, whales, yadda, yadda, yadda.

      I took a sliver of peach as Kaya poured me a cup of coffee. Well, the Atlantean equivalent—a sweet, reddish-brown liquid that tasted like bonfires. A good kind of bonfire, perfect for the sort of autumn I doubted Atlantis had.

      Okay, Finch… you can do this. Crack this egg wide open. Get some answers.

      “How was your morning?” I figured I’d start with small talk and work upward.

      “Very pleasant, actually.” Kaya closed her hands around her cup. “I watched the dawn rise over the city and spent some time in my father’s company.”

      I pulled a face. “Has he gotten over the shock yet?”

      “I believe he is beginning to.” She smiled that strange, conspiratorial smile I’d seen a few times these past few days. “And how was your morning?”

      “Uneventful,” I replied. “I did a bit of staring, had a little walk around the room, did some more staring, did some more walking, then finished off with—oh, more staring.”

      Kaya laughed. “This is temporary, I assure you. When we are wed, you will be free to wander where you please.”

      “You know, it’s funny you should bring that up.” This was my segue.

      “Wandering where you please?” She sipped from her cup, peering at me over the rim.

      “No, not that part. The wedding part.” I sucked air through my teeth. “I was hoping you might be ready to tell me why you chose me. I mean, you weren’t sizing me up as a future husband when I arrived here, so what changed? You keep saying it has to do with Chaos, but if you want me to get on board with this, then you need to give me more than that. Help me understand.”

      Kaya sat back in the chair. “There is nothing more for me to tell you that I have not already said. You are powerful, with an impeccable lineage and an equilibrium of Light and Darkness.”

      “How do you know that?” I almost dropped my sliver of peach.

      “Melody might have mentioned it. Or was it Erebus? I forget. Nevertheless, that balance, combined with the rest of your attributes, makes you ideal for the role of my consort. Indeed, it makes you unique, which I wholeheartedly admire.” She paused. “If you are concerned for my personal feelings, or you still feel some pain regarding this union, you need not. As I said before, once we are under the love spell, it will not matter if we do not have genuine feelings for one another.”

      “You said you wouldn’t make me do that.” I knew I was supposed to be tiptoeing on eggshells around Kaya, but I couldn’t help blurting it out.

      She lowered her gaze. “I will not continue on this carousel of repetition, Finch. You are simply tormenting yourself, attempting to resist this union, when its entire purpose is to make Atlantis greater than ever before. We shall see the dawn of a new era, and I, for one, cannot wait.”

      Well, that made one of us.
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      I’d never missed comics and novels and trash TV more in my life. Sure, I had all these ideas about how to get Erebus and Kaya back together—locking them in a room until they worked it out, staging an accidental meeting in the gardens with an oh-so-convenient dinner table set up nearby with rose petals and fizz on tap, or just smacking their heads together until I knocked some sense into them, and so on and so forth—but I couldn’t do much from here. And there was literally nothing to do except shuffle around and try not to get cabin fever.

      A knock at the door gave me a welcome reprieve. I waited for the visitor to enter, hoping it might be Melody with more news. Or, you know… Ryann. But I hadn’t seen any pigs flying over Atlantis this morning, so that seemed unlikely.

      I kept waiting, but nobody entered.

      Huh… weird.

      Another knock went off like a gunshot. But, again, the door stayed closed and nobody came in. One knock could’ve been an accident. Two knocks could have been a less likely accident, but after the third and fourth knocks came, I knew it wasn’t. Someone wanted me to come to the door. And I was so bored and restless, I didn’t really care who might be on the other side. It wasn’t as if anyone could get in, with a fortress of wards keeping me in and everyone else out.

      I walked over and opened the door. Erebus stood outside. He’d put the guard in a sleeper hold again and had clearly used the guy’s arm to make those knocks. At least, I guessed he had, since the guard lay unconscious on the floor.

      “You really have to stop doing that if you want to be discreet,” I said, sticking to my side of the forcefield. I was past being surprised by his unexpected appearances.

      “It is the only way to ensure he doesn’t eavesdrop.” Erebus put out his hand to lean against the doorframe, only to visibly remember the hexes. He yanked his hand away a split second before touching the frame and folded his arms awkwardly across his chest instead.

      I smiled coldly. “Well, what do you have to say? If you’re going to propose, I should warn you, I’ve got a case of proposal fatigue. You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t immediately jump for joy.”

      “Must we always snipe at one another?” He huffed out a sigh, his shoulders slumping.

      “You set the tone.” I stood my ground. Nothing good ever came of my encounters with him. If he was sick of bantering with me, that was his problem.

      “I am weary. Do you mind if I sit?” Now that did surprise me. He didn’t wait for my reply. He took a few steps back and slid down the wall, his legs sticking out in front of him like he was a forgotten teddy bear.

      I stared at him with curiosity. “You’re weary? Since when does a Child of Chaos get weary?”

      “Since I took possession of a body.” He massaged his thighs with his thumbs, which made me grimace involuntarily. But his words had me intrigued.

      “Human life starting to kick your ass?” I sat cross-legged in front of the open door.

      He laughed feebly. “I do not care for your coarse phrasing, but yes—it is starting to kick my ass. I never thought I would long for my original form, considering the mayhem it caused when I was last here.”

      “You know, you could just tell Kaya about Lux. Tell her that your wife killed Bellerophon, then she’ll have one less thing to hate you for. Well, actually, you’d be replacing one thing with another, but at least she wouldn’t be able to pin the dead guy on you anymore.”

      “You appear to be enjoying this,” Erebus retorted.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “I suppose I deserve your disdain.” Erebus hit me with another shocker. “You thought I would release you, but I did not. If it makes you feel any better, I wish I had released you from my service back on Eris Island, before you were pulled down here with me.”

      “Oh, stop it.” I acted coy, with a touch of melodrama. I even swiped my hand through the air. “You’re just saying that because your girl wants me instead of you.”

      “Perhaps I deserve that, too.” Erebus dropped his chin to his chest in a very uncharacteristic gesture. “I should have learned by now that chicanery will get me nowhere. And now… I feel as though I am losing her, Finch. No, it is more than that. I feel as though I am losing both of them.”

      “Both of them?” This conversation was getting more interesting by the second.

      “Lux and Kaya,” he replied.

      I snorted. “No offense, but I think you lost Lux the moment you decided to trade her in for a semi-mortal incubator.”

      “I know.” His face contorted in pain. “You may not believe me, Finch, but coming here does not mean I no longer love my wife. I do love Lux, but our union is… a complex matter. It is timeless. It will traverse centuries to come, as it has traversed centuries that have passed. Kaya will one day die, and I will return to my marriage. But until then, I want to spend Kaya’s life with her, and with our child or our children. I do not know if we will have more than one. Have you never loved more than one person at once?”

      I looked away, admiring a small stain on the wall. “Not the way you’re talking about.”

      My heart would always hold a candle for Adley. She’d been my first real love, and it wasn’t possible to forget her or pretend I’d never loved her. I had, and it’d killed her. But the love I still felt for her was entirely separate from my love for Ryann. She was my present, and hopefully my future. Adley was my past. Both had places in my heart, but they weren’t jostling for top position. Ryann had that.

      “I cannot lose Kaya, Finch. I cannot lose the hope of having a child with her. It is not merely about finding a suitable incubator, as you so crudely put it. I… truly love Kaya, as I truly love Lux. But, circumstances being what they are, only Kaya can be the mother of my child.” He hissed out a breath, exasperated. “I… am lonely, Finch.”

      “Huh?” My eyes bugged.

      “I have lived in Chaos’s exile, in my otherworld, for thousands of years. Yes, Lux makes her visits, and I visit her. But I am not well liked among my brothers and sisters—the other Children of Chaos. I am isolated, no doubt through my own actions.” He shook his head slowly. “I should not even say this to someone like you, but if I do not alleviate this burden, I fear it may consume me. I have longed for company—a friend, a child, an individual—who is always near, who can chase the solitude away.”

      I made a show of being offended. “And here I was, thinking I was that guy.”

      “Don’t be obtuse, Finch.”

      “Sorry.”

      “I must remedy this ache in my chest. I must fulfill this desire for a child of my own. I do not want to live in eternal loneliness any longer.” He paused. “But I do not know how to convince Kaya that I have changed, and that I only wish to love her, and be close to her, and to have a child with her.”

      You mean, you don’t know how to say you’re sorry. I saw right through him. He was proud as a peacock and twice as stupid. He’d come here to ask for my help, but he didn’t know how to do that, either. It would’ve meant lowering himself. Asking his slave for help? Pfft, I bet he’d walked up to this door twenty times before he’d actually knocked, trying to work up the courage like a freshman on his first date.

      Oh, I was going to enjoy this.

      “Erebus, Erebus, Erebus.” I paused for dramatic effect. “Are you asking for my help?”

      “What?” he sputtered.

      I held up my hands. “Before you start protesting and getting all sensitive, I’m happy to help. I just want to hear you say it.”

      “I… would not mind some advice. I do not know humans as well as I thought, but you have an easy manner with almost everyone you encounter. Including Kaya. I would be… interested to hear your perspective.” It was the closest thing to a cry for help I was going to get.

      “Fine, I’ll give you some advice. But first, one more question.” Another thought nagged the back of my mind.

      His eyes narrowed. “What question?”

      “Why are you confiding in me?”

      A stilted silence stretched between us. No doubt he was trying to find a suitably superior answer. One that didn’t make him look like the weaker party.

      A few moments later, he cleared his throat. “Because you showed me something, at the engagement dinner, that I had chosen to ignore this past year, albeit subconsciously.”

      “And what might that be?” I batted my lashes at him.

      “Loyalty.”

      I smiled. My play had worked. “Just think, if I had called you out, I’d have missed the opportunity to witness the great and powerful Erebus asking for my help. Sorry, advice,” I hastened to add.

      “Don’t push it, Finch.” Erebus looked sullen.

      “Not pushing it.” I mustered an expression of obedience. “Now, if you want to win Kaya back, you’re going to have to be the kind of guy she wants to be with. Right now, you’re not.”

      His scowl deepened. “I know that, Finch. Tell me something new.”

      “I’m getting to that, and I’ll clam up altogether if you keep interrupting me.” I tutted, waiting for him to come back at me with a searing retort. But he didn’t. He sat there, like a teddy bear, apparently eager to listen. “For starters, you need to stop being so aloof. The ladies don’t like aloof. It’s confusing and stupid. You need to soften up and give it the warm and fuzzies. Compliment her, do little things for her she won’t expect, make romantic gestures without being over the top. Talk to her about the things she’s interested in and listen to what she says. Talk to her about her mother. Talk to her about her fears and worries, and try to comfort her without trying to fix her problems for her. Oh, and try to be normal. Don’t harp on about the Child of Chaos thing. Act like a guy who’s totally in love, instead of a cosmic being who thinks he’s owed something. You can’t pick up where you left off, so you have to start fresh. Tell her that. Ask for a blank slate and explain the last incident as much as you can. Go at her pace. Don’t try and push her, because if you overwhelm her, she’ll run.”

      Erebus smiled. “You really are full of surprises, Finch. I knew I could rely on you for a human perspective, and though some of what you’ve said is a touch complicated, I will take your words into consideration.” He nodded to himself. “Act like an ordinary guy. Start fresh. Compliments. Romantic gestures.”

      “Do you want me to write it down?” I arched an eyebrow and got a withering look in return.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Well then, I’ll expect an invite to the wedding.” I folded my hands in my lap, my knees starting to hurt from being crossed. Yeah, I really had been borrowing Nash’s form too often, even though it’d actually only been a couple of occasions. I’d have silver hair soon, if I wasn’t careful.

      Honestly, this entire scenario seemed like a weird trip. Perhaps Kaya had slipped something into my Atlantean coffee. A week ago, Erebus tried to have me killed by assassins. And now we were sitting across from each other like girls at a slumber party, exchanging secrets and talking about our crushes. Well, his crushes.

      But it made me nervous. I’d saved Erebus’s ass and given him another chance to win Kaya back, but what if he turned on me again?

      Erebus twiddled his thumbs. “Actually, there was something more I wanted to discuss with you. We touched upon it a moment ago, but I would like to speak of it in more depth.”

      “Might as well ask me now, while I’m in full fountain-of-knowledge mode.” My stomach clenched, anxious about what he might say.

      “It is difficult to admit it, but… I have come to realize that Davin played me for a fool,” he said quietly, clicking the bones in his neck.

      I chuckled bitterly. “Now it’s your turn to tell me something I don’t know. I told you he’d trick you again, but you joined forces with him anyway. And what did it get you, huh? Your ‘love’ almost got a dagger in the heart. You’re welcome, by the way.” After all, I had saved her and uncovered Davin’s involvement.

      “It is more than the murder attempt,” Erebus went on. “It is worse than that, in truth.”

      “Worse than trying to kill the woman you’re crazy about? Sorry, that doesn’t compute.” I waited for an explanation.

      Erebus sighed. “What I mean to say is, it is worse on a personal level.” He fidgeted some more, like he didn’t want to say what he was about to say. “At some point—I do not know when—Davin… performed some kind of spell that has sealed me deeper into this body. I am, for all intents and purposes, powerless.”

      “Huh?” I gasped. “What does that even mean?”

      “Whatever this spell may be, it has sealed my Chaos beyond the boundaries of my reach. I have tried in vain, but I cannot figure out how to break it. I am… more human than I have ever been, and I do not know how to fix it.” He sounded panicked, which panicked me. The implications were huge—Erebus no longer had the Child of Chaos card to flash around, not in any useful sense. It was no more than an empty title, if he couldn’t get to his well of power.

      Oh no… Another implication smashed into me like a wrecking ball. “I thought we were done with him. I thought he’d be buried deep in that Atlantean prison and we’d never have to see his smarmy face again.”

      “As did I, but it appears you have come to the same conclusion I have,” Erebus said stiffly.

      “Davin is the only one who can break this spell on you, right?” I hated saying it out loud. It made it seem too real.

      He nodded reluctantly. “It would seem so, but I cannot enter the prison, and I certainly cannot be seen conversing with him after his arrest. Kaya will suspect me, and it will only push her farther away.”

      “Is this you asking for my help again?” I needed to hear it in simple terms.

      “I suppose it is.” He lowered his gaze, his mouth twisting in distaste. It had to be burning him up inside that he’d been forced to come to my door—literally—and humbly ask for my aid. And I had only myself to blame. My actions on the engagement evening had clearly made him believe he could drag me into yet another mission on his behalf. Plus, since I was technically still his servant, I couldn’t exactly say no. I dragged my hand down my face.

      “Okay, you focus on Kaya. She’s the most important thing right now. And, like you say, if you suddenly start visiting known criminals, you might as well chuck yourself into the ocean. You can still pass as a magical, and we need to keep it that way. But you have to be straight with me—how much Chaos do you actually have at your disposal?”

      He shrugged. “A sliver. Enough to maintain appearances.”

      “Then maintain appearances. Stick to charming Kaya and winning her back, because I sure as hell don’t want to marry her. No offense, she’s an incredible woman, but she’s not the one for me.”

      It made a refreshing change to be the one giving orders and making demands. Not that it changed our dynamic at all. I was still his servant, with an unknown fate. And I wasn’t stupid enough to ask for my freedom in exchange for doing this on his behalf. He’d just hit me with more vague replies about the whens, wheres, and hows of my liberation, and I’d be left hanging yet again.

      “I will.” He slowly rose to his feet, dusting himself off.

      “Use everything I’ve told you, and get your girl back,” I urged. Making sure Kaya and Erebus got back together was vital to me getting out of this engagement, and if I needed to pay a visit to slimy Doncaster to make that happen, then so be it.
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      Well, streak these cheeks with blue paint, slap me in a kilt, and call me Braveheart. Freeeedooooom! It had never tasted sweeter. After driving myself nuts in that damned room, Nash had finally relented and given me a chance to stretch my legs, mainly to stop me from journeying farther into Bonkers-ville, population me.

      A few corridors down, the initial rush morphed into nerves. I was on my way to see Ryann, and this time, I wouldn’t leave until I’d spoken to her. Nash had given me his usual “Give her space, give her time. She’s trying to do the right thing” speech, but I wasn’t buying it. I needed to see her. Period.

      About a labyrinth and a half later, I stopped in front of the door to the communal drawing room that Kaya had given my friends to use “for their leisure,” as she had put it. I didn’t know what that entailed, exactly, or how much leisure had actually been going on. But at least I knew Ryann would be here. She was always here. She just wouldn’t see me. So why did I think this time would be any different? Well, this time, Nash had let slip that Melody and Luke were with her. They’d let me in… right?

      I didn’t bother knocking, since it might’ve given Ryann the chance to scramble for the door and bolt it shut. I gave the handle a tentative twist, and… the door swung right open. Adrenaline powered through my veins. Yes! One step closer!

      “Fancy seeing you all here.” I breezed into the room, and my eyes locked on Ryann. She stared right back, scrutinizing me. I mean, she knew it was me. Nash would never have said something like that when entering a room. But she didn’t move to kick me out. Instead, she stayed sitting on one of the oh-so-plush sofas.

      “You persuaded him again?” Luke puffed out a sigh. “I knew he’d give in. Nash might look tough, but he’s way too soft on you.”

      I grinned with more confidence than I felt. “You just have to ask nicely.”

      “Do you want us to leave you alone?” Melody swept in and pulled Luke off his sofa. “We don’t mind, do we, Luke? Actually, we have some research to do, and I was being a terrible procrastinator, so this is perfect timing. We’ll just swing by the library and look over a few aisles, and then we’ll come back. How does that sound?”

      Smooth, Winchester. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      “That sounds… fine,” Ryann replied. She didn’t sound like herself. She didn’t look like herself, either. Maybe it was rude to think it, but the dark circles under her eyes were the kind you’d see after a twelve-round boxing match. It hurt to see her like that, knowing I was the cause. Even if it was Lux making her like this, Lux had only taken over her body because Erebus had dragged me down here. All roads led back to it being my fault.

      “Okay, good. Excellent. We’ll get out of your way and get started on something useful. Don’t mind us.” Melody bumbled around, dragging Luke across the room. He didn’t protest when she hauled him through the door and into the hallway beyond, but I heard him protest when the door closed.

      “It’s not a good idea to leave them alone, Melody.”

      “Oh, hush, you. If anyone has earned some time together, it’s the two of them,” Melody said. A weird sound followed, like a suction cup getting pulled away from glass. And I swear I heard the manliest of giggles right after.

      Are they… kissing? With my own love life a colossal mess, I hadn’t had much time to think about their blossoming relationship. I was all for it, even if Luke could be a little… wooden at times. But hey, maybe that was why he and Melody suited each other. She added a rainbow of color to his otherwise gray personality. And who didn’t want that?

      “I’m surprised you haven’t got a barf bucket on hand, if they do that all the time.” Call me a ten-ton polar bear, because I was sure as hell trying to break the ice.

      Ryann gave a faint smile. “I think it’s sweet. Besides, they don’t kiss much around me. Melody worries it’ll upset me, I think, which is nice of her, but she shouldn’t keep her hands off him on my account.”

      “You might change your mind pretty quick if they start pawing at each other twenty-four seven. But I don’t think Melody’s the pawing kind. Luke, on the other hand—he might be a dark horse.” I clenched my hands into fists and removed the sheen of Mimicry. I hadn’t come all this way to speak to her as Nash. If I’d wanted that, I’d have just sent the man himself with a message.

      “Did Nash tell you the door would be open?” Ryann changed the subject so quickly it made my head spin.

      I fidgeted. “Uh… maybe. Do you mind?”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t mind. Lux has been quiet for a few hours. I think she might be resting, so I’m not as concerned about her popping up. She’s super happy about Erebus being thwarted in the suitor race, though, so… there’s that.”

      “At least someone’s enjoying this,” I replied somberly.

      “Yeah.” She offered up an empty laugh. “When she heard about the announcement the other night in the hallway, she almost jumped out of her skin. My skin, I suppose.”

      I nodded, wishing I had the Braveheart freedom to say more. But we couldn’t exactly get into the nitty-gritty of how I planned to slip out of this wedding malarkey, even if Lux was apparently resting. We still didn’t have a full grasp of the parameters regarding what she could and couldn’t hear, and if she got a hint of dissension in the ranks, she’d definitely take action to prevent it.

      “Can I come and sit with you?” I tried not to look too much like a desperate puppy.

      She patted the seat beside her. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I’d been waiting for this moment since the last time we were alone together. Well, as alone as two people could be, when one of them had a Child of Chaos camping out inside them. I crossed the room and sank onto the sofa beside her. Weirdly, I sank back into my old habit of being hella awkward around her. This was like introduction-to-the-parents awkward, where I had no idea what to do with my limbs or how to sit like a normal human being.

      “How are you holding up?” She laid her arm along the back of the sofa and gently brushed her fingertips against the nape of my neck. Tingles, like shorting fuses, sparked through me. I liked the sensation… very much. Still, I checked her eyes, in case this was some kind of Lux seduction trick. “You didn’t say much the other night when we saw you. I guess you couldn’t really talk, with Kaya being there and all.”

      “Oh, that I can explain.” I pushed away the lingering anxiety. We didn’t have time for schoolboy bashfulness. Plus, her touch went a long way toward making me feel more comfortable. Now, how to say this safely? “Ovid put a silencing spell on me, in case I tried to ruin his daughter’s big moment. I guess I’ve developed a bit of a reputation, even here, for saying things when I shouldn’t. That was why I didn’t talk. I literally couldn’t.”

      Her eyes widened. “Did you try to say something at the announcement?”

      “Uh… no. I know better than to flap my lips with a horde of spear-wielding guards around me.” The hesitation in my words made her smile, and I got the sense she was reading between the lines. I couldn’t just come out and say that, yeah, I damn well tried to say something, in case it pissed off the sleeping dragon.

      “I’m sorry I kept shutting you out.” She dropped her gaze. “I didn’t want to make things harder for you.”

      I reached over and tilted her chin up, determined to keep those eyes on me. “That doesn’t matter now. I’m here, and you’re here, and… I just want to forget everything else that’s going on. I don’t want to think about Kaya, or this engagement, or where we are. I don’t want to think about Lux or Erebus, or anyone else. This is all that’s keeping me sane—the thought of you and me, together.”

      Her eyes sparkled with that bittersweet mix of happiness and tears. “We wasted so much time. If we’d gotten our asses in gear sooner, maybe…” She trailed off, and I knew she couldn’t continue. It would hurt us both too much, to be honest, with everything hanging so precariously in the balance. I didn’t know if I could swing this by getting Kaya and Erebus back together. I didn’t know if there was a real way out of my impending marriage. So it was better not to raise hopes, only to have them dashed later.

      “Then let’s not waste any more,” I murmured, leaning in and guiding her chin higher. Our lips met. Fireworks went off in my head. Sparklers, big old whizz-bangs, the whole Fourth of July inside my skull. I’d never known it could be like this.

      She lifted her hand to my face, caressing my skin with her thumb as she sank deeper into the kiss. I confess, I stole a creepy peek at her face, and smiled when I saw that her eyes were closed. I followed suit, enjoying the moment and letting everything else slip away. In the darkness, with only touch and sound and taste to go on, the world became an intriguing place. Her skin felt irresistibly smooth, and her lips tasted of some kind of fruit—sugary and tantalizing. As for the sound, the soft whisper of her breath did crazy things to me, making my heart beat a million miles a second.

      “I wish we were home.” She pulled away for a second. A tear ran down her cheek, and I hurried to kiss it, wanting to take away her pain. The salt and the sweet combined on my lips, a taste unlike any other.

      “I know. I do, too.” I grasped her waist and pulled her into my lap. Nothing sordid; I just wanted to hold her closer. I wanted to wrap my whole self around her and keep her safe from the world we’d dragged her into. Sure, she’d picked the magical side when she broke things off with Adam, but that didn’t mean she deserved to see how cold and cruel the magical world could be.

      She cupped my face in her hands and stared down into my eyes, while my arms encircled her. “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry about.” I fought back tears of my own, determined to be strong for her.

      “I’m sorry you’re going through this. I’m sorry you’re being used. I’m sorry I can’t save you.” She kissed me with each utterance. First my forehead. Then my temple. Then my cheek. “I’m sorry we can’t walk off into the sunset together. I know it’s a cliché, but the moment you told me how you felt, on Eris Island, that was all I wanted to do. Leave that place and run away somewhere with you. I wish we’d done that. I wish we’d left.” Her lips touched my nose, my temple, my other cheek, and even my eyelids, as though she could kiss her hopes into being.

      Now that would’ve been a magical ability worth having.

      “That’s the problem with invisible chains—you don’t know they’re there until it’s too late, and you’re hauled away to a watery underworld with no way out.” I pulled her closer and laid my head against her chest. Her hands moved from my face and slid down my back, clasping handfuls of my shirt as she hugged me tight. I probably could’ve suffocated, but it would’ve been worth it to the last breath.

      I lifted my head, and we just gazed at each other for a moment. I wanted to commit every feature to memory, in case memory was the only thing I had. Those three words, maybe the most important three words in the English language, teetered on the tip of my tongue. If I didn’t say them now, I knew I might never get the chance again. I had to make the most of the time we had. No more tiptoeing around the important stuff.

      “I—”

      That was as far as I got. She tilted my face up between firm hands and kissed me hard on the mouth, her lips moving in a slow yet frantic rhythm that I had no choice but to match. Her kiss stole the words away, but I still felt the emotions that went with them. I pulled her in and kissed her with everything I had, trying to reach that happy place where nothing else existed but me and her. Not the easiest thing to do with so many external factors trying to claw back into my brain. But if I focused hard enough on my senses, the outside world ceased to exist. A magic trick that not even the most powerful magical could emulate.

      This moment wouldn’t last, but it was all we had. And we’d already wasted enough time.
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      I was in dire need of some non-masculine company to ease my whirring mind, and with the Bestiary firmly within my contemplations, I walked the palace hallways until I was safely ensconced within that place of wonder and mystery. The Bestiary had never lost its novelty, from my first visit as an infant to now. I could have spent hours here without any sense of the time passing.

      “Your Highness. I had hoped you might come today.” Iso appeared out of the shadows of what I referred to as the “bubble forest;” the silvered trunks bore the fruit of glass orbs, which held Purge beasts inside. She stooped to embrace me as old friends did. I held on a moment longer than usual, resisting the impulse to bury my face in her furred solidity, the way I had when I was a child.

      “Is all well?” I murmured. A laughable question, considering the failing state of the Bestiary.

      She released me. “As well as it can be. Did you come to discuss further measures we might take? I have reached the bottom of my well of ideas, so any more would be welcome.”

      “I did not, though I suppose that was imprudent of me.” I gestured to the bubble forest surrounding us. “I merely wanted to wander a while through the Bestiary to try and clear my mind. It is hard to find a peaceful sanctuary in the palace now that the engagement has been announced. And the Bestiary has always been a sanctuary I can rely upon.”

      Iso’s feathered wings ruffled slightly. “And you are certain that this surface dweller is the husband you desire? I hold no judgment. I only encountered the man once, and he seemed pleasant enough, if a little too free with his words. But it is my duty to protect you and your family through the ages, and I want to make sure you are happy in your choice.”

      I wonder if people will continue to ask me this even after Finch and I are wed…

      “I am sure, Iso. He is the Luminary. I grow more assured of that fact with every passing day,” I replied, for I had already mentioned my thoughts about the legend to her when I last came here.

      “If that is true, we are fortunate indeed.” Iso flashed her fangs in a smile. “He did not seem all that impressive when I met him, but perhaps that is an aspect of the legend—the Luminary does not have to be a remarkable individual of evident mythos and repute. It would be much too convenient if he were.”

      I nodded slowly. “Those are my precise thoughts when the naysayers comment upon it.”

      “Your father, you mean?”

      “Yes.” I laughed dryly. “So I suppose, in a manner of speaking, I have brought further measures to help prevent the Bestiary’s current situation. Well, Chaos brought such measures to me, and I intend to use them to aid Atlantis.”

      Iso put an enormous paw upon my shoulder. “You always were resourceful, Your Highness. I knew from the moment you were born that you would one day lead Atlantis to further greatness. But… will you be happy?”

      “The love spell will take care of that,” I answered, a touch too swiftly.

      “There is no chance of love without it?” She peered at me with her gentle eyes. I had always marveled at how a beast with such might and imposing stature could be so graceful at the same time.

      I looked away, to where black mist swirled inside a nearby orb. “No… I do not think so.”

      “Because of—”

      “Yes,” I interjected before she could say his name. “Even if I wanted to love Finch without the spell, I would not know where to begin. My former endeavors into the baffling world of love have stunted my romantic development.”

      Iso grumbled in the back of her throat. “I do not think Erebus stunted your ability to love. I think it is more likely that you still harbor feelings for him, which makes the idea of loving another an impossible task. For what it is worth, I despise that creature for what he did to you, and for laying claim to your love.”

      “I wish I could forget him entirely.” I gazed out across the bubble forest and looked upon the Purge beasts who had swirled out of their black mist to listen to our conversation. Five gargoyles squabbled for the best view—Finch’s gargoyles. They had provided much-needed additional energy to the Bestiary’s resources, even though the glitches continued. I could not even fathom what state we might be in, had it not been for the timely implementation of those five slavering beasts. Another sign that Finch had come here for a reason.

      Iso’s body language morphed into sudden defensiveness, her feline eyes gleaming with anger at something over my shoulder. A growl vibrated in her throat while she curled her lip at whatever approached.

      “If only he would make it that easy for you, Your Highness,” she hissed.

      “Is he…?”

      “Behind you. Yes, he is.” Iso’s lips lifted to reveal the full extent of her fangs. “My apologies, Your Highness. I do not know how he entered without alerting the wards. I tweaked them to sense his Chaos signature after his arrival. Would you like me to remove him?”

      I sighed. “No, that will not be necessary. I cannot continue to avoid him.”

      “I don’t see why not,” Iso shot back. “I could lock him in one of the orbs. No one would know.”

      I chuckled. “Something I will keep in mind.”

      “You just say the word.” Iso folded her arms across her chest, her shoulders hunched.

      I turned slowly to find that Erebus was, indeed, approaching. The Purge beasts in their glass bubbles, lining the narrow avenue he walked through, transformed out of their vortexes of black miasma, as if entranced by his presence. And where he strode, the marine Purge beasts twisted and coiled beneath the black glass that separated the two halves of the Bestiary. The naiads clawed at the dark underside, their mouths open in silent howls. Pale, eerie mermaids joined them, their long hair flowing like tendrils of seaweed, while their mouths stretched to reveal the serrated rows of shark-like teeth that sailors did not see until much too late. Their scaled black tails, like those of eels, thrashed wildly as they tried to garner Erebus’s attention.

      “Erebus.” I welcomed him coolly.

      He took pause and proffered an arthritic bow. “I did not wish to disturb you, Kaya, but I had to speak with you. I thought I might find you here.”

      “You will address Her Highness in the proper manner!” Iso snarled, stepping in front of me to act as a furry and formidable bestial shield.

      Erebus attempted to match her fearsome stance. “This does not concern you.”

      “I should say that it does!” Iso retorted. “You intrude upon the princess’s sanctuary when it is obvious she wants to be alone, and then you deign to speak to her in such an informal manner. If she had not forbidden me, I would expel you from my Bestiary.”

      “It is quite all right, Iso.” I defused the situation before it could escalate. Judging by Iso’s ruffling feathers, there was every chance she would kick him out regardless of what I had said. “We will walk awhile, and if I do not like what he says, then you may remove him.”

      She growled. “Very well, Your Highness. Call for me at the slightest hint of bad behavior, and I will come running.”

      “Like a good little pet.” Erebus smiled slightly.

      “Pardon?” Iso snapped her jaws.

      “I said nothing.” He feigned a look of innocence.

      “Iso, really, I will be fine. I will shout if I require assistance.” I needed to separate these two before they added an explosion to the Bestiary’s ongoing problems.

      She shot a seething glower at Erebus before stalking away through the bubble forest and melting into the shadows. Even with her white-striped fur, she had a majestic way of camouflaging herself in the darkness. I had a sneaking suspicion that she might follow us as we walked, but I found the idea of a guard’s presence comforting.

      “Why did you come here?” I chose to forgo any preamble.

      “May we walk first?” he replied.

      I raised my shoulders in a weary shrug. “I suppose.”

      He fell into step with me as we wandered through the Bestiary, our footsteps the only sound that permeated the silence. The glass orbs that held back the Purge beasts also served to keep them silent, which was highly beneficial considering the noise that some of these creatures could produce. The Atlantean collection included wailing widows—shifting specters of ragged darkness with ghostly faces and pitch-black eyes that bored into the very souls of those who dared to look at them directly. They inhabited gravesides and cemeteries as omens of death. And if one happened to hear their terrible cry, it meant a loved one would soon pass from this world to the next.

      Beneath the black glass of the floor, I noticed the thick, slithering body of Jörmungandr, a sea serpent once thought to be wrapped around the circumference of the earth, or Midgard, as the Norse called it. I had always delighted in legends from the surface world as well as those of Atlantis, and as the tale went, the mighty serpent grew so large it was able to surround the earth and grasp its own tail in its jaws. When it released its tail, Ragnarök would begin. However, the truth was far less magnificent. Jörmungandr was simply an overgrown serpent birthed by a supremely powerful Norse magical many moons ago, and now he resided within our Bestiary—one of our main sources of power, though it had diminished somewhat with his advancing years. That happened as a matter of life’s cycle, even with Purge beasts. He would soon return to Chaos, having existed for far longer than his expected two thousand years. I only hoped that, when he finally disintegrated, it would not unleash Ragnarök. After all, if I believed the legend of the Luminary, who was to say there was not some truth in Jörmungandr’s mythology?

      “They are restless today.” Erebus paused beside a large orb containing a wyvern with autumnal scales, which had been captured off the coast of England by Atlantean hunters. “Tell me about this one.”

      That took me by surprise. “Pardon?”

      He smiled. “You adore these beasts. You know all their stories. I want to hear about this one.”

      “Why?” He had never been interested in, well, my interests, prior to this. Even when he masqueraded as Bellerophon, he had never listened much when I spoke of the things I admired, or adored, or was intrigued by. Not unless they also interested him. If they did, my goodness, he could speak for hours on the subject! I supposed, back then, I had mistaken that for attention, and I had been hooked on every word, preferring to hear him speak over the sound of my own voice. Now, however, I expected more from a potential partner. And I appeared to be getting it.

      “I want to listen,” he replied. “There is a magic in your voice when you are recounting a tale. And I know you learned their stories from your mother. They were important to her, and they are important to you, so they are important to me, also.”

      Puzzled, I decided to humor him. And I did so very much enjoy this particular story, which was filled with action and mystery. “Well… it hails from northeast England, where they called it the Lambton Worm. Although, as you can see, it is more dragon than plump, wriggling worm. A legendary creature, for all intents and purposes, but the mythology does not quite match up to the facts.”

      “In what respect?” he prompted, his gaze relentless.

      “Are you truly interested in this?”

      He gave a wry smile. “Is it so hard to believe that I missed the sound of your voice when I was away?”

      I fidgeted, dumbfounded by this sudden willingness to listen. “Very well. It is said that the Lambton Worm was killed by a man named John Lambton, but the being has Regen properties which allowed it to piece itself back together once its sections had been tossed into the River Wear. There, it found its way to the sea, where Atlantean hunters seized it to add fuel to our Bestiary.”

      “Come now, don’t skip to the end. Start at the beginning,” he urged, making me even more unsettled. He really did appear to be interested.

      “Ah… so John Lambton fished the nascent creature out of the river in his youth, only to throw it back due to its small size. He grew tired of life in England and went away to fight in the crusades. He returned seven years later to find his homeland in turmoil, terrorized by the very creature he had thrown away, which had swollen in size over time.” I settled into the musicality of the story, repeating it the way my mother told it to me. “He decided to destroy the worm but required guidance. He sought the aid of a local witch in nearby Durham. She instructed him to cover his armor in spearheads and fight the worm in the river itself. She also made it abundantly clear that he needed to kill the first living thing he saw after the worm had been defeated, or his family would be cursed for nine generations to never die peacefully in their beds.”

      Erebus’s smile widened. “This story is already brimming with excitement.”

      “Are you mocking me?” Perhaps that was the explanation for this sudden interest.

      “Not at all. As I said, this is important to you, and I realized that in the past, I never took the time to discover your pastimes and delights. I would like to make up for lost time, in that regard,” he explained, apparently sincere.

      I frowned and continued, out of sheer desperation to cover my unease. “John did as the witch had asked and arranged with his father to release his favorite hound upon the death of the worm, so he could kill the dog and prevent the curse from taking hold. Three blows upon the hunting horn was to be his signal.” I paused for dramatic effect, as my mother had always done. “Unfortunately, when John sounded the horn, his father was so overcome with joy that he rushed to congratulate his son and did not release the hound. In that way, his father became the first thing John saw after he triumphed over the worm. Naturally, he was unable to kill his father, and persevered with the plan to dispatch the dog, but it was too late. The curse had been released, dooming the Lambtons to nine generations of miserable deaths.”

      “Did the curse come to pass?” Erebus peered at the worm with every appearance of enthusiasm.

      I glanced at the wyvern, as if it could explain the sudden change. “Apparently so, at least for three generations. And the ninth also suffered an ill fate, but those from the fourth to the eighth generation seemed to die peacefully in their beds, so I suppose it only half came to pass.”

      “So not all prophecies are completely true,” he mused, turning to look entirely at me.

      My brow furrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?” I had not spoken to him of the legend of the Luminary, and Finch could not have done so, as he did not know about it—well, not from me, anyway. And yet, the inference seemed pointed.

      He shrugged. “It isn’t supposed to mean anything. Merely an observation.” He paused, his shoulders sagging. “Must we always be in conflict, Kaya? It’s not what I want. I do not want to feel your anger every time we speak. I only want to be close to you, and listen to you, and speak as we used to.”

      “We cannot return to the way things were, Erebus. That ought to be clear to you by now.” I shuffled uncomfortably, unused to seeing this side of him. He seemed… vulnerable, as if all his walls were finally down. But a quiet voice in the back of my mind urged me to believe it was all a ruse. Why else would he be doing this? It was not as though people, or Children of Chaos, could truly change… could they?

      “We loved each other once, Kaya. My feelings haven’t changed,” he persevered in earnest. “Can’t you remember what it felt like when we first met? I can. I think of it every day, and I have thought of little else these fifty years. I think of the moment I first managed to make you laugh, the way you smiled at me across ballrooms and dinner tables—a secret smile, only for you and me.”

      My heart ached. “Stop, Erebus.”

      “I know it is painful, but I do not want to give up. I want us to love one another again, as we loved each other then. I want to make you smile, and make you laugh, and walk in the gardens with you, as we once did. I want to sit in the library and watch you read and listen to the excerpts that delight you.” He had transformed into that charming gentleman again—the one who had formerly worn the face of Bellerophon. The one who had stolen my heart entirely, fifty years ago. I could not bear it.

      “You ruined all that.” My voice shook. “You broke us, shattering us into so many pieces that we can never be put back together again.”

      Erebus’s face fell. “If a legendary worm can put itself back together again, why can’t we? Perhaps our relationship has Regen properties.”

      I steeled myself, ignoring the intense stares of the Purge beasts surrounding us. “Relationship? What relationship? You only wanted me so I could bear your child. You do not care about me, for me. You only care about what I can give you. That is all you ever sought, from our first meeting. It was all a deception. Yet you speak of us as though we were something real.”

      “I admit, that was my purpose in coming here fifty years ago, so I could woo you and have a child with you. However, I did not take into account how remarkable you were, and still are. I did not expect you to be… breathtaking, in every way. Kaya, I fell in love with you. I wanted to tell you the truth, but I had entangled myself so far into my own deception that I did not know how to escape. But I did love you, and I do love you. And that is one of the few honest things I have ever said.”

      “You had every opportunity to tell me the truth. To protest otherwise reveals nothing but your own cowardice,” I retorted, staring at the igneous glass beneath my feet. Even the marine beasts had stilled to listen to our discussion. And I sensed Iso was nearby, awaiting any hint of instruction to forcibly haul Erebus away.

      Erebus took a step closer, until only a few inches remained between us. I resisted the temptation to stagger back, lest I lose ground in the argument, as well. “You are right. I was a coward, but I have paid for it dearly. I lost you, and when I was removed from this city, I had to face the wrath of the other Children. Yet here I am, again, baring my soul to you. I care only for you, and I want to make amends for my former wrongdoings. I need to find, once again, what I lost.”

      “Do you expect me to sympathize?” A lump formed in my throat, and foolish tears threatened to well in my eyes. He had suddenly learned to say all the right things, but I could not allow myself to trust the sentiment.

      “No. I just want you to know how I feel. I do not expect anything from you,” he answered solemnly. He edged even closer, and my breath left my lungs. I did not move as he lifted his hand to my face, though I ought to have slapped him away.

      “We cannot fix this,” I murmured.

      Erebus leaned in. “Could we try?”

      “I…” My voice trailed off as our gazes locked, my heart drawn to his center of gravity, an inescapable pull. I could not even think. I could only focus upon his black eyes and look upon his lips, longing to kiss them.

      “Let me repair what I broke. Let me love you again,” he whispered. He was so close that it almost hurt. All I had to do was stand on tiptoe, and I could feel that kiss again. Never had such a short distance seemed so impossibly vast.

      He held my face in his hands and dipped his head, until a hair’s breadth stood between our lips. I would have kissed him. I wanted to. However, just before I gave in to temptation, my resolve returned in an indomitable show of force. This time, I did step back.

      “I am sorry, Erebus, but I meant what I said—our love cannot be restored. You and I cannot be. I must put my future queendom ahead of everything else, including you.” I swallowed the lump. “This is how it must be.”

      “Kaya.” He walked toward me again, but I raised my hands to ward him away.

      “I am sorry.” I turned and strode away, battling tears. Behind me, he called out.

      “I will not give up, Kaya. I will prove to you that I am worthy of your love. I will show you that this can be fixed, that I can stand at your side and help your city. I have come so far—we have come so far. It would be foolish to abandon our love now! Kaya, please!”

      A tear splashed onto the black glass as I kept on walking. It took every ounce of my willpower not to run back and kiss him and swear our love could be fixed. But it was too late for that. Fifty years too late.
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      Leaving the Bestiary far behind, I did not stop in my pursuit of solitude until I reached the palace gardens. Members of staff and stern officials attempted to gain my attention in the hallways, but I did not stop to speak with them, instead dismissing them with a promise to talk at a later date. I barely slowed my step until I emerged from the palace and felt the supple carpet of grass beneath my tread.

      There were too many others strolling these divine grounds, but I knew of a place where no one would disturb me. I rushed between the sculpted hedgerows, where red-petaled blooms adorned the emerald-green foliage. At every turn, I paused and peered around the hedges to make sure nobody had spotted me.

      My feet moved swiftly across the lawns until I broke the tree-line of a small copse. Shadows enveloped me, and the air grew cooler as the Atlantean sunlight struggled to penetrate the overhead canopy. Fallen leaves crunched underfoot, and my shoes slipped slightly in the mulch, but I did not let that delay me. I inhaled the earthy scent and let the cool atmosphere be a soothing salve to my burning cheeks while I followed the familiar path through the woods.

      Ten minutes later, I finally halted at the edge of the copse. A wide pond glistened ahead, with jeweled dragonflies skimming the water and spectral fish coiling beneath the surface like drowned souls. I scanned the vicinity for any other signs of life, but it appeared I was, at last, alone.

      Thank Ganymede… I headed for the narrow pier that protruded into the pond. A boathouse, painted in pale blue and white, stood upon algae-warped stilts at the beginning of the pier. The paintwork had begun to peel and crack, since no one came this way anymore. My mother had prohibited the pastime of fishing in this particular pond, so people felt little desire to journey to its still waters.

      I approached the boathouse door and unlocked it with an easy spell before entering. Old canoes and broken oars hung from the rafters, and fishing paraphernalia had been stuffed unceremoniously upon every available shelf and counter. A single wicker chair sat at the farthest end of the cramped room, offering a charming view of the pond through the open front. Once upon a time, boats came right up to that open edge. I closed the door behind me and went to the chair, finally taking the weight off my weary bones while I took in that beautiful view.

      There, at last, I allowed myself to cry. I grasped the arms of the wicker chair and leaned forward, heaving gasps and groans and rasping breaths of misery. All the while, hot tears coursed down my cheeks in unending torrents, the salt of them trickling into my mouth. With no tissue at my disposal, I wiped my running nose upon the sleeve of my gown, and I did not even care about the mess. I could not hold back these overwhelming emotions any longer, or they would turn inward and poison me.

      I should have kissed him one last time. But would that have made me weak? It was no easy feat, trying to be strong all the time and fighting to reconcile my emotions with reality. Erebus and I could never be, but did that mean I had to kill every feeling I had for him? Did that mean I could not have stolen a goodbye kiss?

      Why did you have to come to me? I had been doing fairly well with the prospect of my future marriage until that conversation with Erebus. Now… it had all been thrown into turmoil, making me the greatest of hypocrites. I had told Finch we would both be fine under the influence of the love spell, but it had only been an attempt to convince myself of that fact. An attempt that was wearing thin. It would be well once we had supped of that nectar, but reaching that point had become a seemingly insurmountable task. How could I live and last up to that moment, with thoughts of another—a real love—broiling within me?

      This must be precisely how Finch is feeling right at this present moment. The thought erupted out of nowhere, shocking me to my grief-stricken core. He loved Ryann. I had forced him into this, but his mind must have been in similarly uncontrollable turmoil. His heart belonged to another, and that would not be remedied until the love spell could be implemented. Again, a point that seemed so far away that it was nauseating to contemplate.

      And my heart, despite everything, also belonged to another. Even now, it told me to relinquish these hopes and belief in the legend of the Luminary, to be with Erebus.

      He has enormous power, too. He could fix the Bestiary’s problems. However, every time my heart made such suggestions, my mind swooped in, urging me away from those ideas. It constantly served up pertinent reminders of the wrongs Erebus had done and the risks of allowing him back into my life. And so, mind and heart seemed determined to tear me apart, pulling me in different directions. One, away from the love of my life. The other, prodding me toward him.

      How time has altered my perspective. Fifty years ago, had Erebus come to me in his true form, it would have been the strangest of honors to be loved by a Child of Chaos. There would have been logistical problems to overcome, but he would not have ignited the wrath of the Atlantean people. Our chance of success in love would have been greater back then. We could have discussed him attaining a human body and conjured solutions as a team so that a child would have been possible without killing me. Today, however, the situation was far more complicated, as a result of his former actions. “Impossible” might have been a truer word.

      “This is not the behavior of a queen!” I growled to myself through bitter tears. “A queen does not stray from her resolve. Enough mooning over a wretched man because he finally learned to say the right things! I am too busy to waste time on him. I must be brave, and I must ensure that Finch and I drink of the love spell. Atlantis depends on it.”

      I sank back in the chair and took deep breaths until the tears ceased and the sobs receded to residual hiccups. My eyes narrowed toward the glinting pond, watching a dragonfly hover over the water. A tiny sample of the queendom I was determined to save.

      “Come now.” I rose from my chair and soaked in one final glimpse of that peaceful scene. “You have a wedding to plan.”
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      Well, this is new. Putting on a different Mimicry façade always came with a shiver of strangeness, like trying to wear a glove or a pair of pants that didn’t quite fit. I had to wiggle and stretch it out until it felt like a second skin I could be comfortable in. Right now, I was wearing the face and body of Apollo. Newly released, still-in-hiding Apollo.

      “In hiding” might have been an overstatement. Everyone knew where he was, but he kept to himself. And who could blame him? Atlantis had jumped to conclusions, and they hadn’t minded dragging his name through the mud when they thought he’d been the princess’s assassin. Neither had his old friend, the princess herself. He probably felt a bit strange about all of it.

      But there was method to my madness. Mimicking a royal advisor to the crown, even a newly infamous one, had major risks. I figured they were worth taking to get some answers. I was sick of pacing and getting nowhere, so I’d decided to take matters into my own hands. My aim: get closer to King Ovid to try and get some insight into the upcoming wedding and Kaya’s reasons for rushing it. She wouldn’t tell me herself, so she’d forced me to get creative. And since Apollo was a royal advisor, he was the perfect undercover persona to help me fill some crucial gaps in my current knowledge.

      I reached Apollo’s quarters twenty minutes later, finding myself in a distant part of the palace, which didn’t have many people wandering around. Good. I didn’t want an audience for what I was about to do.

      Pressing my hand to the lock of his door, I sent tendrils of Telekinesis to do some unpicking. I felt for the teeth that held the lock in place and moved each one in a delicate juggling act until a soft click echoed out.

      I snuck into the room beyond. The drapes were closed, and a figure lay curled up in the bed, their head turned away from me. A wallowing, if ever I’d seen one. I crept up to the bed and paused, practicing the memory loss spell that Melody had taught me.

      The figure stirred, and two frightened eyes opened to find me standing there. He bolted upright. “What is the meaning of—”

      I didn’t let Apollo finish. I might’ve been a descendant of the Primus Anglicus, but Apollo was, too. If he fought back, I wasn’t sure I’d win. And I didn’t want to have to kill him. Old Finch might have been back, but I’d dropped the casual murdering and maiming streak.

      Panicking a bit, I recited the words I’d learned at double speed. “Memento nihil. Tenebris cadit. Somnum pacifice possidemus. Postea evigilare faciatis. Memento nihil. Requiem et somnum. Dispensare valet cogitationes tuae.”

      Red sparks erupted from my hands and fell onto Apollo, sinking into his skin. Glowing threads raced up his neck and into his skull, setting to work on manipulating his brain.

      He slumped onto the mattress, his eyes closed. I leaned forward to check that he was out cold and briefly put my fingertips under his nose to make sure he was still breathing. Yup, the machines were working, but the lights were out. If the spell worked the way it was supposed to, he wouldn’t remember this when he woke up.

      Man, it feels good to use some Latin again. I did one last check, to make sure he really was unconscious and not just pretending, before slipping back out of the room in his form. Now I had the freedom to do some deeper digging without worrying about the real Apollo popping up and ruining everything. Mother’s old lessons had come in handy yet again.

      Ovid would be my first stop on this tour of intel. Out of everyone in Atlantis, it stood to reason that he’d know why Kaya was intent on marrying me. But facing the king, while masquerading as his recently imprisoned royal advisor… that meant activating sneaky fox mode.
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      I followed the chatter of the palace staff and sought out the king in his throne room. Even without the chatter, it would’ve been the first place I looked. Kings loved their thrones, right? Some even tried to entice Necromancers to give them more time with their beloved chairs.

      Nerves jittered in my veins as I entered. A gaggle of advisors stood below Ovid’s platform of superiority, in deep discussion. Guards stood at intervals around the grand room, too, adding to the grandeur by emulating marble statues. The light from the chandelier of whalebone and gold shone a little too bright for my Mimicked eyes, making me blink like a criminal under interrogation.

      The guards and advisors all turned at once to stare in my direction. I waited for the jeering to start, but only silence drifted back. I definitely should’ve worn my brown pants for the occasion.

      “Apollo!” Thebian spoke first, striding over with a big smile on his face. He clapped me so hard on the back that the whole Mimicry sheen nearly glitched. But I held on to it. “Glad to have you back among us, old friend. You were missed.”

      I clapped him on the back doubly hard, a private revenge. “Glad to be back. Let me tell you, being shoved in a cell leaves little to be desired. I never thought I would sympathize with a Purge beast.” My voice came out deep and musical, a perfect imitation of Apollo’s.

      The other advisors chuckled. “At least you were not robbed of your sense of humor!” one of them chirped.

      “It would take more than a false accusation to rob me of that, friend.” I didn’t know his name, so I figured it was best to just call everyone “friend” and hope they didn’t notice. “You know, what they say about our prison is true—if I had stared into that abyss a moment longer, I would have started babbling like a buffoon. Although, I am certain many of you would accuse me of doing that before I was locked away.”

      Another burst of laughter settled around me.

      “It is wonderful to see you smile, after what you endured.” Thebian kept his hand on my shoulder a while longer. “If it were me in your position, I do not know that I would be able to.”

      “I did think about hiding myself away for a few more weeks, at least until after this wedding has passed, but that is, perhaps, for more personal reasons. Wounded pride, rather than the lasting effects of prison.” As long as I kept them chuckling, I could keep foxing them. “I mean, who would select a surface dweller over a divine specimen such as myself? Or yourself, Thebian—a genuine general of the Atlantean armies!”

      Thebian made a noise of agreement. “I can organize squadrons of soldiers to perform complex maneuvers, but I shall never understand the inner workings of the female mind.”

      “Maybe if you spent less time organizing complex maneuvers, you would have a better grasp,” one of the female advisors retorted. “The princess has her reasons; of that I am certain. Why, given the choice, I would not choose either of you.”

      I smirked at her sass, but Thebian hit her with a withering look. “And I am sure, if your husband were given his choice over, he would not choose you. The bittersweet beauty of hindsight, Iphigenia.”

      “Remind me again. Who among us is married?” Iphigenia acted a gleeful charade. “Ah yes, that is right. I am, and you are not. Tell me, how can it be that a man such as yourself is still without a wife at the age of two hundred and fifty?”

      Thebian looked away in embarrassment, and I swooped in to save his ass.

      “He is selective, that is all.”

      “Selective or greedy, Apollo? He wanted to rule our city, and look where it has gotten him. And you, for that matter.” Iphigenia flashed a mischievous grin.

      I shrugged. “I accept defeat graciously. Would I have reveled in the prospect of marrying a beautiful friend? Of course, but languishing in prison taught me several lessons. One of which is that there is little time in life for bitterness or resentment. I am merely interested in understanding Her Highness’s selection so that I may improve myself.”

      “Are you certain they did not give you a lobotomy in prison?” Iphigenia chuckled. I had to admit, I liked this woman. Banter wasn’t easy to come by in this city, and it made a refreshing change to have a worthy adversary.

      “Perhaps they sent me the same fellow that performed yours,” I shot back with a grin.

      Iphigenia exploded with laughter. “It is wonderful to have you back, Apollo. Just do not tell anyone I said so, or it shall smear my reputation as a hardened advisor beyond repair.”

      “It will not leave this room or pass the lips of the thirty or so individuals you have just revealed your secret to.” I put on a stage whisper and enjoyed the good humor of the room as a ripple of laughter echoed to the cavernous ceiling.

      “Apollo. A word with you, if you please?” Ovid rose from his throne, drawn by the laughter.

      “Certainly, Your Majesty.” I bowed and cast a sly look at the other advisors. “Do not miss me too much, and do not fear if it takes me some time to return. It is unlikely I will be falsely accused twice in as many weeks.”

      Their chuckles accompanied my walk toward Ovid, who promptly led me from the main room into an annex that branched off it. The smaller room was still about ten times larger than my puny abode in the SDC, with the usual arrangement of sofas and armchairs.

      A hefty desk of black marble sat by the window, with a wingback armchair partially blocking the light. Someone had made an interior design mistake there. The armchair should’ve faced outward, so folks could at least get a decent view while doing drudge work. Nevertheless, Ovid took his place there. I followed obediently and sat in the smaller armchair opposite.

      “Is something wrong, Your Majesty?” I dove right in. “Was I wrong to come here? I was informed, upon my release, that I had been reinstated as a royal advisor. I see now that I should have requested a private audience with you, to be certain.”

      Ovid toyed with a quill on his desk. Oh yes, these people had insane technology, and yet they’d never thought beyond quill and ink. “Nonsense, Apollo. You are welcome here, in your position as trusted advisor. There is no need for us to discuss the former unpleasantness any further, as it is embarrassing for all involved.”

      Ah, the old “sweep it under the rug” way of dealing with things. I hadn’t heard an apology yet, and I doubted I—or rather, Apollo—would get one from Ovid.

      “Then what is it you wished to discuss?” I asked.

      “It is the Bestiary, Apollo,” Ovid replied, his tone nervous. “You and I have often spoken of how we might remedy the situation. However, it has come to my attention that there is a new solution to all our problems—a panacea that will restore Atlantis, in every sense of the word.”

      I leaned forward. “There is?”

      “Indeed, but there is not a great deal of time to implement this solution. Soon enough, the Bestiary will be too far gone, and the fate of Atlantis will be removed from our hands.” He jiggled his knee nervously. “Which is where you come in. You are eager to regain the reputation you lost, through no fault of your own, yes?”

      I hesitated. “Uh… certainly, Your Majesty.”

      “Excellent.” Ovid’s leg vibrated more vigorously, to the point I worried it might fly off. “So you must set aside your personal feelings for Kaya and ensure that this solution is implemented.”

      “Would you mind telling me what this solution may be?” I mean, he wasn’t giving me much here.

      Ovid paused his jiggling. “Oh yes, of course. Apologies. It is imperative that you ensure Kaya marries Finch. It is the panacea that will save Atlantis. He is the solution. As such, you must keep Erebus away from my daughter. I fear that this old flame is refusing to die, and if my daughter is foolish enough to be swayed by that wretch, then we are all doomed.”

      Wow… okay. How had I wound up as a double agent against myself? I needed to bring Erebus and Kaya back together, not separate them. And Lux wanted me to marry Kaya to piss off her husband. Now Ovid was asking me to marry Kaya, too, without realizing he was speaking to me, and keep Erebus from sniffing around. Did that make me a triple agent? I was losing track.

      “If I may be so bold… I did not believe Finch was your first choice?” I had to buy some time to get my ducks in a row.

      “That is true. I would have chosen Davin,” Ovid admitted begrudgingly. “But that treacherous fox ruined everything, so, naturally, he cannot be considered any longer. He will have to serve us in a different capacity, from captivity.”

      I tapped my chin in pretended musing. “Please, forgive my ignorance, but I am eager to understand every facet of this. Why do you now believe that Finch can affect Atlantis’s survival? I have seen nothing, and heard nothing, to suggest he is of value, aside from his name, of course.” I might’ve teased her for it, but I was glad I’d spent so many hours listening to Kaya—it made speaking like an Atlantean much easier.

      Ovid shook his head. “It is too soon to discuss these details. My daughter has asked that it remain between she and I until she is ready to make the revelation to the city. You are a trusted advisor, that is true, but I must keep my word.”

      “May I have an ounce of information, to use as motivation?” I asked, frustrated. “Not that your request is not motivation enough. I simply fear making a misstep, if I do not know all the pertinent details.”

      “All I can say is, my daughter is convinced that the legend of the Luminary has come to pass. But you are not to breathe a word of that to anyone.” His eyes glinted with warning. “I, too, have come to believe it. If this does not happen, Apollo—if this wedding does not happen—then Atlantis will be lost. It will drown, according to our own legends.”

      The legend of the Luminary? What the hell was that? I’d never heard of it, but I made a mental note to look into this piece of lore once I got out of here. And how could my marriage to Kaya save Atlantis from drowning? I didn’t want that kind of weight on my shoulders!

      “What makes you think your daughter might be swayed?” I cast a line, to see if my words of wisdom to Erebus had taken hold. Maybe he’d already started Hugh Grant-ing it around her.

      Ovid’s face hardened. “Call it a father’s intuition. He fooled her once, and he may well do it again.”

      Just when I’d thought things couldn’t get any more complicated, he’d gone and added another knot to the web I had myself tangled in. By the end of this, someone would be disappointed. But who would it be? Erebus, Lux, Kaya, Ovid, Atlantis… or me?
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      “I am relying on you, Apollo.” Ovid gave me a stern stare that he’d probably practiced in the mirror a thousand times.

      I dipped my head. “Of course, Your Majesty. I will do my duty to the crown by pursuing Erebus and your daughter wherever they may go, to fulfill your wishes… within reason, naturally.” I wasn’t about to follow anyone into a bathroom. Then again, I wasn’t really going to do what he’d asked, either.

      “Gratitude, Apollo.” Ovid sank back in relief. “My other advisors were right. It is good to have you back where you belong. I did not like to think of you in prison.”

      Well, you didn’t do much to get him out, did you? I rose from my seat and gave what I hoped was an elegant bow.

      “Is that all, Your Majesty? I really must go now, so I may begin.”

      Ovid nodded. “Yes, thank you. You are dismissed.”

      As I left the annex, saying a quick farewell to the advisors outside, I knew exactly where I needed to go, for more than one reason. And it wasn’t to chase after star-crossed lovers. Ovid’s mention of the prison had reminded me I had business there, with Davin. Namely, getting the oily blobfish to tell me what he’d done to Erebus, and how to undo it. But I had a feeling he’d have some insight into this Luminary legend stuff, too. That jackass always knew more than he should.

      I headed out of the palace, still gussied up as Apollo, and headed straight for the prison. It battered my brain to think that Davin had somehow managed to pull something of this magnitude over on Erebus. I mean, I’d known he’d double-cross his former master, but this weird seal or dampener or whatever—this was grade-A magic I wanted a slice of. A way to stick a leash on Erebus if things got dire. Particularly if it stopped him from killing me.

      “Apollo, what a pleasant surprise!” The prison guard on duty welcomed me with a chirpiness that suggested he was a fan of early mornings.

      I put on an exaggerated, nervous smile. “Just so you are aware, I am not here to return to my former lodgings.”

      The prison guard laughed. “Of course not. Although, if I may ask, what does bring you back?”

      “I am here for an audience with the prisoner, Davin Doncaster, at His Majesty’s request.” If this fed back to Ovid while I was still masquerading as Apollo, I’d be able to BS an excuse. I could say I thought Davin might have some information regarding Erebus’s intentions, or something similarly on-mission. Or I’d be in my own body again, so hopefully no one would be any the wiser about it, and Apollo would be the one left trying to come up with an explanation.

      “Certainly, Apollo.”

      The prison guard led me through the shadowed halls of the prison foyer and dropped me off at a glass elevator. Very Willy Wonka.

      The guard left me, the glass doors whirring shut as the elevator descended to the high-security underbelly of the prison. I had to grip the metal rail inside to shove down the Purgatory flashbacks. With so much glass and metal, it was hard not to make comparisons. I could’ve done without the traumatic memories coming back to bite me in the ass, since I needed to come up with some kind of speech that’d get Davin chattering away like a monkey up a tree. That was the hard part—getting him to squeal.

      “Could you direct me toward Davin Doncaster? Crown business.” I stepped out of the elevator, feeling like a run-of-the-mill hobbit trying to get in to see old Bilbo. No admittance, except on crown business. Two heavyweights leered down at me, spears in hand. Getting face-to-face with all these guards wasn’t good for my nerves. Every time I encountered one, there was a split second where I forgot I was Apollo.

      “Well, I did not expect to see you here again.” The heavyweight on the right chortled. There was no other word for it.

      I smiled politely. “The king requested it.”

      “Should we put you in a Cuff, to make you feel more at home?” Number Two chimed in. Seriously, this joke was starting to wear thin.

      “I am still trying to ease the chafe from the last time,” I retorted as casually as possible.

      Number One patted me on the back. “Very end of this row here, you will find his cell.” He gestured toward a straight, long walkway. “You cannot miss him, though at least he has calmed somewhat. He put on quite the show for us guards.”

      “Now, that I might have enjoyed seeing, after all the trouble he caused for me.” Ah, the dramatic irony of that sentence.

      Giving the two beefcakes a nod, I set off down the walkway toward Beelzebub himself.

      I approached the last cell on the walkway. Nothing but black ocean lay beyond. It boggled the mind how anything could survive outside this interdimensional bubble, but I guessed nature and all that cosmic stuff had gotten creative when they’d made the creatures who swam those waters. I’d have liked to blast Davin out into that unyielding darkness to swim with them.

      I banged on the glass, the way parents scolded children about for scaring the fish. Davin was sitting on the ground by the farthest wall. He turned slowly, his eyebrows knitting together in confusion as he saw me—or rather, Apollo—standing there.

      “Might I have a word, Mr. Doncaster?” Man, I sounded like an accountant.

      “Have you come to gloat?” he replied coolly.

      He doesn’t know it’s me! I could’ve cackled at the beauty of it.

      I shook my head. “Goodness, no. It is not the Atlantean way.”

      “Then why are you here, disturbing what little peace I’ve found?” His lips curled in a sour grimace. “Are you here to give me my trial date? Or am I to skip straight to the execution?”

      Oh, boo-friggin’-hoo. He’d earned this jail time, more than any criminal magical I’d ever met. And I’d met a fair few during my own stint in the clink.

      “Actually, I have come to offer something of an… exchange. If you cooperate, then I may be able to persuade His Majesty to soften your sentence. At the very least, I can ensure there will be no execution,” I replied. What would be the point of executing Davin, anyway? He’d only spring back again. But Apollo didn’t know how perennial his resurrection trick was, so I couldn’t let on, either.

      Davin snorted. “His Majesty must be desperate if he has sent you to talk to me.”

      “Not desperate, Mr. Doncaster, merely curious. His Majesty seeks a way to remove the Child of Chaos.” I was improvising here, big-time. “It would appear that he has undergone an alteration in his Chaos signature, which I discovered when I challenged him to a magical duel earlier today, after he made an uncouth comment about the princess and her future husband. I believe the words ‘bloated whale’ were used alongside the phrase, ‘brain capacity of a single-celled organism.’”

      “You fought Erebus?” I had Davin’s attention.

      I raised a finger. “Ah, you see, that is the troublesome part. He refused to duel me, and His Majesty later informed me that he had felt something amiss with the usual energy signature that pulsates from that wretch’s being.” I paused, letting more improv gather in my skull. “It appears that something is causing a dampening effect upon the Child of Chaos’s powers, limiting them. This is very dangerous, as you may imagine, considering His Majesty’s experimentations are geared toward the original Chaos signature that the Child of Chaos embodied upon his first entry into Atlantis. That signature must be restored in order for our scientists to continue their efforts to expel him from the city.”

      Someone better give me an Oscar for this bull-crap… I hated to toot my own horn, but it sounded pretty convincing.

      “A dampener, you say? How would I know anything about that?” A hint of a grin lurked on Davin’s lips. That’d always been his downfall—he could never hide his smugness when he thought he knew something someone else didn’t.

      I smiled back. “Mr. Merlin suspected you might have attempted to betray your former master once again. He used the phrase ‘colossal backstabber.’ As such, he urged me to speak with you about it, and His Majesty agreed that I could make certain dispensations regarding your future sentencing, if you provided the necessary information.”

      Davin stood and dusted off his pant legs. He smiled wider, menace in his eyes. “You almost had me, Finch. But you just couldn’t resist slipping in ‘colossal backstabber,’ could you? If you really were Apollo, you would have softened the insult, even quoting it. That is the Atlantean way.”

      “Finch? You mean, Mr. Merlin?” I kept up the ruse. “Why would you think me to be him? I am Apollo, as you see.”

      “You might think your Mimicry infallible, but it’s your turn of phrase that needs work. A few hints of your usual low humor here and there, disguised by a finessed voice and a stolen form.” Davin walked to the glass. “I almost caught on when you said ‘bloated whale,’ but I wasn’t sure.”

      I couldn’t reveal my true self here, with prison guards standing on every walkway. But there wasn’t much point keeping up the smoke and mirrors, either. Even if I really had been Apollo, he’d convinced himself I wasn’t. And that stubborn mule wouldn’t budge an inch unless I gave him the satisfaction of proving him right.

      “Can’t say I didn’t try.” My voice still sounded like Apollo’s, but I was done with the flowery language. “Hey, I’m pretty pleased I almost had you fooled. That doesn’t happen every day, so kudos to me.”

      Davin tutted, pressing his palms to the glass. “My, my, what would His Majesty say if he knew you’d used false promises to trick me? Which begs the question—who really sent you? Kaya? Did Ovid truly send you? Or, and my money is on this one, was it Erebus?”

      “Fine, so I can’t do anything about your punishment, but you’ve sided with just about everyone else. Why not me? You tell me what you did to Erebus, then I buy my freedom by passing on the message. Come on, you have to see where I’m coming from, former servant to current servant.”

      Davin leaned into the glass. “You are missing one crucial detail—why would I care about your freedom?”

      “You’ll need protection from Erebus if he wins Kaya back. You tried to kill her. He’s not going to forgive or forget that. And sure, you might have a no-dying clause in your djinn-made contract, but that doesn’t mean he can’t torture you forever. You’re one of the only people still alive who he can actually hurt.” I was really delving back into my old traits here. “I can offer you protection by speaking to Kaya, but I need you to tell me what you did to Erebus first. Otherwise, it’s only a matter of time before he comes for you.”

      “Again, you seem to be forgetting something. You are engaged to Kaya, not him. He will not be able to reach me without implying he is in league with me. He would not even get past the first guard in his current state. So, sorry, but that just doesn’t tickle my fancy.” He shrugged and checked his nails. No doubt he was long overdue a fancy London manicure.

      “Then what do you want? Name it.” This was one of my mother’s old tactics. She’d make that offer, with no intention of making good on it, to get the intel she wanted. All it required was a sincere tone, which I was giving by the bucketload.

      Davin grinned from ear to ear like a dime-store Joker. “I am happy to sit here, knowing that Erebus is suffering. That is what I want.” He laughed coldly. “I know I still have Ovid’s esteem. He wants what I can give, even if I did try to kill his daughter. I am a Necromancer, despite my deeds. And that is extremely valuable.”

      Dammit! I couldn’t deny it.

      “What about your freedom? I could break you out of here if you asked nicely.” I switched it up a bit, though I still had no intention of following through. Maybe he knew that. He’d been around my mother enough to recognize her tactics.

      “No, thank you.” He strummed his fingertips against the pane. “I am quite comfortable here. I will live on, surviving all of you—you and your little friends. I will even survive our world, on the surface. I always back a winning horse, Finch. And when it suddenly stumbles, I back another. That is the key to survival.”

      My heart lurched. “What are you talking about—‘surviving our world’?”

      “You’re so eager to believe in people’s goodness, aren’t you?” Davin hit me with an icy gaze. “So let me give you a word of advice. The good in people doesn’t mean a damned thing when what they love most is in peril. They will do anything and everything to save it, believing in their own nobility all the while.”

      “What are you talking about?” Panic shivered through my veins. He had that smug grin on his face that suggested he knew more than he was letting on. Man, I hated that particular grin.

      He shrugged. “I know what the Atlanteans are planning. Or, more specifically, what Kaya and Ovid are planning. But I will not tell you. Why break the habit of a lifetime?”

      “Davin, if this is bigger than you, and bigger than me, then put your friggin’ selfishness to one side, just once!” I glared at him, struggling to keep up the sheen of Mimicry. “You acted for the benefit of others once before, when you let my sister and the rest of us escape from Katherine. For the love of Chaos, do it again, if something bad is about to happen!”

      “One good deed in a lifetime is more than enough for me.” He was enjoying this. “I prefer to see you miserable and confused. Especially knowing that I will survive, and you may not.”

      An idea sparked in my head. “Does this have something to do with that luminous legend, or whatever it is?”

      “Ah… not so dimwitted, perhaps, though you have the name wrong.” Davin turned his back on me. “Why don’t you figure it out for yourself, if you’re so clever?”

      “You don’t always have to be the villain. Do something good. You’ll feel better for it,” I urged. I knew it was a hopeless tactic, but I had to at least try to get through that thick skull of his.

      He didn’t turn around. “You were the one who put me in this cell. Had you not, perhaps I might’ve felt more generous.”

      Yeah, right! I hope your winning horse breaks a leg. I bit my tongue and whirled around, stalking away from Davin’s cell with the irritating echo of his laughter accompanying me. If he wouldn’t help me, I’d damn well help myself. And once I had, I’d slap a Cuff on his neck, tie weights to his legs, and push the button that would send him whooshing out into that black abyss of an ocean with my own bare hands. It wouldn’t kill him, per se, but being stuck at the bottom of the ocean in a perpetual state of drowning might even be worse.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Finch

          

        

      

    

    
      Not wanting to leave Nash hanging in case Kaya came along and dragged him out on wedding business, I did the rounds of the palace libraries as quickly as possible. I needed to find out what this legend of the Luminary thing entailed, now that Davin had set my nerves on edge. But it looked like someone had beaten me to every conceivable book or scroll that would’ve given me something to go on. Where they should’ve been, were empty spaces. Someone had cleared the place of any mention of this legend. Weirdly, it resembled the state of Melody’s mind palace—when it came to Atlantis, her proverbial shelves were empty, too.

      Kaya and Ovid. They want to keep it a secret… Was Davin right? Were they planning something terrible? Kaya had only said that I was important to the future of Atlantis, but she hadn’t given any hints of grand, disruptive plans. But Davin’s words echoed in my head. Kaya loved Atlantis more than anything, and with the Bestiary failing, her city was in danger of drowning. What would she do to save it? Something told me I wouldn’t like the answer.

      Maybe the simplest way to get the information I needed was to go to the source. And I wouldn’t be shoved away with vague replies. I was better armed this time. I knew there was a legend, and that it involved me. I’d plant my feet and demand Kaya tell me the details, even if it pissed her off.

      But it’ll have to wait… I hated that I couldn’t just walk free in my own body. And Nash could only take my place so many times. Already, Melody, myself, and the plaid wonder had refilled the canisters to give me more time in the outside world, but Melody had warned me they wouldn’t take another refill. The parts were mashed together from palace scraps, and even with Nash’s powerful blood standing in for some of the necessary ingredients, we couldn’t risk them failing at an inopportune moment.

      With fire in my belly, I returned to that suffocating bedroom to give Nash his own freedom back. After all, I’d have been a bit of a hypocrite if I’d taken liberties.
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        * * *

      

      Another foray into the outside world came sooner than I’d expected. I’d waited for Kaya to come and join me for our usual breakfast on the terrace, but she hadn’t shown. So I’d swallowed a spoonful of frustration to go with the breakfast offerings. I’d been so sure that eating alone with her would be my prime opportunity for some question time.

      Instead, a servant came in and instructed me to get dressed. I’d obeyed, since it wasn’t too much to ask, and the servant had led me from the bedroom and into the city. There, Kaya met me in one of the gleaming squares, surrounded by her squadron of spear-wielding bodyguards.

      “Does this mean I’m not a caged animal anymore?” I asked, greeting her with an Arctic cool. “You know, now that Davin is locked up, this whole protection thing isn’t necessary. I doubt I’m on anyone else’s radar.”

      “You will remain in protective custody until the wedding.” Her tone left no wiggle room for negotiations. “There may still be certain individuals who wish to harm you, and I cannot risk your welfare. However, I thought you might like some fresh air after being cooped up for so long.”

      Ha. Little do you know…

      “Why weren’t you at breakfast?”

      She put her hands into the pockets of her dress. “I had other business to attend to. It is no easy feat to plan a wedding, and time ran away from me. But I did not want to go a day without seeing you, so I thought this might be a refreshing change.”

      “What, exactly, might be a refreshing change?”

      She smiled shyly. “Allow me to show you.”

      Questions danced on the tip of my tongue, but she walked away before I could speak. With the hedgehog of spear-wielders closing ranks behind me, I had no choice but to fall into step with her.

      To my surprise, we circled back toward the palace, pausing on the main boulevard that led up to it. The white marble road shone in the Atlantean sunlight, and I gave a slight gasp at the decorations being raised. The servant had sneaked me out the back way, no doubt to keep this whole thing a surprise. Twinkling crystals cascaded from the trees lining the boulevard, each embedded with a glowing light. I could only imagine how it would look at night—like thousands of fireflies flitting along the main road.

      Fresh-cut flowers, mostly white with a few pops of bright blue, each taller than me, were being potted in enormous vases that sat along the marble sidewalk. And on those vases… You’ve got to be kidding me. Silhouetted friezes showed a couple standing together, hand in hand. Kaya and me. At least they’d been flattering with the depiction. The images didn’t show any flaws or extra weight from eating so much Atlantean butter.

      Servants erected barriers behind the row of vases, and Mrs. Anker had made me watch enough coronations and royal weddings to make their purpose obvious. These would hold back the crowds during my royal wedding. Ugh. Even those railings were being prettied up with crystals and flowers and opalescent shells bigger than my palm.

      “What do you think?” Kaya turned to me.

      I shrugged, fighting the growing panic that gnawed my insides. “I preferred the street party vibes.”

      She ignored me. “This is where Atlantis will gather on the day of our union. We will be wed in the cathedral of the square we just departed, and our carriage will follow this path back to the palace, where we will unite as husband and wife.”

      I wanted to throw up in one of the flowerpots. “Unite? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      “Do not be crude, Finch. It does not suit you,” she chided.

      Has this woman actually met me?

      “This is where all the royal processions take place,” she went on. “It is the same journey my parents took and all the kings and queens before them.”

      “You mentioned a carriage? What’s it pulled by? Seahorses?” I managed a halfhearted chuckle, and she did the same.

      “Very amusing, but no. It will be drawn by Kelpies, temporarily released from the Bestiary for the occasion,” she explained.

      I stopped. “You mean those stringy death horses?” I remembered Tatyana riding into the Battle of Elysium on the back of one of those things, and they didn’t exactly scream “wedding.” I miss you guys… all of you. Yes, even you, Santana.

      “It is a vital part of Atlantean custom to unify life and death. We represent new life, and the Kelpies represent the natural end of our existence, which is why they are invited to draw the carriage. In one of our legends, it was said that Kelpies were the creatures who bore Atlantean souls to the afterlife, carrying them safely upon their backs. Their part in our customs remains in honor of that legend.” She shuffled awkwardly. “However, they will be beautified, as everything shall be on our wedding day.”

      Speaking of legends… This was my opportunity, but I had to proceed with caution. I didn’t want her hedging my questions with vague replies again. No, siree, I had to tiptoe around this topic until I got what I wanted.

      “Are you going to invite Erebus to the wedding?” I knew the mention of his name would start the process of opening her up like a Fabergé egg.

      She audibly gulped. “I… have not yet decided. I do not know that it would be… proper for him to attend.”

      “You think he’ll try to call the whole thing off? You know, tear in last minute and object to the proceedings?”

      She glanced away, her hands clenching inside her pockets and twisting the fabric. “He would not be so foolish. He understands why I must do this. And yet… he worries me. He understands, I am certain he does, but he refuses to relinquish his affections for me.”

      “He understands?” That stunned me. What did Erebus know that I didn’t?

      “I have explained my reasoning to him, and why he is unsuitable. He may not like it, but he knows that it cannot be him, given our history. I doubt he would dare to go against me,” she replied. It sounded like it had more to do with their past than the actual reason why she’d chosen me, so maybe Erebus didn’t know quite as much as Kaya had implied.

      “What about your affections for him?” I prodded.

      “They are of no consequence,” she answered, a beat too quickly.

      “But you do still have them?”

      She dropped her chin to her chest. “Why must everyone ask me that? Can I not simply enjoy the sight of my wedding preparations? I cannot care for him, and I cannot love him, and that is all there is to it. You, of all people, should know it is prudent to remain silent upon the subject.”

      “Maybe if you told me why it has to be me, I’d shut up about it.” A nice, smooth segue into the juicy stuff. “Actually, I wanted to ask about the legend of the—”

      My words were drowned out as sad music drifted across the boulevard. Out of nowhere, musicians appeared, leading a convoy of dancers in floaty green dresses that seemed almost liquid as they twisted and turned.

      “What in Ganymede’s name is this?” Kaya’s jaw dropped as the minstrels leading the weird flash mob started singing. Even I lost my train of thought as the procession headed our way. The slow, sad song enveloped us.

      
        
        “For centuries, I scoured and searched for a maiden just and fair.

        In icy waters, deep in myth, I swear I found her there.

        In all the worlds, in all the stars, I never thought it true.

        But here within the blackest depths, I happened to find you.

        A love that triumphs over all from a heart once lost and cold.

        You reignited the fires inside that no legend could have foretold.”

        

      

      One look at Kaya, and I saw tears glistening in her eyes. This was all for her. Every word. The story of her and Erebus, told in a way she couldn’t ignore.

      
        
        “For fifty years, I’ve longed for thee and striven to come back.

        But welcome here I did not find, because of the honesty I lacked.

        I pray, do not forsake this love or turn me ‘way again.

        For I love you more now, my dear, than I did even then.

        Queen of my heart, let me back in.

        Together, we face no battle we cannot win.

        Queen of my heart, forsake me not, and say you will forgive.

        For if you do not, I do not know, how ever I shall live.”

        

      

      This topped any cheese factor on any scale ever made. Erebus had taken my advice and run with it, but if I’d known he would do something like this, I’d have asked for a warning.

      The dancers turned to the slow rhythm, flowing together, then breaking apart like the tide… or the strained relationship between the princess and the Prince of Darkness. I stood mesmerized by them, though I couldn’t stand the lyrics. I had to hand it to Erebus—he’d gone all out.

      I glanced at Kaya again to gauge her reaction. Her eyes had taken on a faraway stare. Confirmation that she definitely still loved the old, two-timing rogue, if I needed it.

      And hey, I’d have been all for this display of romance if it hadn’t cut right into the middle of my investigation, just as I was about to get to the legend of the Luminary. Now Kaya had a million other thoughts pushing that one to the back of her head, and so did I. Namely, how much this sucked for Lux. She didn’t deserve my sympathy, of course, but I couldn’t help it, seeing the lengths to which Erebus had gone to woo Kaya back. I’d basically helped him cheat on his wife by giving him that sage advice.

      If this comes back to bite me and Ryann in the ass, I’ll take you down with me, Erebus. I’d taken a calculated risk in helping him, on the chance Kaya might break our engagement. A tough choice. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman I loved, and how this would affect her when Lux found out. It seemed that no matter what I did, someone got hurt, somehow.

      But I have to do what’s best for me and Ryann. And that meant breaking the engagement and getting Kaya to let us go. At least, that was what I’d thought it meant until my encounter with Davin. He’d added yet another tangle to this web, making it even more complicated. And until I actually found out what the legend of the Luminary entailed, I’d be completely in the dark about the best way forward. It would’ve been so much simpler if Melody could’ve delved into her mind palace and found me some answers, but when it came to anything Atlantean, she drew a perpetual blank.

      Kaya shook her head savagely. “Enough!”

      The musicians halted their tune in a comical screech of wind instruments, all of them looking at one another, then back at their future queen in confusion. Meanwhile, the dancers tumbled into each other, their grace evaporating. I wondered if they even knew that Kaya had had no idea they were going to be here.

      “Your Highness?” One of the musicians quivered in fear. “Does our music displease you?”

      “It displeases me very much. This is an affront to my wedding plans.” She heaved angry breaths, like a peeved dragon. “I urge you to disperse before I consider having you punished for disturbance of the peace.”

      The entertainers didn’t need to be told twice. With a clatter of instruments that almost broke me as I struggled to hold back laughter, they scampered. Poor things just wanted to do something nice, and now they were being threatened with municipal action.

      “That… that conniving…” Kaya growled under her breath. I could almost feel the waves of heat from her temper.

      As if summoned, Erebus emerged from behind one of the crystal-adorned trees. In both hands, he clutched an enormous bouquet of Atlantean flowers—red blooms that unfurled like starfish, bunched together with white fluffy buds that reminded me of cotton.

      “My love, these are for you.” He offered the bouquet to Kaya, apparently oblivious to her fury. “They are the rarest blooms in Atlantis. I spent the whole night picking them for you, from every corner of this city. A small gesture that I hope will delight you.”

      They might’ve, if you hadn’t given her a whole parade! Overkill much? I held my tongue and waited to see how Kaya would react. Her anger subsided slightly, her body relaxing. Surely she wasn’t that easily swayed? Not that I was complaining if she was. It meant way less work for me.

      “You should not have done that. It is prohibited to pick rare flowers,” she said, but I heard the faint happiness in her voice. He’d impressed her, but she wouldn’t let him know that.

      He bowed his head. “Apologies. I merely wished to make you smile, and I know these are your favorites.”

      “Yes… they are.” She took the bouquet, bemused. “Nevertheless, you should not have made this bouquet for me. And you should not have arranged this procession. It was inappropriate, and I do not appreciate the intrusion when I am so very busy.” She clutched the flowers tightly, like a child with her security blanket. “Finch, come with me. We have things to attend to.”

      “We do?”

      She shot me a warning look. “Yes, we do. As for you, Erebus, I suggest you entertain yourself elsewhere and desist in conjuring up further unwelcome surprises.” She seized my wrist and dragged me away, but I glanced back and gave Erebus a subtle but encouraging nod.

      You’re onto something here, pal. Keep at it, and you’ll win her back. Now, if only I could be sure that the two of them falling back in love wasn’t going to make the world explode. It certainly put a dampener on what should’ve been the first step toward victory.
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      I stared into the central pool of one of the palace’s private courtyards, where even the statues did not watch me. The ethereal fish, named Sylph fish in homage to the magnificent creatures they resembled in their gossamer beauty, billowed translucent fins outward as they drifted through the clear waters. They were unique to Atlantis, created by our most skilled scientists, and could not exist in waters other than ours.

      I had to focus upon them to avoid the unbearable awkwardness that strained between myself and my companion, who sat across the table of white-painted iron. Apollo. My old friend. And yet, at that moment, passersby would have thought us to be utter strangers. At my invitation, he had come to join me for afternoon tea, but neither of us had said a word beyond a cursory greeting.

      It was the first time I had met with him since his release from prison. My mind scraped and clawed for what to say, yet my tongue remained tied. He must have felt such bitterness toward me, that I believed him capable of harming me. I sensed it in his avoidant gaze, his eyes settling upon anything and everything other than me.

      “The tea is pleasant.” It was all I could think to say, forming a faint smile.

      He nodded. “Yes… very pleasant. Is it a new blend?”

      “I believe so. The herbalists suggested it, to ensure my skin is perfect for the wedding.” Heat flushed my cheeks. I should not have mentioned the wedding. I might as well have grabbed a handful of fresh sea salt and smeared it across an open wound.

      “You do not need herbs, Your Highness.” He gazed into his cup as though he had found something remarkably interesting in the green-tinged water.

      I set down my own teacup a bit too harshly, prompting his head to lift in surprise. “Apollo, please accept my sincere apology for the awful manner in which you were treated. I behaved foolishly in the face of false evidence. I should have trusted my knowledge of you and the friendship we have enjoyed for many, many years. I pray you will forgive me. In the hours after the attack, I could not think properly, and when the knife was purported to be your father’s, I… made a grave error in judgment. I am completely remorseful.”

      Apollo’s lips cracked a smile. “May I embrace you, Your Highness?”

      “Yes… yes, you may.” We rose from our chairs, and his arms enveloped me, as firm and strong and protective as they had ever been. He had held me this way before, in the aftermath of Erebus’s first deceit, and I had never forgotten it, though it held no romantic sentiment for me. I held him close and reveled in the hope of being forgiven.

      “You know that I have already made peace with you, Your Highness. You were not at fault. The Necromancer is an artful manipulator,” he whispered, close to my ear. “You were in a difficult situation. In your position, I would have done the same.”

      I clutched him tighter, though it might have seemed inappropriate to anyone watching. “I have missed you, my friend. I missed your counsel, but more than that, I missed your simple presence.”

      “As I missed yours, Your Highness.” He released me, and we resumed our seats. However, the cloud of tension had lifted, and I was wholly glad to see it dissipate.

      “This tea really is delicious.” He peered at me from beneath his long lashes as he raised his cup. “I hope it makes my skin as perfect as yours.”

      I laughed softly. “You flatter me.”

      “Always, Your Highness.” He smiled more easily and took a sip. Once he swallowed the mouthful, he turned to me with renewed purpose. “Speaking of your wedding, are you certain that you are pursuing the right path? Finch seems a noble sort of man, and he has shown loyalty and reliability, despite his… questionable sense of humor. But I must ask, is he truly the man you wish to marry? I do not ask with any selfish intent regarding my former pursuit of your hand. I ask only as a friend who wishes to see you happy.”

      I had long grown weary of this question, but I did not mind it so much coming from Apollo. “Yes, I am sure. He will bring safety and prosperity to our world. He is Chaos-sent.”

      “He is?” Apollo frowned.

      “Do you recall the legend of the Luminary?” I felt the familiar thrill in my veins upon mentioning it.

      He paused a moment before dipping his head in a small nod. “It is obscure, and I have not heard it in many a year—indeed, I think the last time was when we were children, in the library with your mother. Am I mistaken?”

      I remembered the afternoon as though it were yesterday. A fire had roared in the grate, which had always concerned me considering the flammable nature of books and papers. Nevertheless, Apollo and I had sat cross-legged on the rug before my mother’s favorite armchair. There, without need for a book in hand, she recounted the tale to us both, while we listened with eager eyes and ears. It warmed me to hear Apollo remembered the day. It was one of my fondest memories, which was perhaps why Finch’s arrival seemed all the more serendipitous, as though my mother had had a hand in it.

      “She did,” I said.

      His eyes flew wide, and I knew he had pieced together the inference. “My goodness, it is unbelievably precise!” He held his teacup tighter, so tight his knuckles whitened. “I do not know how I could have missed it! In my defense, I had forgotten that story until you reminded me just now.”

      “So… you understand?”

      “I do,” he replied. “Goodness, I do. Now it makes complete sense. I knew there had to be a viable reason.”

      I swirled the tea in its ceramic well. “Does this mean I may rely on your support?”

      “I cannot believe I am saying this, but yes… you have my support. I only wish you had confided in me sooner.” He paused, and his expression grew momentarily sad. “I love you dearly, and I did hope that you and I would be together. However, I will stand by you to the end. It is only right that Chaos has delivered a solution to you, for you are the only worthy recipient. You are the only one brave, and good, and just strong enough to wield such responsibility.”

      “More flattery, Apollo?” I teased, though I could not hide my delight that I had my oldest, dearest friend’s approval.

      He chuckled. “Eternally.”

      “I am grateful, Apollo. If I had not garnered your support, I do not know that I would have had the courage to proceed.” I reached across the table and placed my hand upon his forearm. “And now, allow me to rain praise upon you. I wish to congratulate you on your release and reinstatement as a royal advisor. You are the worthiest of that returned accolade.”

      Apollo bowed his head, his cheeks bearing a subtle hint of pink. “I must admit, I do not recall being reinstated. I only remember awakening in my bedchamber, my mind hazy and heavy at the same time. I suspect, in my self-exile, I might have imbibed too much ambrosia… though I do not recall having any sent to my chambers.”

      I put on a mask of nonchalance while inner turmoil raged. I sensed something awry. How could my friend not recall being reinstated, when my informants had told me he had met with my father only yesterday? I decided to dip my toe into my nascent suspicions.

      “You remember nothing of it?”

      “Nothing.”

      Sirens clamored in my mind. “My father has welcomed you back into the fold, I hope?”

      Apollo raked a hand through his silver hair. “I… cannot remember, Your Highness. As I said, much of my memory from the past few days is in a peculiar haze.”

      Yes… peculiar indeed.

      “For my own peace of mind, might you visit the palace physician? Even if it is nothing more than overindulgence, you must be certain. I would hate for you to have contracted something during your time in prison.” My voice remained steady, giving no hint of my bafflement.

      He sipped his tea. “I will, Your Highness. For your peace of mind, I would do anything.”

      “Thank you.” I glanced back at the Sylph fish drifting through the aquamarine waters. While it was true that I wanted to ensure my friend was entirely well, there was an additional layer to my concern.

      If there is magic at work, the physician will know…
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      Erebus might not have taught me much, aside from how to endure the crippling ache and despair of heartbreak. It was a lesson I had been given no choice but to learn, or that pain would have shattered me. However, his behavior during his first visit had also educated me in the art of deceit.

      And when one suspected deceitful behavior afoot, one had no choice but to investigate. Apollo would, no doubt, go to the physician as I instructed. Throughout our interwoven lives, he had always heeded my advice. I, however, could not wait that long to discover whether magic had played a part in his hazy memory. So I found myself upon my father’s private dining terrace, ready to begin my subtle interrogation.

      “I spoke with Apollo earlier.” I segued smoothly from our customary chitchat, which had involved musing upon the weather, the progression of the financial sector, and other such banal topics. He had avoided speaking of the impending wedding thus far, but perhaps he had grown tired of the drama surrounding it. I could not blame him. My own patience was wearing increasingly thin, especially after that mortifying display on the boulevard. I had not even known where to look or how to cool my burning cheeks. And yet… I could not suppress a small smile at the memory.

      “You did?” he asked, with obvious disinterest. He dabbed the edge of his lips with a napkin, having finished off the majority of his meal.

      I persevered regardless. “Yes. I thought it only right to repair the rift his arrest had caused between us. He spoke of you, actually.” That was a lie, but only a small one.

      My father did not turn to acknowledge me. Instead, he gazed upon the crystal-clear waterfall that tumbled from the right-hand wall of the enclosed terrace. I imagined he viewed this terrace in the same manner I viewed the observatory—as a place of peace and solitude. Here, my father had created an oasis of calm, with high walls of natural rock on either side, where two waterfalls cascaded into deep pools he could swim in at his leisure. Our table was situated beneath lush willows with grayish green fronds.

      “Is that so?” My father took up a glass of ambrosia, still not looking at me, and sipped it casually.

      What is the meaning of this nonchalance? I had not expected exuberance, but I at least expected his respectful attention.

      “He said he had a private meeting with you in the throne room’s annex after his reinstatement.” Another partial lie. My scouts had been the ones to do the divulging. “Might I ask what you spoke about? It must have been important, or you would have spoken with him in front of the other advisors.”

      My father took another sip. “Note the words ‘private meeting’ in your speech, Kaya. What I said to Apollo is between he and I. If he did not share the details with you, then you should respect that.”

      “I ought to know such things!” I protested. “There should be no secrecy between us, Father. I am to be queen soon, so you must involve me in all Atlantis’s business.”

      He finally granted me a glance, though I could not read the blank stare. “All you need to know is that I am taking measures to ensure your marriage to Finch happens without incident. I spoke with Apollo, not out of secrecy, but with your future in mind. And our city’s future.”

      “Then why not tell me so?” I would have to speak with Apollo again to find out whether he had any memory of this discussion.

      “Can a father not do something for the protection of his daughter?” He set his glass down with a faint clink. “In truth, I thought you might be pleased.”

      “Pleased?”

      He nodded. “Yes, pleased. For this should assure you that I have come around to your way of thinking. You have my full support in your decision to marry Finch.”

      “Oh… I had not thought of it like that.” I folded my hands in my lap to stop my fidgeting. He sounded sincere, and his blank gaze had transformed into earnestness. Perhaps I had grown so used to defending my decisions that I could no longer see kindness being offered.

      “You are like your mother, in that regard. She always attacked first and felt remorse later, when she realized I had only tried to be kind.” He gave a sad chuckle—the first sign of his grief I had witnessed since my mother’s passing.

      I lowered my head. “Apologies, Father.”

      “There is no need to apologize. It is an excellent trait in a royal. No one has the option of surprising you with anything unsavory, because you are already primed for defense.” He caressed the stem of his ambrosia flute, suddenly appearing nervous. “But there is another excellent trait to be found in royal blood.”

      “Which one?” I replied.

      “That of benevolence and generosity.” His eyes darted back to the churning white foam of the waterfall. “And I hope you will wield such traits in a moment’s time, when I ask something of you.”

      The air stilled. Or perhaps it was merely my breath. “And what, pray tell, are you about to ask of me?” I fear I may already know…

      “I would beg a favor of my only child, during these final stages of your inauguration as queen. My Death Day will soon arrive. It will mean abandoning you at our nation’s time of greatest change and peril.” He paled, his lower lip trembling. “And… my dear girl… I confess, I do not want to die.”

      I reached for his hand. “None do, Father. It is natural to feel fear. After five hundred years, we come to appreciate life in a way that few others have the opportunity to do. To us, death seems all the more outlandish and unnerving. But I will be there, at your side, to help you pass from this life to the next.”

      “You misunderstand, Kaya.” He looked down at my hand upon his. “I do not want to die, at all. When I spoke of resurrection, I was not waxing theoretical. I do not want to cease this life, under any circumstances. I want to remain here, so I need not abandon you. However, I cannot achieve that alone. I need you to aid me in forcing Davin to make it happen. This is the favor I ask of you, as a father to his daughter, not as the old king to the new queen.”

      I could not say I was surprised. “Father…”

      “I have so much left to do, Kaya. I am not done in this world. I would stand with you, in secrecy if I had to, so that I might help you achieve the greatness we discussed.” He sounded strangled, raw emotion constricting his throat. “I want to see the legend of the Luminary brought to life. I want to watch your rise to magnificence. I do not want to… fade away and be forgotten, another name in the annals of history.”

      I drew my hand back. “Father, you cannot ask this of me.”

      “Please, Kaya. Can you stand to lose another parent, so soon after your mother? Grant me this, and you will not have to say farewell to me. I can continue to guide you. I do not have to go.” Tears glinted in his eyes as he desperately clawed my hand into his, holding it tight. “You can save me, Kaya.”

      “Can you stand to go on without my mother—your wife?” A battle raged within my chest, sadness against anger. Of course I did not want him to die, but we all had to leave this plane of existence. Terrible things could happen when nature felt thwarted, and I could not bear to think of my mother waiting in the afterlife alone.

      “She would understand,” he replied, his palms clammy against mine. “She would not want me to leave you, either.”

      I clenched my jaw. “But you promised her. At her bedside, when she took the serum that helped ease her into death, you promised her you would join her soon. I was there. I heard every word. And that was before you even knew an afterlife truly existed. Does your heart not ache to be reunited, now that you can be certain you will? Have you forgotten your love for her so swiftly?”

      My father straightened and removed his hand. “She will not know the difference if I am reunited with her in a week, or in another five hundred years. Do you think, in this afterlife that Finch proclaimed to know, that souls have any concept of time? How cruel it would be, to let them know how long they have waited. It may only seem like a day to her when I do finally pass from this world.”

      “And it may not!” My temper rose. “How can you know what departed souls feel, or sense, or understand? And who is to say that in five hundred more years, you will not merely beg for another half-millennium?”

      My father’s gaze took on a stern edge. “I cannot say what I will do in five hundred years, but I know that I do not want to die now. It is not my destiny. Just as Finch came to you for a reason—a gift from Chaos—you must see that Davin was also sent to us for a purpose. We have not had a Necromancer within our city for generations upon generations. Yet he appears at the same time as the Luminary. It is fate, Kaya. He has been sent to us so that we may extend our lifespan and bask in further glory—evermore unique among magicals.”

      “Or that is simply what you wish to believe, in your fear of death,” I remarked coolly, trying to maintain a measure of calm.

      “Is it so shameful to be afraid?” He gulped down the majority of his ambrosia. “And is it so shameful to ask for life’s greatest fear to be removed?”

      I gripped the edge of the tablecloth. “It defies nature, Father! We are already testing its limits with our current lifespan. To ask for more is nothing but greed.”

      “Necromantic abilities are Chaos-given, and Chaos is at the very core of nature. Ergo, how can you say it defies nature? Why give such a gift if it cannot be used?” My father poured another glass and swallowed half in one go. He would be drunk by the end of his next sentence, if he was not already.

      “We can go around in circles all day, Father, but it does not change the fact that it is wrong. Had you begged this favor for Mother, and then for yourself, I might have had more inclination to help, but I will not leave her stranded in the afterlife without you.”

      I held my nerve. To some, this might have been an easy choice—saving one parent. And perhaps I sounded terribly cruel to deny him additional life, or at least the hope of it. But the mere idea left a sour taste in my mouth, as though it were furtive and despicable, a discourtesy to the first gift Ganymede had granted our nation.

      My father slumped in his chair, drinking the rest of his ambrosia. “I cannot force you, Kaya. You will take the throne soon, where you will be adored by our people. In truth, their love for you is what makes you more powerful than I have ever been or could ever be.” He refilled, and I resisted the impulse to stop him. “To hold one’s nation in the palm of your hand and have them hang upon your every word is true leadership, for better and for worse. I never possessed their love or attention. They preferred your mother to me.”

      “That is not true, Father.” I hoped I sounded convincing.

      “Do not be coy, Kaya. It is the truth. Perhaps that is why I cannot come to terms with the idea of my departure. I am not done here. I would at least see you shine as their queen and try to comfort myself in the knowledge that you came from me. Adoration by proxy.”

      I drew a deep breath. “You should not have asked me for this. A queen must lead by example, and as our only Necromancer is now incarcerated after attempting to murder me, we cannot ask Atlantis to decide whether they desire longer life. Not until I have decided how he may be of use, and what the parameters ought to be. As such, you cannot have extended life, either. Believe me, it pains me to say that, for I do not want to lose you. However, this is how it must be, or all my pursuit of fairness and justice will echo false. If you must blame someone for that, blame Davin.”

      Or had you forgotten, in your desperation to live forever, that he did almost succeed in killing me? I did not wish to resort to pettiness, so I did not say it aloud. But it felt worthwhile to think it.

      “So you refuse?” His lip curled in a bitter grimace.

      “For now, I must.” I rose from my chair and headed for the doors.

      How far will you go for this, Father? As the future queen, such decisions rested solely with me. And yet I feared his desperation. Desperation made fools of people.

      “I am still the king, remember!” my father called after me in a tone so juvenile and selfish, I understood why he had never been loved by our people.

      The very idea that he could ask me to convince my would-be assassin to help him broiled in my stomach. The truth was… he did not care what Davin had tried to do to me. As long as it served his aim to live another five hundred years, there were no limits to how low he might stoop.

      Now I had to take measures to ensure the prison officials did not permit my father, who was indeed still the king, to see Davin. That would not be well-swallowed, but he had left me no choice. With the wedding preparations, and the constant ache in my heart from missing Mother and holding on to agonizing thoughts of Erebus, I did not have a scrap of energy left to expend upon my father’s selfishness.
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      “So it’s not going well?” Melody whispered. She glanced furtively around, not particularly good at the whole incognito thing. She looked guilty but didn’t need to. It wasn’t like I was out in public as myself.

      We were standing beside one of the garden fountains—Melody, Luke, and I—where old gods and goddesses twisted in a frankly obscene dance, with nothing but seaweed and bits of leaf to hide… uh, what needed hiding. I had a much better coverup, though, pretending to be Nash again. To anyone watching, this was nothing out of the ordinary. Just three semi-imprisoned pals having a chat. So Melody really needed to relax before she drew unwanted attention.

      “Which part?” I replied dryly.

      “The love-making mission.” Melody threw another surreptitious stare over her shoulder.

      “You might want to rename it, if that’s what you’ve been calling it.” I mustered a smirk. “But no, it’s not going well. Erebus is doing his best with the wooing thing; he even arranged a flash mob. But she’s not biting.”

      Luke huffed out a sigh. “You know you don’t have long, right? Isn’t the wedding happening in, like, three days?”

      My heart evacuated its bony, fleshy chamber. “What?!”

      “The wedding. It’s in three days. At least, that’s what folks around here are saying,” Luke explained.

      Melody nodded. “There have been caterers, planners, florists, everyone you’d need for a wedding, coming in and out all this morning and yesterday. It seems like an awful lot of work, if you ask me.”

      Luke furrowed his brow. “You didn’t know?”

      “Does it look like I knew?” I fired back. Three days? Was Kaya for real? I mean, she’d planned an engagement street party in about five minutes, but still, planning an entire wedding in a few days was insane. “I thought they were arranging things for Ovid’s Death Day. That’s coming up, right? Or am I getting that wrong? No one tells me anything around here unless I’m in the right place, in the right disguise, at the right time.”

      Melody and Luke exchanged a worried glance. “Oh, Finch, the wedding day and the Death Day are the same. The king will die the day his daughter marries, to ensure a smooth transition from one monarch to the next.”

      “What?” I was about to sputter up a lung. How could I not know that my timeline had shrunk to nearly nothing? Had Kaya kept me in the dark on purpose, in case I tried something? She was a crafty one, if that was the case. “I thought I had longer. Erebus thought he had longer! How come neither of us knew this was going on?”

      Melody wrung her hands. “You told us about Apollo’s mission to trail Erebus; perhaps that’s how. Maybe Ovid and Kaya are making sure the two of you stay out of the way, so you don’t try to rock the boat.” Someone had re-informed Apollo of the mission that had been given to me in his borrowed form. But as far as I could tell, he hadn’t had any further suspicions about the memory loss, which was good for us.

      I doubled over. “I feel sick.”

      “There’s still time.” Melody put her hand on my back and rubbed between my shoulder blades.

      “What friggin’ time?” I closed my eyes and struggled against the rising nausea. “If this wedding is in a few days, then I’m fresh out. Erebus has already tried the biggest tricks in his playbook, and it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference. I can’t convince her not to marry me, and I’ve got other entities determined to kick me down the aisle if need be.”

      Melody sucked air through her teeth. “Lux?”

      “Who else?” Atlantis suddenly seemed way smaller than it ever had before.

      I watched the nearby Atlanteans scurry around and arrange vast topiaries shaped like seahorses and enormous bouquets in massive vases. The same kind I’d seen on the boulevard leading to the palace. Bioluminescent crystals were being strung from the surrounding trees and hedges, and white-and-blue ribbons were being tied to anything they could be tied to. I could almost hear the wedding bells tolling.

      “I thought this was Death Day stuff.” I sighed. Now I saw my mistake. The colors were wrong; the vibe was wrong. Nothing about this spelled death. It spelled holy matrimony.

      “Sorry, Finch.” Melody kept right on rubbing my back, as if I were a drunken bachelorette after too many wine coolers. “We’d have been the first to tell you if we knew what you were thinking. Although, I can see why you assumed it would be Death Day preparations. If we hadn’t overheard the ‘W’ word, we’d probably have thought the same.”

      The gremlins might as well have come back, because this old noggin had turned to a mess of mush and confusion. Everything around me looked suddenly nightmarish, giving me anxiety on a colossal scale. My body shivered uncontrollably, forcing me to give every scrap of energy I had to keep the Mimicry going.

      “Have you guys found anything that can help me?” I rasped, desperate for a sliver of hope. I’d asked Melody to look into the legend thing for me, so I still had that to cling to. But one glance at their faces, and all my optimism went up in smoke. Abra-ca-depression.

      “We tried, Finch. We really did,” Melody said softly. “We spoke with so many people about your predicament, and that legend you asked me to research, but nobody seems to know anything. The moment we mentioned the legend, they all sort of… clammed up. As if there’s an embargo on speaking about it. Pandion was slightly more forthcoming, though.”

      I shot back up into a standing position. “Lead with that, for Pete’s sake! Lead with the good news!”

      Melody flushed. “Sorry, you’re right, I keep forgetting to start positive and end with negative. I get it mixed up sometimes. Not that it’s completely good news. It’s just… vague news.”

      “Give it to me,” I begged.

      “Well, he didn’t go into much detail and kept saying, ‘I shouldn’t even be telling you this,’ but he mentioned that it foretells the arrival of a powerful stranger from the surface world at a time of great peril for Atlantis. I don’t need to tell you why that’s relevant right now. Plus, Pandion said he would be a magical with abilities that are uncannily similar to yours, someone in possession of a rare balance between Light and Dark. Again, fits you perfectly. He said something about a wounded queen, which I’m guessing is supposed to be Kaya and all her emotional baggage, and how this stranger would marry the wounded queen of Atlantis so the kingdom could rise to great and unprecedented power.”

      I shot her an “are you kidding me?” look. “Don’t you have a dictionary in that mind palace?”

      “In a manner of speaking, yes,” she replied.

      “Well, look up ‘vague,’ because, in the fabled words of Inigo Montoya, I don’t think it means what you think it means.” I shook my head. “This all makes sense now. Kaya thinks I’m some kind of chosen one sent to save her city! She probably thinks I’ve got some kind of juice that can restore their glitchy Bestiary, so they can keep building until this city is like a thousand cities in one. Of course she’s not going to budge on the marriage thing, if she thinks I’m some infallible hero that’s going to fix all her problems and bring her city that kind of hope.”

      Melody bit her thumbnail nervously. “I hadn’t thought of that. I’ve always understood legends and myths to be riddled with ambiguity. Never in a million years would I have thought that someone as smart as Kaya would take it so literally! But now that you’ve said it, I have a horrible feeling that she might be taking it entirely literally.”

      “You don’t say.” I smacked my forehead with my palm. “If the wedding prep and the Death Day stuff wasn’t bad enough, this has just added another layer of screwed-up to our plans. If she really does think I’m this hero in the legend, then that’s it… we’re screwed.”

      “You really think we’re out of time?” Luke put his hand on Melody’s shoulder. This affected them almost as much as it affected me. In the short term, at least. If—or, as was growing increasingly probable, when—I married Kaya, I could free them as my first royal decree. That meant I could set Ryann free, too. But I wanted to leave with them. I wanted Ryann to have a long and happy life, for sure, but I wanted to be in it.

      I clenched my jaw. “Erebus might still be able to get to Kaya. It’s not working as well as we’d hoped, and now I know why, but she does love him—that’s still got power. And if I can get him to play on what you said, Melody, about legends being filled with ambiguity, then perhaps we can get her to doubt it all, just enough to allow Erebus to weasel his way in.”

      “Are you not worried about Lux?” Melody looked as though she might combust from the stress. “I thought she threatened you.”

      I snorted. “She did, but we have to go with the lesser of two evils. There’s a good chance that Erebus will protect me if he gets what he wants. He’s been weirdly grateful lately, so that might work in our favor. True, Lux can hurt me because I’m tied to her husband, and she can hurt Ryann, but she’s weaker down here. She can’t go all out, unless she wants to risk getting booted from Atlantis.”

      Melody nodded eagerly. “The Sylphs she used before are probably confusing the Atlantean security system. If she actually strikes against you in her true form, then Atlantis will pick up the Child of Chaos power signature and kick her out. Although, I have to stress that this is all theorizing.”

      “A theory is better than nothing,” Luke said soothingly, squeezing Melody’s shoulder.

      She peered up at him with a nervous smile. “Of course, there’s still Erebus to worry about. What if he can’t win Kaya over, and she ends up marrying you anyway, Finch? Won’t he get angry again and lash out? He’s the only Child of Chaos who is technically allowed to kill you.”

      I flashed a conspiratorial grin. “Old Erebus is feeling a little impotent these days.”

      “Excuse me?” Luke spluttered.

      “He was limited before, but he’s a whole lot more limited now.” I allowed myself a moment of satisfaction. “Davin did something to him. Slapped a Chaos seal on him that buried his powers deep, where Erebus can’t get to them. I don’t know what the seal is or how he put it there, but he did. And he’s not talking.”

      Melody shook her head. “But how would he have found such an incredibly powerful spell? Goodness, he must have been busy!”

      “Especially considering Erebus and his powers may be our only hope, with so much stacked against us,” Luke chimed in.

      “Although, I’ve got to ask—how come you didn’t come to me with this sooner?” Melody looked slightly miffed. “I’ve still got my mind palace firing on all cylinders.”

      “I figured he’d used something Atlantean, since that’s all he’d be able to get his hands on around here. Being in Atlantis and all. Like you said, it sounds like an incredibly powerful spell. Again, Atlantean powerful,” I replied.

      Her expression brightened slightly. “Oh… well, yes, that would make a lot of sense. He would have had access to the libraries before he was caught and taken to prison. I’ll check anyway, just in case, though it might take some time to sift through everything.”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me. In the meantime, though, we should probably hit up Davin again, to try and squeeze the truth out of him about this seal. It might be quicker to go direct, so to speak.” My tone turned bitter. “Plus, he knows about Kaya’s ulterior motive for marrying me, too. He mentioned this legend to me, so he’s definitely got some intel about it that he hasn’t divulged yet. And I reckon we’re going to need all the details if we’re going to pick it apart and convince Kaya I’m not the one.”

      “Agreed.” Luke offered me a reassuring look.

      I sighed. “Okay then, time for some more Purgatory flashbacks.”

      This time, Davin was going to do the right thing, whether he liked it or not. Because if anyone thought I was getting married in three days, they were sorely mistaken. And I still had one weapon left in my arsenal… the Eye of Erebus.
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      After refilling the Eye of Erebus with Nash’s blood, we left him behind with Huntress. Pushing the boundaries of my Mimicry ability, I shrouded Melody, Luke, and myself in the guise of three random Atlanteans. I’d seen them in the palace hallways, so I knew they wouldn’t be coming down to ruin my scheme anytime soon.

      As a badass trio, we strode through the main foyer of the shady prison and paused beneath the bony chandelier of whale carcass. I’d made sure to put “you can go wherever you like” brands on each of our cheeks, like the one Kaya had given Nash. To be honest, I could’ve just stayed in Nash’s form and escorted Melody and Luke through the prison, but I didn’t want to have to deal with questions if anyone relayed the info to Kaya. This was easier.

      “State your business,” the guard on duty demanded.

      “We are here to speak with the prisoner Davin Doncaster, on behalf of the crown.” I didn’t miss a beat.

      The guard frowned. “The king did not say he had called for assistance.”

      “Pardon?” A sudden moment of confusion hit me.

      “The king is presently with the prisoner. He did not inform me that further assistance had been called for,” the guard replied, his eyes narrowing.

      “Ah, there must have been some miscommunication between the king and the princess. She is the one who sent us. However, I am certain the king will not mind some additional support. Mr. Doncaster is a terrible rogue, and it would be best for him to feel intimidated by a full complement of guards.” I sounded more confident than I felt.

      The guard slowly shook his head. “With the preparations underway, it is hardly surprising that the king and the princess have struggled to communicate. Go ahead. His Majesty has been down there for a considerable time, so perhaps your arrival will prove to be excellent timing. I find that there is nothing like a fresh influx of strength and power to move interrogations forward.”

      “Gratitude.” I bowed my head and wasted no time ushering the others across the foyer and into the Great Glass Elevator. Only after the doors had closed did I dare speak to them. “What the hell is Ovid doing here?”

      Melody frowned through the masculine brows of an Atlantean guard. “I don’t know, but we can’t let him see us. Is it possible for us to hide somewhere and try to eavesdrop? But all the high-security cells are made of glass, aren’t they?”

      “Let me handle it. If we act like guards, we should be able to get pretty close, but don’t say anything. My Mimicry is good, if I do say so myself, but I don’t know how far I can push it with three of us.” I tried to swallow my nerves. This was probably the worst idea in the whole encyclopedia of terrible ideas. One sniff of a rat, and the game would be over. Davin would be delighted to throw us to the wolves. But I wasn’t going back now.

      “Are you sure?” Luke didn’t sound convinced.

      “It’s not ideal, but we have to keep going.” I drew a breath as the elevator wheezed to a halt.

      The doors hissed open, and we stepped out. Immediately, I spotted the king and his entourage. The small cluster was standing outside Davin’s cell, which worked in our favor. We could use the guards to shield ourselves from suspicion, as long as we kept a reasonable distance.

      “You see those sentry posts.” I gestured toward two circular platforms. They jutted out on either side of the walkway before Davin’s cell, with no guards on watch. “Let’s take up positions there and make it look like we belong.”

      Luke nodded. “Roger that.”

      “I trust you,” Melody said shakily, but it sounded more like she was trying to convince herself that I wasn’t a madman.

      Keeping up a businesslike stride, we made for the two platforms. Luke and Melody took the one to the left, while I took the one on the right. All the while, my Mimicry maintained our disguises, though I could feel it sapping my strength. A draining, heavy fatigue started at my toes and worked upward. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. Fifteen minutes, maybe a bit longer. Hopefully that’d be enough.

      I turned my back on the king and his groupies. The other two followed my lead, although Luke was the one who put his arms behind his back in a very military-esque fashion. I copied him, since it looked like the kind of thing a guard should do.

      “At present, it is a request, Davin. However, it can quickly turn to a demand if you refuse me,” Ovid said, and my ears pricked. “I came here in good faith, even though you attempted to murder my daughter. Naturally, that means you are indebted to me. If you help me, I may find it within my heart to forgive your appalling transgression.”

      Is he for real? I stared dead ahead at the far curve of the high-security sector. I wasn’t Kaya’s number-one fan, especially right now with her planning this wedding under my nose. But even I wouldn’t forgive someone for trying to kill her. Murder wasn’t cool in my book.

      I didn’t have to dig too deep to understand what question had come before this particular part of their conversation. Clearly, Ovid had asked Davin to extend his life. And people could get a little desperate, and so very, very selfish, when it came to, you know, not dying.

      “I will help you, Your Majesty, as I said. However, I will only do so if you release me from this prison,” Davin replied, all smooth and silver-tongued. “Those are my terms.”

      I heard Ovid shift uncomfortably. “That is no longer my jurisdiction, Davin, considering my time as king will soon end. We are now in the transitional period laid out by Atlantean tradition, whereby Kaya is the one with power. A handover, of sorts. I can still make some demands, and my people still obey me out of habit, but I am little more than a figurehead. As such, she is the only one who may legally free you, and since you attempted to assassinate her, I hardly think you will succeed if you make such a request of her. However, I can promise you comfort and see that you are well taken care of, if you do what I ask. I will still have that power, but only if I continue to live.”

      Hmm… interesting. The king sounded peeved and just a teensy bit vulnerable. Kaya had the love of her people, as Verity had. With that came enormous control and power. If the preparations were anything to go by, Atlantis had already shifted in her favor. I didn’t give a hoot about legends, but if Atlantis believed them, then she was also part of its history—the “wounded queen” who would marry the hero that would save them all. Even without that, I’d seen enough to know how fond of her everyone was. Way fonder than they were of Ovid. Who could blame them? As it turned out, he was a twisted, selfish little twerp who couldn’t even bow out gracefully.

      “Then I can’t help you,” Davin said simply. “I will not be a caged beast, Your Majesty. If you want extended life, then I must have my freedom. Everything has a price, and this is mine.”

      “Davin, you do not understand the complexities of the royal structure. My hands are entirely tied. Kaya placed you here, and she is the only one who may free you.” Ovid was starting to sound pathetic, his voice all strained and desperate.

      “Oh, I understand very well. But, even as a figurehead, are you not still the king, at least for a few days more? You must have some influence left, or am I mistaken in thinking that being king means something, until death removes your power entirely? Either way, if you want to live, you must find a solution.” Davin chuckled coldly. “I will wait.”

      Ovid huffed out an irked sigh. “Allow me to confer with my daughter, and I will return.”

      I stiffened as the king and his entourage turned and began to make their way down the main walkway toward the elevator. Fortunately, Ovid looked so pissed off, he didn’t even notice three newcomers standing on the guard platforms. I resisted the urge to turn and look at Davin, in case he realized we weren’t who we appeared to be. But I could feel his smugness radiating out of his cell. He knew he had the king by the cajones, and I wasn’t completely convinced he wouldn’t end up getting his way. If past encounters were anything to go by, he always did.

      At that moment, the elevator came down its futuristic tube. The doors opened, and Kaya herself stepped out, flanked by guards. If I’d thought Ovid looked pissed, I hadn’t seen anything yet.

      The princess stormed up to her father, forcing him to back up. Her eyes narrowed at him, glowering with such fury that the temperature dropped about ten degrees.

      “Did our conversation fall upon deaf ears, Father?” she hissed. “Did you truly believe you could go behind my back, and I would not find out? Do you think so little of me, of my life, that you would forget what this cretin did so you could have the unnatural life you seem so intent upon? This is abhorrent, even for you!”

      “I told you my desires. I did not say I would forget them simply because you asked me to,” Ovid replied like the coward he was. “I am still your father, and I am still the king. I do not need permission to wander where I please, nor speak to whom I please. I am not dead yet.”

      “You will not make a bargain with this wretched creature!” Kaya raged. “He tried to murder me. Even if he had not, I would still prevent it. It is despicable. It undermines everything Ganymede created for us. She gave us extended life. She gave us five hundred years. Why should you be any different?”

      Ovid sneered. “Are you so eager to jettison me into the ocean so you may wear the crown yourself? Do you care nothing for the fact that in three days’ time, I will be dead? You are the one who is speaking abhorrently!”

      Now, now, children…

      “How dare you!” Kaya shuddered with anger. “You know that is not true. I will grieve for you, as I grieved for Mother. Every day without you shall be painful for me, and the weight of that crown will rest heavy upon my brow. Though, I cannot say I have seen you shed a single tear for her since her passing. She awaits you, Father, and I will not see her abandoned by your selfish actions!”

      “I am not ready.” Ovid’s voice came out strangled. “What is five hundred more years?”

      “A slight to our founder, that is what it is!” Kaya shot back. “And both she and my mother would be disgusted if they saw you now, begging an assassin for what you want. Have you really stooped so low?”

      Ovid balled his hands into fists. “I would do anything necessary to avoid death. It is not unnatural. It is human nature.”

      Davin cleared his throat, and I resisted the urge to turn. “Might I chip in? I don’t intend to help your father anyway, since he can’t give me what I want, so it’s really not worth wasting your breath.”

      Aquamarine tendrils slithered from Kaya’s body and drifted right past me. I heard a hefty thud from behind, like someone had been slammed into a wall. A grunt followed, along with the squeak of someone sliding down glass. Kaya had delivered much-needed punishment to Davin, but I couldn’t enjoy it. It was nerve-wracking being close to so many people who’d have my friends strung up if they discovered us eavesdropping.

      “You will not speak to me so informally,” Kaya said coldly, as more tendrils slipped out of her. A few more thuds clanged behind me. I really wanted to peek, but I didn’t dare.

      One thing was for sure—Ovid had crossed a line, and I had no clue how far Kaya would go to stop him from getting the extra five hundred years his heart desired.
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      I left Mr. Doncaster slumped against the glass, his head lolling against the pane and his beady, obnoxious eyes threaded through with a network of scarlet veins. I imagined them as the infrastructure of Atlantis seen from above, the capillaries very like the interconnecting streets which led to Atlantis’s beating heart.

      It was not in my nature to resort to torturous means, but I doubted anyone would have been able to resist inflicting such long-overdue punishment upon someone who had attempted to have them killed. That was human nature—base and primordial. On occasion, even I was not able to rise above it.

      “I will not waste another moment on this wretched creature,” I seethed, though I had an ulterior motive for wanting to depart. I had allowed some of my darkest, most agony-inducing spells to slip out for the sole purpose of harming Davin, and yet he had not reacted in the manner I had expected. He should have been unconscious, yet his eyes continued to blink, albeit slowly, and he did not seem anywhere close to fainting. The Necromancer had an impressive tolerance for pain, and I had to give credit where it was due.

      Davin smirked pugnaciously, his lips now an alarming shade of blue. If he knew my ulterior motive, he did not say so. Perhaps that was to my benefit. I did not wish to walk away from this scene appearing weak. Not with my father standing there, gaping at me like a dying fish.

      “Once I am queen, we shall discuss putting you in more suitable surroundings, Mr. Doncaster,” I said. “Perhaps I shall put you in a cell constructed solely for you and have it submerged in the depths where we keep marine Purge beasts. I am certain the sirens and selkies will sing you entrancing songs, until you have gone quite mad from the sound.”

      Davin had the decency to look frightened. I never made empty threats, and the idea did seem like a perfect solution for the rogue. Why, I did not even have to wait until my coronation. I would have the architects and engineers begin the cell construction right away, for then it would be even harder for my father to go behind my back and have these furtive conversations with my would-be assassin.

      “Kaya, I am still the king,” my father protested.

      I cast him a disappointed look. “So you continue to tell me, but that does not change anything I have said. Mother is awaiting you, and while I do not want you to die—I truly do not, even after seeing you consort with my attempted murderer—I also cannot allow you to disgrace centuries of rules and tradition. Rules and tradition that you instilled in me from infancy.”

      I turned and strode away along the main walkway, intending to return to the elevator shaft. However, I took pause before the doors and waited for my father to catch up. He had been caught in the act of selfish deceit, and he would endeavor to try and win me over with words. He would follow me. I knew him better than anyone. Perhaps even better than he knew himself.

      “Kaya, if you would allow me to explain. You do not seem to understand the magnitude of my wishes.” As timely as clockwork, his voice echoed over my shoulder.

      I did not turn. Instead, I waited for the elevator doors to open and stepped inside, my father and the guards joining us in the cramped tube. They did, however, enforce a circle of space around me where none dared to tread. Though that did not stop my father’s voice from intruding.

      “I will cease to exist!” he cried, with a rather unbecoming squeak.

      I sighed. “No, you will merely transform to a different state of existence. As water freezes, or turns to vapor, or liquid, you will progress from this physical form into one that is more heavenly. An ethereal being, existing contentedly in the afterlife.”

      “I do not want to be ethereal. I want to be here, in this form, as I am,” he replied petulantly, like a child who had not been given their preferred gift during the Feast of Ganymede.

      “No.” Sometimes that one word was the only one needed.

      “No? What do you mean, no?” he spluttered. “You dare to tell me no? I am still the—”

      “The king. Yes, I know,” I interjected. “You have become like a broken music box, unable to stop repeating the same phrase over and over. Do not mistake me, Father; I am not without sympathy. I understand your fears and anxieties. I imagine I would share them if our positions were reversed. Indeed, I have feared for my life before, when Davin’s assassin sought to plunge a knife into my heart. But even then, I would not have sold my proverbial soul to be granted renewed existence, and I certainly would not have asked Davin for it. I felt saddened that my life was to come to an end, but I was not thinking of how I might deal with the devil to prevent it.”

      I paused for breath, awkwardly aware of the guards’ presence. This was much too public. “And, since you are still the king of this city, it is up to you to lead by example, and show grace and courage in the most trying of personal struggles. Mother did so, and so must you.”

      “Kaya—” he began again, but I curtly interrupted him.

      “This is neither the time nor the place, Father. I will not utter another word on this matter here. If you have more to say, we can discuss the matter at the palace.” I gave a pointed look at the guards surrounding us. “In private.”

      His lips clamped shut, and a faint flush of scarlet entered his cheeks. Desperation had caused him to lose all sense of propriety, it appeared, including how he ought to behave in front of his inferiors. His personal guard and my own would naturally not breathe a word of what they had seen or heard today, as spreading such information would be tantamount to treason. Being within the prison itself would serve as a deterrent to any gossiping impulses. Nevertheless, it was best not to give people anything to gossip about in the first place.

      We left the prison in silence and made our way back through the city. Despite the less-than-pleasant circumstances, the walk offered me a chance to observe how preparations were coming along for the wedding and for my father’s Death Day. Everyone we passed seemed diligent in their toil, setting up lights and tables and hanging fresh baskets of flowers along the streets. Plinths were being positioned in the piazzas, where ice sculptures would be placed on my wedding day.

      Once we reached the palace, I dismissed my personal guard and stepped into a nearby drawing room, one which looked onto the gardens. A hive of activity thrummed on the lawns. I would have relished the opportunity to stand and enjoy the sight for a moment, but it was not to be. My father came into the room after me, his own guard dismissed, and picked up directly where he had left off.

      “I do not understand why you will not even entertain the idea!” He marched back and forth, like a sentry eager for the changing of the guard.

      I controlled the rising tide of irritation flowing through me. “I have already explained my reasoning, and I will not repeat myself. For my part, I cannot understand why you seem determined to ignore everything I say.” I twisted the ring upon my middle finger in numerous circles. “You will not listen to me, and I will not be swayed by you. As such, we have reached an impasse. You will not disregard our laws for your own selfish reason, and that is my final say on the matter. Now, I have a dress fitting to attend, and you have your own preparations to proceed with. There is much to arrange in three days’ time.”

      He stared at me with such fury and disappointment that it splintered my heart, creating a narrow crack that had not been there before. I hated the notion that he thought me cold or unfeeling, or that I did not care that I would lose him. I cared with every atom of my being. But we had signed an unwritten contract upon our births that bound us to do what was right for our nation, regardless of personal feelings or desires. For him, that meant dying with dignity and honor, the way countless kings and queens had before him, so the equilibrium of Atlantis would not be disrupted irrevocably. For me, it meant marrying a man I did not love, in the hope of saving our world from imminent devastation.

      “Very well.” He sighed with such vehemence I heard the breath rattle in his lungs. “Then… I hope the memory of watching me pass into the next life remains with you for as long as you live. I hope it haunts you when you are at your lowest ebb of loneliness, praying you still had me to guide you through your hardships. And I hope it stings like a barb, knowing that you could have prevented my death, had you only opened your mind to the possibilities.”

      He turned and strode right back out the doorway, leaving me alone in the drawing room. I maintained a stance of strength, my chin held high and my shoulders squared for several moments after he left, in case he came back to say something more.

      Only when I was absolutely certain he did not intend to return did my resolve falter. I stooped and braced my hands against the windowsill, my body shaking with such violence I thought I might be sick. I heaved painful gulps of air while a cold sheen of perspiration prickled the length of my spine, coming to an uneasy halt at the nape of my neck.

      I have signed his death warrant. My hands will never be clean again… I stared down at them and watched them tremble against the windowsill, my knuckles whitening with the intensity of my grip. How could I think about wedding dresses now? How could I look upon the gardens and all the pretty decorations that were being installed, after what my father had just said to me?

      A nagging concern swelled in my mind. As I stood in the way of his prolonged existence, would he take it upon himself to stand in the way of my wedding? Surely some higher sense of duty remained in him. Surely he would not threaten the future of Atlantis.

      Perhaps he meant it. Perhaps there is nothing he would not do to secure his continued existence. Already, I had witnessed him drown less fortunate sections of the city as a means to save the rest. He had done so in secret, without informing those who would lose their homes and lives—the unwilling sacrifices. I had found out about the scheme much too late and had been unable to put a stop to it. The blood of those innocents was also on my hands, and their deaths would always weigh heavy on my shoulders. However, the act had never seemed to weigh upon my father’s far broader shoulders, if he felt any weight at all.

      Standing to my full height and drawing deep breaths, I decided to visit Finch. I needed to talk to him about the upcoming wedding ceremony, to ensure he was still feeling mostly compliant about the event. He had not attempted to escape, which boded well, and yet… worry prevailed. After all, Finch Merlin was an extraordinary magical, with blood more ancient than my own and an incredibly sharp mind beyond the subterfuge of humor. To my mind, his jester façade was nothing more than a smokescreen to hide the true power beneath. As such, he would continue to be a considerable liability until the moment the love spell took hold.

      And with my own errant heart fixating upon another, that moment could not come soon enough.
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      I hurtled through the palace hallways at a most unqueenly pace, not caring about the stares of the guards. I almost upset one of the priceless vases perched on a side table. It teetered and rocked, coming precariously close to tipping. I did not wait to see if it fell, though there came no ensuing sound of ceramic shattering into a thousand pieces.

      I hadn’t a shred of patience to delay this visit with Finch. I was in dire need of comfort, however small. If I could put just one of my qualms to bed, it would put me in a far better stead for the wedding day. Wishful thinking, perhaps, but I needed a dose of positivity.

      However, as I rounded the corner leading to my bedchamber, where Finch perpetually awaited me like a romantic hero in a somewhat saccharine, entirely unrealistic novel, I almost careened directly into another figure. My reflexes were fortunately sharper than my eyesight, prompting me to halt a mere inch from tumbling straight into… him. That three-letter word that could sting or thrill, depending on the context. Truly, with my attentions otherwise engaged, I had not seen Erebus standing there by the wall, as though he, too, were perpetually waiting for something.

      Me? I swallowed the thought and fought to muster my regal demeanor. My heart, on the other hand, decided to flutter roguishly in my chest as I looked upon his handsome face. His new appearance never failed to amaze me. Why, he seemed as though he had been chiseled from pure black onyx. At least I could be certain it was his face I was looking upon this time, instead of the commandeered body of an unsuspecting citizen. I much preferred it, in truth, though I dared not be so outwardly honest.

      “Kaya,” he breathed in a raspy tone. How that sound managed to render me entirely useless in the space of one single word, I did not know. Nevertheless, my head and my heart were in utter mayhem, and all because I had almost run bodily into him. Might he have caught me, had I not stopped in time? Might I have felt those strong hands upon my arms? Might I have pressed my own palms to that broad, muscular chest, visible even beneath his sleek clothing?

      Control yourself! My mind scolded at precisely the necessary moment.

      “My apologies, Erebus. I did not notice you there.” I picked at an invisible mote of dust upon my dress sleeve and gave up on the battle not to gaze into his enchanting eyes. They held the same mystique and wonder to me as the depths of the ocean, full of secrets and undiscovered things which frightened and excited me in equal measure.

      “I hoped you would come this way.” He closed the gap between us and seized me in his arms with sudden passion. My lips parted, half in astonishment, half in preparation to chide him. In the end, not a single utterance passed them before Erebus pressed his lips to mine and silenced everything. Everything, that is, apart from the rousing thunder of my heart.

      Before I knew what was happening, my mouth responded. Muscle memory could be a powerful mechanism, and my lips had not forgotten what it felt like to kiss Erebus. Even if back then, his lips had not been his own. Now they were, and… they felt wonderful. Soft and firm all at once, moving with mine in a heavenly rhythm that could have stirred oceans.

      I had never understood the sickly sentiment of a heart melting, but mine felt the heat of his proverbial flame. Indeed, my entire body followed suit, melting and molding to his as though I had been made to fit within the contours of his form, and he mine.

      “Erebus,” I whispered.

      “If you ask me to stop kissing you, I fear I may die,” he murmured back, one of those mighty arms grasping me around the waist. With effortless athleticism, he literally swept me off my feet and pressed me against the wall of the corridor. His kiss intensified, his hands upon my waist and my neck and face and spine until I could no longer follow the frantic dance of his fingertips. Nor could I follow the rapid spiraling of my emotional whirlpool as it engulfed us both and sent everything else spinning into the ether.

      I clung to him as though he were my last hope as I disappeared into his kiss. As long as we were connected, it seemed as though nothing else mattered or even existed. My father, Atlantis, Finch, the future… it all vanished like sea foam upon the froth of a wave, dashed to nothingness upon the shore. Erebus’s arms around me and his lips upon me were the only things I knew.

      Am I dreaming? Time travel was impossible, but for a moment his kiss made it happen. I was transported to bygone days; I had not realized until now just how much I had missed his closeness.

      An external sound shattered the delicious illusion. The gravelly rasp of a throat being cleared. I pushed my hands against Erebus’s chest, tearing away from the intoxication of his kiss. Ryann stood directly beside us, though I had not heard her approach. Indeed, I had to resist the urge to shriek at her alarming proximity. How had she managed to get so close without us realizing?

      She smiled strangely, a cruel, cold grin that I would not have expected from her, and her eyes lit with two glowing discs of fearsome white. It made me push Erebus even farther away, though I could not for the life of me explain why. With some distance between us, I looked to him for explanation, only to find his own eyes wide in surprise. Or… was it fear?

      I found my voice. “Erebus? What is the meaning of this?” I had believed Ryann to be human, but the strange glow in her eyes was nothing of the kind.

      Erebus grasped for my hands and held them with nervous vigor. “I cannot explain now, Kaya, but this is something I have to take care of immediately. Please, forgive me. I must take my leave of you, but I will come back for you, I swear it. It is nothing you need to worry about, just… interference that needs to be dealt with.”

      Confusion ran rampant through my mind. Our idyllic moment had soured so swiftly. What did he mean, an interference that needed to be dealt with? Why did he think he could simply expel me from any sort of explanation? I felt flustered and found myself panting rather ungraciously, the formerly pleasant flush in my cheeks transformed to an uncomfortable sear of embarrassment and irritation. Not at Ryann, but at Erebus’s disrespect of my position as future queen of this nation.

      “An interference?” Ryann laughed with unsettling bitterness, her eyes glowing brighter. “Is that what you deign to call me, after all these centuries together? I suppose ‘wife’ would struggle to roll off your tongue, since it has been overworked in that distasteful display of passion I just witnessed.”

      “Wife?!” I spluttered, entirely baffled. “No… you are Finch’s paramour, are you not?”

      Ryann turned to me with that same Arctic smile. “The body I am using, temporarily, is that of Finch’s ‘paramour.’ I, however, am Lux. Child of Chaos, Child of Light, and eternal partner of Erebus. Perhaps that is why he cannot call me ‘wife,’ as it does not quite encompass the magnitude of what we are to one another.” She paused. “And if you think your inferior little spell will expel me from Atlantis, you may think again. In this form, I cannot be, just as Erebus cannot be. Which reminds me—how is your research into expelling us going? Last I heard, you had asked your mages to set it aside. Presumably because you wanted to keep Erebus here a while longer. How silly of you.”

      No… My heart deflated like a pufferfish that no longer felt threatened, though I very much felt as though I were under some peculiar form of attack. And my heart would not survive this battle. No… it had already lost. Indeed, I ought to have waved the white flag the moment Erebus had appeared in my life again. I knew that he would attempt to deceive me and wound me again, and yet I had been an utter, utter fool. And I felt all the more foolish because Lux was right—I had asked the mages to delay work on the expulsion spell because I had not been able to contemplate the idea of Erebus’s removal again. Now it had come back to haunt me.

      Despite myself, I had mustered some form of forgiveness for Erebus’s former misdeeds, believing he had changed. Now I understood. He had not changed. He had never been mine. Even upon our first meeting, the lies had gone far deeper than I ever comprehended, and now they were all rising to the surface. However, it was me who was left looking like the prize dunce, me who had thrown aside her common sense and dignity for the sake of a lying, simpering, vile, wretched man.

      “Have you ever said a true word to me?” I rounded on him, shoving him fiercely in the chest, right where his heart ought to have been. If he had been in possession of one.

      “Of course I have!” he protested desperately. “Kaya, I will explain everything. But first, I must contend with… Lux.” His face fell as I pushed him again, furious with myself and with him.

      “Call her your wife, since that is what she is!” I howled, mortified by the lack of control in my voice. I sounded pitiful.

      Lux, or Ryann, or whoever she was, chuckled darkly. “I think it is time you and I had a discussion in private, Erebus. I would not want the princess to kill you before I have the opportunity to speak to you. Nor would I want her getting between us, in case there happens to be bloodshed. Hers, yours, I cannot say.”

      This time, I diverted my ire toward this bizarre entity. I realized it was poor form to lay blame at the door of the wife, but I did not appreciate the inference in her words. “Are you threatening to harm me?”

      “Not at all. You are innocent in this, which makes your predicament all the more piteous.” She sneered, her eyes sparking wildly. “I merely wish to speak to my husband in private, with as little collateral damage as possible.”

      Piteous? Nausea rose in my throat. I could not even begin to fathom what was happening, how I could have morphed from experiencing blissful happiness to being the subject of utter contempt in the space of a few moments. Nevertheless, I understood the reason Lux was here. If her husband was consorting with other women, however innocent, then it was her wifely responsibility to punish him. In addition, it seemed I could not expel Lux from Atlantis the usual way without harming her human vessel, and Finch would certainly be less amenable if I killed his beloved.

      At least this simplifies one problem. It distressed me to acknowledge it, but this was the final straw for Erebus. He had made a fool of me for the last time. Now I could walk into my marriage with Finch without regret. For how could my heart continue to long for a man already wed to another? How could it long for someone who had lied and lied and lied and shown no remorse? How could it still want someone who had humiliated me? It could not and would not… I would not allow it.

      “Kaya, please don’t read too much into this. I know it looks terrible, but I will explain everything to you properly after I speak with Lux. This is not what it seems, I assure you.” Erebus attempted to take my hands, but I wrenched them back. Tears brimmed in my eyes, hot and shamed. If he touched me, they would fall unchecked, and I could not allow that sort of weakness to be revealed in front of the man who had wounded me so horribly.

      “Go,” I hissed. “And do not attempt to see me again.”

      He sighed miserably. “Kaya.”

      “Go!” I all but screamed, hating how girlish and vulnerable I sounded. A queen could not afford to be vulnerable. I had learned that lesson well this day, and I would not forget it again.

      “I will make this right,” Erebus insisted as he took Lux by the arm and marched her away.

      You cannot, Erebus. I sank against the wall, gasping and panting for breath once the Children of Chaos had disappeared around the corner. My lungs felt as though they were constricting around my heart. My ribs ached and my stomach churned, my eyelids no longer able to hold back the swell of tears. Had any servants or guards spotted my misery, I would have had no choice but to expire of mortification on the spot. Fortunately, I was entirely alone. Perhaps that was for the best. If I could not have a man whose love and honesty I could be sure of, then I did not want a man at all.

      Finch… He had never been anything but blunt in his honesty, which I had found irksome as often as I found it refreshing. As for his affection, the love spell would take care of that. With him, I would never have any cause or reason for doubt. I already knew his heart belonged to another, but at least he was not married to a cosmic entity. Finch’s situation was a hurdle I could overcome. Erebus’s deceit was not.

      “I am going ahead with this damned wedding!” I shouted to no one at all. “You have tricked me for the last time, Erebus! From now on, where once there was love, there will be nothing but hate! And as for you, Lux, you are welcome to him!”

      For my part, I was done with Erebus. Done with any love that was not engineered. Done with anything beyond my control. My heart had proven it could not be trusted. So, going forward, I would no longer listen to anything it had to say.

      And maybe I would be happier for it.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Thirty

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Kaya

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood a short distance from my bedchamber, where I knew Finch would be waiting in continued imprisonment. I did not care to think of it as such, though I knew it had verged into something akin to incarceration now that the threats to his welfare had been crushed. Nevertheless, at least I knew where he was at all times. It was one small matter I could control entirely, while everything else around me seemed to be spiraling.

      Mirrors adorned the walls throughout the palace. My mother had favored them, believing they enlarged even the smallest of hallways. I stopped beside one now. A tinge of redness remained around my eyes, but I could easily explain that away as weariness.

      “This will have to do.” I inhaled deeply, though my still-raw throat protested.

      Pushing an errant strand of hair behind my ear, I marched toward the bedchamber. I breezed past the guard and hex barrier to find Finch sitting by the window in his usual spot, though I was somewhat surprised to find the white hound at his side. Both turned as I entered, the dog’s piercing blue eyes seeming to bore into my soul. There was something about Huntress I found utterly compelling. If the creature could speak, I imagined I would find her to be very much like my dear Iso—sharp, intelligent, and unquestioningly loyal.

      “I thought you were going to a dress fitting,” Finch said without preamble. Evidently, he had not anticipated my visit, and he did not look pleased to see me.

      “I delayed it until later this afternoon. I thought it prudent to come and speak with you first.” I crossed to the opposite armchair and sank down.

      He frowned. “About what?”

      “I realize I have kept you somewhat uninformed about the wedding, and I would like to remedy that. I thought that by remaining silent on these matters, it would somehow protect you… and also me.  I see now that I have gone about such things in the wrong way. I do not know if your friends told you what I have not, but the ceremony will take place in three days’ time.” I left a momentary pause so the news could take root. “And I wanted to ask how you feel about it. Are you less apprehensive?”

      “I was aware of the date,” Finch replied, after nearly a minute had passed in silence. “As for my feelings… well, they haven’t changed, if that’s what you’re getting at. I don’t think it’s right for folks to go into something like this if both parties aren’t fully invested. It can only spell disaster, love spell or not. Marriage should start with affection, at the very least. The romantic kind.”

      “Does that not also end in disaster, in many cases?” I drummed my fingertips against the arm of the chair. “Love has started wars and destroyed families, and it has broken even the strongest and most fearsome of hearts. Love is an intoxicant, nothing more. A marriage based upon logic and necessity is a far better foundation for longevity, as far as I am concerned.”

      I could not hide the bitter note in my voice, from the terrible revelations that had just been forced upon me by Erebus and his… wife. Though I had only experienced a brief insight into their union, I sensed they were the perfect example of how a marriage could deteriorate when based upon some intangible force, though I did not plan for my own marriage of fate to disintegrate into jealousy and bitterness. I had been a pawn in his game, and I had not even known how skillfully I was being moved about the board, manipulated perfectly by a man I had lost my mind over.

      Finch sighed. “It does, Your Highness. But love shouldn’t be put in the back seat. It’s important, and it needs to be real, not conjured up by some potion. And I don’t think it’s right to drive a wedge between people who do have that, for the sake of some unknown purpose.”

      “And I do not think it right that an individual should hide certain details, simply because they do not like the way things must be!” I snapped.

      Finch loved Ryann; I knew that. Of course I knew that. However, I did not for one second believe that Finch had been unaware that the love of his life had been hijacked by a Child of Chaos. Even if he had not known for sure, he must have had some inkling. An inkling which he ought to have discussed with me, so I would not have been ambushed like that by Lux herself.

      Finch ruffled the fur between the hound’s ears. “What details, Your Highness? I assume that’s meant to be some kind of accusation toward me, but if you don’t speak plainly, how am I supposed to know what you’re going on about?”

      He was using a strange turn of phrase I was not accustomed to hearing from him, rather similar to his behavior at the suitors’ luncheon. Then again, I supposed he rarely witnessed me in a state of unfettered anger and irritation. Perhaps this was his method of contending with unusual circumstances.

      I grasped the arm of the chair. “That Erebus is bound to a cosmic wife, which he did not inform me about. Nor did anyone else, for that matter.”

      “Ah… that.” Finch nodded slowly. “To be frank, Your Highness, I thought you were entirely aware of it. It’s no secret that the Children of Chaos have partners they’re attached to when they’re first created. I didn’t think it bothered you, so I didn’t say anything about it. And it’s not as if Lux is here, so it didn’t come up in conversation.”

      “Lux is very much here, as you well know!” I retorted sourly. “I have just been introduced to her, during a… rather unfortunate and embarrassing moment between Erebus and myself. A touch of the lips, if I am to be entirely honest.”

      “Come again?” Finch’s eyes widened in surprise.

      I shook my head. “I am sorry, Finch. It was a moment of weakness that I wholeheartedly regret. You, of all people, know how persuasive and charming he can be when he wishes.”

      “I don’t kiss him, though, Your Highness.” Finch sat up straighter, and the hound at his side did the same.

      “You know that is not what I meant. Do not be obtuse. I am trying to apologize.” I looked away from him and let my gaze travel over the world beyond, where all my hopes and dreams lay. “I almost ruined everything today by allowing Erebus to get close to me again. He toyed with me, and Lux intervened. However, he has manipulated me for the very last time. I could have forgiven a multitude of his sins, but I cannot forgive being made into the ‘other woman’ against my will.” I glanced back and felt a pang of doubt. “Were you truly unaware of Lux’s presence within Miss Smith, or is this more subterfuge?”

      Finch held my gaze. “I didn’t know, Your Highness. She wasn’t around when I last saw Ryann, but then, I haven’t seen her in a long while. Lux could’ve come to Atlantis and slithered into Ryann’s body, and I’d have had no way of knowing, since you’ve kept me cooped up here.”

      Goodness… he makes an excellent point. I had diverted my fury at someone who did not deserve it. Although, it did seem a little odd that he was not immediately concerned for Miss Smith’s welfare. I had witnessed firsthand the devastation a Child of Chaos could cause by possessing a person. Bellerophon had died in agony and confusion, crumbling away to dust.

      “Are you not outraged?” I probed.

      “I’d be more outraged if I didn’t know what these cosmic kids were like. Once they’ve hashed it out, Lux will be on her way. I’ve seen her take over a body before, and while I hate that she’s doing it to Ryann, I’m not worried it’ll leave any lasting effects.” His voice carried a forced calm. Much too calm for my incensed spirit, even if it was false. I wanted him to share my ire. I wanted him to vent and spew venom and rail about the indignity of it. Instead, he merely sat there, shifting uncomfortably and trying to maintain an air of serenity. I could sense his anger beneath the surface, so why would he not show it?

      “Erebus and Lux are not important.” I dug my fingernails into my palms. “Atlantis is the only thing that matters. I will never stray from this path again, not even for a moment. Anything that existed between Erebus and I is gone now, and I thought you should know. I am ready for this marriage now.”

      “Did he say anything else? Did he try to explain?” Finch leaned forward in his seat, one hand absently stroking the hound.

      I shrugged. “He said he would explain everything to me later. However, that does not matter. There is nothing he can say that would alter my mind.”

      “What if he really does love you, though? He’s come all this way, and he’s given up his Chaos form. He wouldn’t have done all that if he wasn’t pretty taken with you, and it’s not like he had much choice when he got thrown together with Lux. Life’s pretty damn short to bear grudges. Plus, he’s not married in the same way that ordinary folks are married. Maybe you should hear him out.”

      My mind bristled with annoyance. “No.”

      “Look, all I’m saying is, you and I have got nothing in common. And, no offense intended, but I don’t have feelings for you besides respect and admiration.” He paused. “You’re doing this because you think I can save your city. I get that. But… it’s just a legend, Your Highness. It’s open to interpretation. What if you’ve got it wrong?”

      “A legend?” My brows raised in surprise. How did he know about that? I had not been the one to tell him, not in such specific terms.

      “Uh…” He fumbled for a moment, making me realize he had made an error in revealing that to me. “Look, someone mentioned the legend to me, and I figured it was related to what you’d said to me about being your only option.”

      “Who told you?” I pressed, but he was not being forthcoming.

      “That’s not important. I overheard it being discussed. But the point remains—what if you’ve got it wrong? Once we’re married, you’ll be stuck. We both will. So, maybe think on it some more, have a word with Erebus, and try and look at it from a different perspective.”

      “NO!” The solitary word surged out of my throat before I could stop it, upon a wave of overwhelming emotion and anger that had not yet dissipated. I did not want to be spoken to like a child. I did not want to speak with Erebus so he could convolute my thoughts with further professions of love and sorrow and the need for forgiveness. He had a wife!

      And soon, I would have a husband. I would drink the love spell, and I would never think of this torturous pain again. I would not feel foolish and silly again. I would look upon Finch and feel naught but joy and contentment, and after all I had endured with Erebus, I could hardly wait to bring my turbulent emotions to heel. After all, when one was ill, one took medicine. This was no different, just because the disease was lovesickness.

      “Your Highness, I know you’re going through a lot right now, but if you’d just—” Finch began again. This time, I did not let him finish.

      “Chaos revealed the truth to me, that Erebus cannot be trusted!” I shouted.

      Chaos escaped my body, slipping out uncontrollably. It swept Finch up in a torrent and plucked him from his chair before slamming him into the wall behind. A gasp erupted from my throat, for I had not intended to harm him. However, as I ran to his aid, that gasp changed in timbre from worry to utter shock.

      The figure who lay crumpled on the ground was not Finch.

      It was Nash.
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      Now that the royals had vacated the building, it was time for us to get down to business. Fortunately, Kaya had gotten the interrogation ball rolling for us with a bit of unexpected battering. I might not have had a particularly good track record with Kaya, or any woman really, but at least I rarely ended up getting thrown halfway across a room and pummeled by Chaos. Davin, on the other hand, had made it something of a signature move.

      I glanced back at him, still wearing the guise of an Atlantean guard. Luke and Melody were still Mimicked to the maximum, too, though there’d been a few hairy moments during Kaya and her dad’s sniping extravaganza. It took a lot to, literally, keep up appearances. Had Davin not been so focused on disrupting the peace between the old king and imminent queen, maybe he’d have spotted something amiss with the three sentinels on duty. Again, fortune had favored us, though I couldn’t decide whether being here was brave or stupid.

      “What do we do?” Melody came over with Luke at her side. She peered at Davin, who sat slumped against the door, his shoulders rising and falling irregularly, like it hurt to breathe.

      “We get what we came for,” I replied.

      “That cell must be hexed to the eyeballs.” Luke jittered a little in his new form. “How are we supposed to get anything from Davin?”

      I smiled. “Oh ye of little faith. Judging by what we just saw from Kaya, there’s nothing stopping magic from getting into the cell. Plus, the Cuff around Davin’s neck is taking care of anything he might want to launch back at us. I think the security down here is more reliant on location than powerful barriers.”

      Melody cast another glance back at the cell. “I suppose Kaya did manage to allow her energies into the cell without setting off any kind of alarm. And it’s not as if they’d need to go overboard on the hexing when the prisoners are quite literally in a glass bubble under the sea with a Cuff around their necks…”

      I readied a strand of Telekinesis. “Then we’d better hope we get lucky, and this doesn’t bring every soldier in Atlantis running.”

      I approached Davin’s cell, Luke and Melody flanking me. He looked up at me with unfocused eyes, a confused grimace turning down the corners of his mouth.

      “It’s time we had a little heart-to-heart,” I announced.

      His brow furrowed as the tendril of Telekinesis slithered into his cell and grasped him around the waist. He glanced down at his abdomen with comical slowness. His confusion only seemed to increase as I yanked him to his feet and tugged him forward, until his face was half smooshed against the glass.

      “You again…” he rasped, a bead of sweat running down his face.

      “Were you expecting the Easter Bunny?” I held him firmly against the glass, though every second I spent using Mimicry and Telekinesis together was like a second of intense cardio, and it was getting harder to manage.

      “I should have known.” He glowered at me, but he had no way to fight back. The Cuff had his Chaos on lockdown. “Melody and her doe-eyed stalker, I assume?”

      “Nah, these are just two guards I picked up who are eager to watch you squeal,” I replied sarcastically. “Guard number two, would you mind doing a bit of… squeezing?”

      Luke nodded and stepped closer. With one hand to the pane, he sent out a targeted wave of his Magneton abilities. Releasing the Telekinesis, I watched with pleasure as Davin’s eyes widened, then started to bulge. The Cuff had a decent amount of metal in it, and Luke was using his powers to shrink it around Davin’s throat.

      “It’s time you were straight with us.” I discreetly pulled the Eye of Erebus out of my Mimicry-made suit of armor and held it as close to the glass as I could. “What did you do to Erebus? And what are Kaya’s plans for this wedding?”

      “Ah… I was wondering where that ended up. I searched long and hard for it.” Davin strained against the tightening Cuff, his palms sliding across the glass and leaving smeared handprints behind.

      “A shame you didn’t have Blanche find it for you when you had the chance. Now, tell me: what are Kaya’s plans for me and the wedding? Why am I so important to her? And what does it have to do with the legend?” I focused on the pendant. The eye inside flitted left and right, bathed in a soft bronze light, ready to respond.

      Davin shrugged. “She thinks you’ve been sent to her by Chaos, that you’re the hero they’ve been promised.” The eye glowed green, suggesting honesty. A moment later, red-tinged words began to form in the air between us and Davin. The riddle we’d have to decipher to get the exact truth. To be honest, I felt a bit peeved that Davin had outright told us the truth, since it meant we might’ve wasted the pendant.

      A visitor from afar will come to bring Light to the darkest hour.

      The pendant continued to glow green. We had our answer. We just had to figure out what it meant. I turned to Melody, who observed the lettering with borrowed eyes. The expression, however, was all Winchester. The curious chipmunk, out in full force.

      “Any ideas?” I prompted.

      She rubbed her manly chin. “Well, you’re from the surface. That’d make you a visitor from afar. Kaya probably thinks you can save Atlantis, considering all the problems it’s currently having with the Bestiary, etcetera.”

      Luke nodded. “It explains why she’s so determined to marry you, if she thinks you can fix this mess.”

      “Is that right?” I looked to Davin. “Does she think I’m some cure-all?”

      “How should I know what goes on in the mind of a princess?” Davin smiled, but the pendant gave him away, glowing faintly red.

      “Pendant says nuh-uh.” I made a game show error noise. “Maybe tighten that Cuff, see if Davin’s feeling more talkative after a bit of oxygen starvation.”

      Luke hesitated before obeying. He was the all-American good guy, and strangling the life out of someone didn’t come easy to him. But he did it anyway, tightening the metal that ran through the Cuff until Davin’s face turned purple.

      “You’re only useful to us while you have information we need. If you don’t give it to us, you become useless. And I doubt the princess would mind if we offed you, since you’ve caused so much trouble with Daddio. Even if you came back, we’d just keep killing you. And I know you must be sick of resurrecting yourself by now. It hurts every time, doesn’t it?” I taunted, hoping I’d push the right buttons.

      Melody frowned. “Plus, a little bit less of you returns each time, if I’m not mistaken. I know how resurrections work, in more detail than your tiny mind could comprehend. One of these days, you won’t even feel like yourself—you’ll feel like an echo of an echo of an echo. I doubt that’ll be fun for you.”

      Is that true? I side-eyed her, but she seemed completely serious. And judging by Davin’s face, she’d hit a sore spot.

      “The legend is… very similar to your arrival here. If I weren’t… as smart as I am, even… I’d be inclined to believe it,” Davin wheezed. “That’s why Kaya wants… you to be her husband. It’s… all part of the… legend. She has to marry… you, to bring about the… salvation of her city. At least, that’s… what the legend… infers. But it’s… still just a story.”

      The pendant turned back to green before the whole thing faded. No more glow. No more questions. We had our answer now, and we’d found the solution to our one-shot riddle, and I didn’t like what it meant for me. If she thought I was some kind of savior, then I was never in a million years going to get out of this wedding.

      “And what about the seal you put on Erebus?” I hoped Luke’s strangling would make a decent substitute for the Eye. After all, if Kaya really thought I was her fated savior-husband or whatever, then Erebus was probably the only one who could convince her that it was just a story. He was a Child of Chaos, right? He’d know if a legend was just made-up nonsense. He’d be able to tell her, outright, that it wasn’t Chaos’s grand plan. Chaos had made him, so surely he had the 411. And after all, he had a personal stake in Kaya’s superstitions.

      Davin made a gurgling noise as Luke tightened his grip without prompting. “I couldn’t implant… a suppressor,” he rasped. “A spell was… easier.”

      “How did you do it?” I pressed. He could clam up at any moment.

      “A… potion. A sting… like a needle. Barely noticeable.” Davin pawed the glass in panic as Luke tightened the Cuff further. “Tell your… friend to stop, or I… won’t say anything… more.”

      I put my hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Ease up for a sec. You can go back to squeezing if he doesn’t give us anything else.”

      Luke lowered his palm, and the spell broke. Davin gasped for air, clawing at his throat. He looked… frightened. An expression I’d rarely seen on his face. Maybe Melody’s words had scared him, or maybe it was his vulnerable situation. Either way, it genuinely felt like we had him where we wanted him. Not that I was about to trust that instinct. He’d double-crossed me too many times.

      “The potion had an… actual seal built into the… dispensing device. I heated it up, then… marked it on Erebus. He didn’t feel a thing—he flinched and thought someone had… accidentally scratched the back of… had scratched him.” Davin sagged to his knees. He might have thought he was being subtle, but I’d picked up on what he’d almost said. This mark, whatever it was, was on Erebus’s back somewhere. A part of his body he wouldn’t be able to see by himself.

      “Then it’s some kind of tattoo?” Melody jumped in.

      Davin gave a small shrug. “Call it what you want.”

      “How do we undo it?” Luke asked, readying his palm as a threat.

      Davin lifted his hands in surrender. “Don’t try and strangle me again. I’m talking, aren’t I?” He waited a moment, until he was sure Luke wasn’t about to use his Magneton abilities again. “To break the seal, you have to cut through the tattoo. That will allow Erebus to utilize his limited powers again.”

      “What does the tattoo look like?” I wasn’t about to let him wriggle his way out of this with a bunch of vague nonsense. I wanted precise details.

      “It looks something like a caduceus,” Davin replied through gritted teeth.

      “Huh?” I replied.

      “The medical symbol,” Melody interjected. “A stick with snakes twisting down and a set of wings on top.”

      I sighed, grateful to have Melody here. “So we find that, we cut through it, and Erebus gets his powers back. Doesn’t sound too hard.” I paused. “Now, is there anything else we should know? We’re not in for any nasty surprises, are we?”

      “I think I’m done talking for today.” Davin mustered a faint, cold smile.

      “You don’t really get to decide that,” I replied tersely.

      He smirked and waved a weak hand at something behind me. “No, but I doubt you’ll want your new friend Apollo finding you here when you’re supposed to be safe and sound in the princess’s bedchamber. He might not be able to see through your disguises, but one word from me and the whole charade will implode on you.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Sure enough, Apollo, flanked by a bevy of guards, had stepped out of the elevator and started walking in our direction.

      Crap…

      “You better have told us everything. If you haven’t, we’ll be back. You can count on that,” I hissed, before turning to my friends. “Follow my lead. We need to get out of here before Captain Chatterbox outs us.”

      They both nodded nervously as I led the way from Davin’s cell, heading directly for the oncoming group of guards. They came to a brief stop as we approached, and I did the same. I bowed to Apollo.

      “We are about to change the guard, Apollo. More will be along in due course.” I hoped I sounded professional enough to avoid suspicion.

      Apollo bowed back. “Thank you. I hope the prisoner has not been troublesome?”

      “Not at all, Apollo. In fact, he has been more subdued than usual.” I couldn’t resist.

      “Good. Perhaps he will not cause any problems for us.”

      After one last flurry of bows, Melody, Luke, and I skirted past the new influx of military personnel and made for the elevator. It took everything I had not to run, in case Davin blabbed before we could get out of there.

      As the elevator doors slid shut and we traveled up the tube to the Atlantean surface, I finally looked back. Apollo and his guards had just reached the cell. I waited for them to turn and come running back in our direction, but they didn’t. Either Davin had kept his mouth shut, or he was giving us a head start in order to screw with us.

      Frustration bristled through my veins as I touched the pendant around my neck. We’d gotten one answer out of Davin, which meant I knew why Kaya was so intent on marrying me. But the truth hadn’t set me free at all. No, it had only tightened the noose around my neck.
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      Never in a million years did I think it would come to this. Even a fortnight ago, had someone told me I’d be here, doing what I was doing, I’d have slapped ‘em across the chops with a wet salmon.

      I’d been back to my bedroom prison and had Melody and Luke send word to Erebus that I wanted to speak with him. Apparently, searching for him had proven impossible. Even with the two of them and Nash, they hadn’t been able to find him. So, they’d left a note on his door. Which he’d then answered, several hours later, by way of a super-thin note, alarmingly wrapped around one of those poisoned darts—this time, sans poison—which had almost porcupined Nash and me during the assassination attempt. It’d been shot down the chimney of said bedroom prison, whistling down and thwacking into a log that only seemed to exist for aesthetic purposes. He’d drawn a map and everything, which smarted of irony—my map-making expertise had dragged me down here in the first place. But his wasn’t nearly as impressive.

      Meet me at the X in half an hour, to discuss whatever you want to discuss.

      That was it. No kisses, no “Dearest Slave,” no flowery language to make me feel better. Worst of all, he’d missed a prime opportunity to say, “X marks the spot.” I was never one to miss out on a bit of pirate lingo, but I guessed Erebus didn’t share my enthusiasm.

      What is this place? I sat on the end of a rickety old pier, per Erebus’s instructions, and swung my legs—well, Nash’s legs—over the flat calm of a pond. Insects skated across the surface. Beneath, spectral fish swam at their leisure, moving like something between an actual fish and a jellyfish.

      I’d traipsed through a woodland to get here, and I didn’t like traipsing for anyone, least of all Erebus. Even if I needed to speak to him. It’d been half past twelve when I snuck out with Nash’s blessing, but I didn’t have a watch to check the time now. Ah, how the digital world had spoiled us. Without a phone, I had nothing to go on. I couldn’t even rely on the Atlantean sunlight, since I had no idea what sort of clock it was set to.

      “You came.” That deep, familiar voice made me turn in fright. I hadn’t heard his approach, and these wooden slats were insanely creaky. For a big guy, he had some serious stealth.

      “It’s rude to sneak up on someone!” I shot back, my heart racing.

      “If you did not hear my footsteps, perhaps you ought to have your ears checked.”

      I frowned at him. “My ears are just fine, thank you very much.”

      Erebus walked a few more paces down the pier and paused beside me, gazing out at the pond and the trees beyond. Nothing stirred here. A quiet paradise in the middle of a utopian hellhole. And maybe it was just me, but he looked thoroughly friggin’ miserable, like someone just told him that Santa Claus wasn’t real.

      “What’s up, huh? Lack of Chaos got you down?” I asked.

      Erebus didn’t even look at me. “Something like that.”

      “Well, wallow no more—have we got the solution for you.” I sounded like the cheesy spokesperson for some pharmaceutical company. “We spoke with Davin and he gave us a way to potentially fix your Chaos issue.”

      Erebus kept right on staring into the trees. “Oh… good.”

      “Don’t break your back jumping for joy.” I shook my head. “My pals and I just risked our necks getting this information for you. You could at least pretend enthusiasm.”

      “Apologies,” was all he said. Maybe I’d mistaken misery for vulnerability. He’d certainly never looked this… small before. As a Child of Chaos, he’d always had a gravitas about him that demanded respect or fear, whichever came first. But right now, he seemed sullen and quiet and, dare I say, very human.

      I faced the possibility of death and stood up, giving him a light nudge. “What’s eating you, Erebus? You should be thrilled about this, but you’re not.”

      “I spoke with Lux.” He heaved an almighty sigh. “It has left me feeling… unlike myself.”

      “Ah…” I stared across the pond at the spot that held Erebus so rapt. “I take it the wife isn’t happy with you?”

      “That is putting matters mildly.” He slowly shook his head. “Lux wants you to marry Kaya solely to spite me. She wishes to watch me suffer.”

      I made a grunt of understanding. “I guess she’s realized she can’t make you stay away from Kaya, so she’s trying her best to ruin your chances?” Ah, so much irony.

      “Very astute.” Erebus finally looked at me, hitting me with a sad expression. “It did not help that she encountered Kaya and me in a somewhat… compromising situation. It inflamed her anger toward me. I have always been able to calm her, but now there is nothing I can do to sway her toward peace. She intends to continue driving a wedge between Kaya and I, by whatever means necessary.”

      I stared at him. “A compromising situation? Does that mean what I think it means?” The old dog, stealing a smooch with my unwanted betrothed. I thought about making a joke, but he looked too damn mopey to appreciate it.

      “I do not want to discuss it with you.” His voice held a warning. No jokes. Got it.

      “I suppose she’d just cut out the middleman and kill Kaya, if she could,” I continued. “But Chaos rules and all that. All she can do is make you and Kaya miserable, so she can be satisfied that way. Hell hath no fury, yadda yadda yadda.”

      Erebus growled in the back of his throat. “That may be true, but I refuse to allow Lux to intimidate me. She is not the only problem. You see…” He threw back his head, as though it hurt him to admit it. “Kaya now knows Lux is here, inside Ryann’s body. She thinks me a deceitful wretch once more, and I do not believe I can repair the damage that has been done this time. I almost had her forgiveness; I almost had her love again, and then Lux stepped in, and… I fear I have destroyed everything beyond the point where it may be salvaged.”

      “It’s not as if your marriage is the same as other people’s, though. You’re not even really a person, deep down, so maybe it doesn’t count,” I added. “I don’t know the rules about cosmic bigamy, but maybe if you told her you want to be with her instead of Lux, she might come around.”

      Erebus huffed out a breath. “You did not see the disappointment and pain in her eyes. She will not allow me to speak with her, let alone offer me forgiveness. I have no way to remedy this, and it is entirely my own doing.”

      Why do I feel like we should be in a confessional? I didn’t think I’d ever get used to this vulnerable side of Erebus. The one who was open with his emotions and troubles. It was too much humanity to stomach, coming out of a Child of Chaos.

      “Look, why don’t we work with what we’ve got for now and worry about the rest later? We know how to break the spell Davin put on you, so let’s fix that first.” I fumbled uncomfortably.

      Erebus gave a small nod. “How do we break it?”

      “First, we need to find a tattoo that’s on you.” I gestured at him vaguely. “It won’t be somewhere obvious, or you’d have noticed it yourself by now. With that in mind, you’ll need someone to find it for you. Me, probably, since there’s nobody else here.” I hoped it was in pale ink; otherwise, it was going to be a nightmare to find on his impossibly dark skin.

      “Very well.” Erebus lifted his hands to unbutton his shirt, but I quickly stopped him.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. How about we check the places I can see before you start stripping?” A shirtless Child of Chaos wasn’t something I wanted to see. Chiseled or not.

      He paused, mid-unbutton. “As you prefer.”

      “Turn around,” I instructed, remembering that Davin had said the mark was “on the back of…” something. Gingerly, I pulled down the edge of his collar and scoured the back of his neck for any sign of a tattoo. There, where his head joined his shoulders, I noticed a faint scar. It was tiny but vaguely shaped like that caduceus thing. Wings, check. A stick, check. Twisty, snaky things, check. But on a truly minuscule scale. The only reason I spotted it was because Erebus didn’t have a single flaw on him, so a scar stood out a mile.

      “Any success?” he asked.

      I held out my hand. “I think we’ve got a winner, but I’m going to need a knife.”

      “Why would you need a knife?” Erebus whirled, suspicion in his eyes.

      “Relax, man. I have to cut a line through this tattoo thingy, and it should restore your power. I’m not planning on slicing your throat while you’re not looking.”

      Erebus grumbled under his breath. “You had best not be up to something, Finch.”

      “I’m not!” I protested. “Oh, actually, I have a knife. This won’t hurt a bit. Probably.” Taking out my Esprit and transforming it into a switchblade, I dragged the edge across the scar until black goop started to ooze out. Like blood, but darker and more unnerving. It slicked right over the scar and made me feel a bit sick.

      “Do you feel better?” I waited for the usual cinematic display that came with breaking powerful spells. Instead, the tattoo sparked faintly, and the lines disintegrated like threads set on fire, burning away to nothing. A subtle end to a subtle spell. No bells and whistles to speak of, which was probably for the best. If there’d been an explosion, it might’ve brought people to investigate.

      He closed his eyes, then opened them a moment later. “Yes… I can sense my Chaos again. It is within my reach.” A few coils of black smoke wisped up from his shoulders, as if to prove a point. The Prince of Darkness was back in business, but I couldn’t take any satisfaction in it.

      “Can we go back to Lux and Kaya for a second?” I asked anxiously. “They’re both pissed at you, right? I know you said you didn’t want to talk about it, but I might be able to help. What did Lux see, exactly? Are we talking a hug, or a kiss, or was it a bit more… biblical?”

      Erebus grimaced. “We were locked in an embrace when Lux approached. That’s all you need to know. I had to take her to one side to speak with her, in case she attempted to injure Kaya further, in the emotional sense.” Erebus couldn’t look me in the eyes. This wasn’t the kind of thing we talked about. Ever. And boy, did I wish it’d stayed that way.

      A thought struck me. A bad one. “Will Kaya try to kick Lux out of Ryann’s body? Ryann might die if that happens!”

      The severity of the situation hit me like a stampede of elephants. Sure, Lux had taken over other people’s bodies before and then relinquished them without problems. But Lux had been in Ryann’s body for a whole lot longer than those other hosts. I’d heard the tales about Bellerophon crumbling to dust in agony after Erebus had been kicked out by Lux, and he’d been a friggin’ magical! Ryann was human. What if the effects were worse? The idea of Ryann dying was… beyond my comprehension. It would crush me to dust, too.

      Erebus, in a surprising act of kindness, put his hand on my shoulder. “I know Kaya, though she would never admit it. She is fond of you and your friends. Fonder than she is of me, at present. Moreover, Kaya will not hurt your friends while she is intent on keeping you on her side.” He took his hand away sharply. “However, if you were married and under the effects of the love spell… after that, I cannot say what she might do. The circumstances may change, and Ryann could well find herself in danger.”

      I focused on what I could control instead of what I couldn’t. “We have three days before this wedding, and I still don’t plan on walking down the aisle. So what can we do to help you fix this mess? You say you know Kaya—what might win her back and unravel this legend that she’s obsessed with?”

      Erebus stared at the ground once again, to where a blue daisy protruded through the planks of the pier. “At this stage, it is not about winning her back, and I highly doubt she would listen to anything I said about the legend of the Luminary. She would think I was trying to trick her.”

      “Then what do we do next?” I urged.

      Erebus stayed silent for a while, until I could almost hear the cogs shifting in his skull. His eyes lifted and he looked around, seemingly taking in the view of the pond and the ghostly fish that swam beneath the surface. Right now, it was probably the only place in Atlantis that wasn’t getting the wedding treatment.

      He sighed heavily before speaking. “It is beautiful here, isn’t it?” he mused, mostly to himself.

      “It’s not bad.” I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of agreeing, even if this was pretty much the most normal, peaceful place I’d found in Atlantis. Slowly, I resumed my perch on the edge of the pier and swung my legs again. “How come you asked me to meet you here, anyway, and not somewhere closer to the palace? You’re not trying to woo me, are you? I know I’m a descendant of the Primus Anglicus and all, and you’re upset about Kaya finding out about your wife and wrecking your baby plans, but I’m missing one vital part. No womb at the inn, so to speak.”

      Erebus chuckled. “You would not be my first choice of Merlin.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Hey, keep your mitts off my sister! If you can’t fix this with Kaya, don’t you dare go pawing at Harley. Not that she can’t handle herself.” A sudden thought made me nauseous. “You used to look at her weird, when you first met her. Please don’t tell me that’s why.”

      “I contemplated it,” he replied, with an amused smirk. “But, as I already told you, my partner must be willing. And I have enough sense to know your sister never would be, so I did not pursue the matter. Although, I would have been a far finer choice of husband than that specimen she is in love with.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “No offense, but I’d take Wade over you as a brother-in-law any day of the week.”

      “No doubt she feels the same.” Erebus smoothed down his lapels. “As for why I brought you here—nobody comes here anymore, not after Queen Verity’s ban on fishing for sport. These Sylph fish are now a protected species.”

      “Did you just say—?” He didn’t let me finish.

      “Yes, I said Sylph fish. The irony is not lost on me.” He peered into the water, where a pair of the ethereal creatures danced beneath the surface. “Especially as this was once Kaya’s favorite place to meet me privately. We would sit exactly where you are sitting and talk for hours. I suppose I felt nostalgic.”

      I lifted a finger. “I think you mean Kaya and Bellerophon’s favorite place.”

      “Do not say his name.” Erebus’s expression darkened. “I regret what happened to him. He did not deserve it, but nor do I deserve the punishment I received from Kaya because of his tragic death.”

      “You blame the wife?” I realized I was pushing my luck, but he merely sighed.

      “We are both to blame. Her expulsion spell and my presence in Bellerophon’s body created a collision of Chaos that never should have come to pass. His mortal form could not withstand the impact,” he explained solemnly. “After being ejected from here, I received a reprimand for causing the accidental death of a mortal, though it could have been far worse had I not been able to plead my case to the other Children. Had I been charged with murder, I would not be here now.”

      “Shame,” I said pointedly.

      Erebus glanced down at me. “I know you do not mean that, for I would not have been able to offer my services to kill Katherine and save that sister of yours, either.”

      “That’s what’s known among mortals as a catch-22.” I swung my legs more vigorously, kicking up a spray of water that sent the Sylph fish scattering. “So now that you’ve got me in your date spot, why don’t we keep on topic? Namely, what we’re going to do about Kaya and Lux, now that you’ve got your power back. I’ve got a better understanding of why Kaya wants to marry me, but it’s still not happening. No way. You need to make her listen and convince her that this legend stuff is nonsense.”

      Erebus finally sat beside me on the pier’s edge. “She will not even let me near her.”

      “And that means you’re ready to just give up? Look, you said you’d ended up in an embrace with her, so I’d say you were well on your way to success. You need to try and claw your way back to that, in any way you can!” I played my trump card. “Come on, this isn’t you. Can you honestly say you’re willing to stop now and watch her end up with me?”

      “No,” he murmured sullenly.

      “Then let’s come up with a plan! Let’s work together and iron this out.”

      “Work together?” He couldn’t look me in the eye. This had to be majorly humbling for him, to contemplate voluntarily joining forces with me again.

      “Yes, work together. As long as you’re not planning to stab me in the back, like you were planning to do with Davin, that is.” I’d never found out what Erebus had had in store for his former servant, but I knew he’d definitely had thoughts on the subject.

      Erebus sighed. “You have shown me more loyalty than he ever did. You broke the seal that he placed upon me.” He paused. “Thank you for that, by the way. I realize I did not express my gratitude.”

      I shrugged. “You’ve been a Child of Chaos so long, you probably forgot those words even existed.”

      “I do mean it, though. Thank you.” Today must’ve been my lucky day, getting two thank yous when I’d expected zero.

      “Glad to hear it. See, you need me, and I need you. We can make this work for both of us, if we do it together. So help me, even if it’s just to help yourself,” I continued. Despite our contract, if he wanted this to work, we had to be partners, not superior and minion. It had become glaringly obvious that we weren’t exactly master and servant anymore. The tides had turned, and so had the tables.

      “I’ve had enough of these games,” I went on. “I’m tired, and I just want to go home, and be with Ryann, and set my friends free. You’ve put me through enough as it is, and so has this place, so let this be the last line we draw in the sand together.” I couldn’t resist. “After this is finished, you have to let me go. You’ll hopefully have what you want, so you won’t need me anymore.”

      Erebus’s expression shifted to one of contemplation. “Do you truly believe that you have paid a good enough price for the execution of Katherine Shipton?”

      “By the time this is over, I’ll have paid you back with friggin’ interest!” I exclaimed. “I’ve already shown I’m willing to help, as long as you keep things fair. I went to Davin and found out what he put on you, and I broke it.”

      His black eyes glittered with cold amusement. “Don’t forget, Finch, you are still indentured to me. It is your duty to help me.”

      “But wouldn’t you prefer someone willing?” I shot back. The iciness melted from his eyes, leaving a momentary hint of confusion. “I’m not asking for much, only what was promised in Elysium.” I was about to say more about how this could benefit him, when my words died on my lips.

      A cracking branch went off like a gunshot, making me whirl around mid-sentence. Apollo burst out of the tree line behind us and ran along the pier, his chest puffed, sword raised in accusation. But he wasn’t looking at me.

      “You!” Apollo raged, steel glinting in the pond’s reflection. “Have you not done enough? Are you not content with the mayhem you have already wrought?”

      “Excuse me?” Erebus got to his feet and faced off against the royal advisor.

      “Do not play the fool, Erebus. I have just come from the physician. She discovered residue in my brain of a powerful magical signature which rendered me unconscious and stole time away from me!” Apollo edged nearer. “You knocked me out and took my place, using my form as you used Bellerophon’s fifty years ago. You tricked the king himself by pretending to be me and speaking with him privately! Do not lie—it could only have been you!”

      Well… this is awkward. I looked between the two of them. Poor Apollo had it way wrong. He wasn’t aware of my Mimicry skills, so to him, I was Nash Calvert. Though, he must’ve been wondering what Nash was doing, talking to Erebus out here in seclusion. Cahoots, cahoots, cahoots… like an owl with a bad cough.

      “Is that so?” Erebus sneered, and my heart lurched.

      I had no idea how this conversation would end. But Erebus had a notoriously short fuse, and he looked about ready to blow…
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      “Have you any proof to accompany your accusation?” Erebus sneered at the sword in Apollo’s hand. “Or are you content in your hypocrisy?”

      Apollo scoffed. “Did you hear me? The physician found residual traces of powerful, mind-altering magic. Who would be low and despicable enough to use such spells upon a sleeping, vulnerable person? I shall tell you—a Child of Chaos in sore need of a moral compass, that is who!”

      “Maybe we could stop the sword-waving and talk about this rationally?” I gave my two cents, only to have it soundly ignored.

      “Stay out of this!” they chorused. I should have felt guilty for causing this mess, since I was that low and despicable spellcaster, but who was I to stand in the way of Apollo trying to take Erebus down a peg or two? Plus, this was my opportunity to gauge how powerful Erebus was now, without that dampening spell on him.

      “You have attempted to manipulate us too many times, Erebus. To slither your way in like a serpent, to bend the ear of the king—that, I cannot allow to go unpunished!” Apollo hunched into the starting position of a skilled fencer, one hand behind his back. I’d never understood that. In a real battle, both hands were definitely necessary, and you didn’t get points for looking debonair.

      Erebus stood taller. “How dare you speak to me in such a vulgar manner! You are naught but a bowing and scraping servant of the crown, not fit to lick my boots.”

      “I am twice the man you will ever be. You are the one not fit to lick my boots!” Apollo shot back. This was getting weird, at least in terms of their trash talk. They definitely needed to work on that.

      “You wretch!” A vein twitched in Erebus’s thick neck. It would never not be strange, seeing a Child of Chaos with a bona fide circulatory system.

      “No wonder Kaya chose another over you. How could she look upon such a vile creature and feel anything but repulsion?” Ooh, low blow. I grimaced. The royal advisor could’ve said almost anything else without turning this into an all-out brawl… but he just had to mention Kaya’s name. The one thing guaranteed to set Erebus off like a bottle rocket.

      As soon as I thought it, Erebus lunged for Apollo. No magic, just physical prowess. Maybe he was afraid to use his newly regained power so soon, or maybe he was still afraid that too much Chaos would get him hoofed out. He ducked right under the blade in a Matrix-esque feat of flexibility and twisted behind the startled royal advisor. But Apollo was no slowpoke. Erebus went for a headlock, but the advisor dropped to his knees and performed an insane forward flip. He turned back on himself, sword still in hand. All they’d done, with some creative acrobatics, was change places on the once-peaceful pier.

      “You should leave this city, now that your pursuit of Kaya’s hand has come to an end. She no longer wants you here, and nor does anyone else!” Apollo spat. “Be gone, and I will spare you. Stay, and you leave me no choice but to skewer you!”

      “As if I would leave her for vultures like you.” Erebus’s chest heaved with angry breaths.

      They charged each other again, colliding in a tangle of limbs and grunts. Apollo somersaulted backward, brandishing his blade in a series of whirls and swipes that hypnotized me. Honestly, I didn’t really know what to do but stay seated and hope they wore each other out. It wasn’t as if Erebus could actually kill Apollo… right? Then again, he’d broken Chaos rules before and been slapped on the wrist. Maybe if he stayed in Atlantis, he wouldn’t have to face any consequences.

      That wasn’t a very comforting thought. If that was the case, then all Chaos rules and bets would be off.

      Apollo darted forward and dragged his blade along Erebus’s forearm. A hit—a palpable hit! as old Shakespeare would’ve said. Erebus wrenched his arm back, taking a second to assess the damage. His fancy suit sleeve had torn, but only a small scratch had snagged the skin beneath. I shuddered as a trickle of dark, near black, blood glistened. Too many Katherine flashbacks. But it wasn’t enough to send Erebus packing. Apollo would’ve had to crosshatch him to smithereens to break open his body and get him expelled from Atlantis.

      “Will you be honest?” Apollo eyed the blackness on his blade and began to pace the width of the pier.

      “About what?” Erebus balled his hands into fists.

      Apollo’s cheeks reddened with anger. “That you once again resorted to deceitful tactics!”

      “Why would I waste my breath, when it appears you have already made up your mind?” Erebus ran at Apollo. A moment before he crashed into his opponent, he leapt and sailed over Apollo’s head. For a Child of Chaos without his full arsenal of power, he wasn’t too shabby.

      Apollo spun, a second too late. Erebus’s hand shot out and gripped Apollo by the throat, while his free hand grasped Apollo’s sword hand by the wrist and pushed backward. The blade waggled in the air a few inches from Erebus’s face. So close, yet so far.

      “Un… hand… me,” Apollo rasped. His cheeks puffed out; his eyes bulged. I watched him fight to regain control of his sword hand while his other hand swung wildly at any part of Erebus he could reach. He punched the Child of Chaos in the gut, the neck, the chest, the face, but Erebus kept right on squeezing as if he didn’t feel a thing.

      Oh, crap… If I didn’t act, Erebus would have to explain another death. And the king would want to know why Nash was there when Apollo died. Plus, I liked Apollo. He didn’t deserve to have the life squeezed out of him simply because he’d picked the wrong person to accuse. I mean, this was kind of my fault.

      I jumped up and sprinted the short distance to where Erebus stood. I leapt onto his back like a spider monkey and clamped my hands on his shoulders, slamming a combined surge of Fire and Air into him. He was too heavy and too cosmic for Telekinesis to make much difference, but Elemental energies could still do some damage. A tricky balance to strike, since I didn’t want to damage him so much that he got ejected from Atlantis… or did I?

      “Get off me, you ingrate!” Erebus released Apollo’s throat and brought his palm up so quickly I had no time to get away. It struck me right under my jaw with almost cartoonish impact, sending me flying backward. I sailed so far I missed the pier entirely, landing with an almighty splash in the surprisingly Baltic water of the pond.

      The shock of cold water, and the dizzying blow, made all my concentration evaporate. The sheen of my Mimicry evaporated with it, leaving me spluttering and flailing in the pond as curious Sylph fish came to investigate. Man, I hoped they didn’t have piranha-like tendencies. But that was probably the least of my worries. With my Mimicry down, I’d been well and truly revealed to Apollo.

      “Finch?” Apollo rasped, dumbstruck. He held his throat with his free hand, now that Erebus had been distracted from his strangling attempt. “But… how can this be? You are a… Shapeshifter?!” He looked appalled and horrified, his mouth twisting.

      I just helped you, pal. Why did people think “Shapeshifter” and immediately start treating us like the scum of the earth? It wasn’t as if we’d had a choice about our abilities.

      “Leave him alone, Erebus.” I waded to the pier and pulled myself up, dripping and aching. My head pounded, like someone had set off a grenade in my skull. “If you mess things up in Atlantis again, Lux wins by default. Keep your eye on the ball and stop getting into petty scraps that’ll get you more than a cosmic slap on the wrist, this time!”

      Erebus paused, his mouth hanging open in stunned anger. “No one speaks to me like that.”

      “If you don’t want people to talk to you like that, stop aggravating them!” I retorted. My eyes darted to Apollo, who’d taken advantage of our brief chat to back away toward the dense forest.

      He scowled at me from the tree line. “She trusted you, Finch!” he shouted. “And all the while, you have been wandering at your leisure, working with this deceiver! You betrayed her. She will hear of this, mark my words!”

      I rolled my eyes. These already-defeated suitors didn’t know when to quit. First Erebus. Now Apollo. The trouble was, no matter how much I liked Apollo, I couldn’t have him running off to tell tales about my Mimicry powers. These little outings were the only thing keeping me sane.

      Sorry, man. I flung a lasso of Telekinesis and seized him around the ankles. With a sharp tug, he tumbled backward, hitting the proverbial deck with a thud. I dragged him across the ground toward the pier. There, Erebus finished the job. With frankly blood-chilling nonchalance, he wrapped his arm around Apollo’s neck while I held him in place with the Telekinesis. Soon enough, Apollo went limp.

      “You just knocked him out, right?” I asked nervously.

      Erebus flashed a grin. “Of course. I am no fool.”

      “See, you say that, but you were ready to pop his head off like a daisy about two seconds ago.”

      Erebus shrugged. “I came to my senses.”

      I held my hand under Apollo’s nose, just to be extra sure. Warm air eked out of his nostrils.

      “Oh ye of little faith.” He chuckled.

      “Oh me of trying to save your ass from getting shredded by the other Children,” I snapped. “You can’t go around killing people just because they get under your skin. You have to be better than that, or I can’t help you. There’s no way I’m getting tangled up in some cosmic trial because you couldn’t keep your temper!”

      He faltered, staring down at Apollo with a hint of concern. “We should ensure he remembers nothing of this, for both our sakes. However, with my Chaos still somewhat limited, you will have to perform the spell.”

      “Spell? What spell?” I was still struggling to see straight after that uppercut. How was I supposed to muster the focus to perform a spell?

      “It is a powerful one, able to manipulate the mind. Only someone descended from the Primus Anglicus can perform it. Even if I could use the full range of my skill, I would not be able to use it upon Apollo, but I have the knowledge.”

      I huffed out a frustrated breath. “Let me guess—Chaos rules?”

      “Always,” Erebus replied with a shrug. “I will teach you, so you can ensure we do not have any loose ends. Otherwise, you will have to tie them off, if you get my meaning?”

      My gut churned. “Yup, crystal clear. And I’m not killing anyone for you, so you best get educating.”

      “Place your hands upon his temples and repeat after me,” Erebus instructed.

      Stretching the anxious tremors out of my fingers, I did as he asked. Apollo’s face felt clammy, his eyes flickering beneath his lids. I hoped his dreams were nice, even if he’d turned his nose up at me for being a Shapeshifter.

      “Dewch â Tywyllwch a chau'r golau allan, i gael gwared ar yr hyn sy'n rhaid ei dynnu. Tynnwch y cof diweddar, a dewch â heddwch i feddwl cynnes. Amnewid yr hyn yr wyf yn erfyn arnoch i gymryd ei le, a newid yr hyn yr wyf yn gofyn ichi ei newid. Cymerwch awr i ffwrdd o gof yr unigolyn hwn a dinistrio'r dystiolaeth, lle na ellir ei hadfer. Gwnewch iddo ddiflannu, byth i ddychwelyd. Gadewch i'r ysbrydion gario'r atgofion i'r cysgodion, lle byddant yn gorffwys am dragwyddoldeb. Anghofiwch a byw mewn heddwch,” Erebus chanted.

      I gave him a blank look. “What in the name of Tom Selleck’s mustache did you just say?”

      “It is an ancient language spoken by your forefather—Merlin himself. It is the first language of magic, which is why only those descended from the first may use it.” Erebus looked weirdly serene and starry-eyed, like some kind of fanboy.

      “Does it have a name?” I couldn’t even begin to wrap my tongue around the words he’d just used.

      “In present day, it is the Welsh tongue. However, it was spoken long before there was even a country by the name of Wales,” he replied.

      I pursed my lips. “Well, you’re going to have to take me through it slowly, because I’ve never heard anything like that.”

      We pieced through it, line by line. All the while, I kept my hands clamped to the sides of Apollo’s head. There was a satisfying musicality to the language, and I hoped my American mouth wasn’t butchering it completely. But that wasn’t the strangest part. With every sentence I uttered, the world around us grew eerily still. My veins rippled with something cold and powerful, slithering through me like syrup. My cells jittered with fear and excitement at the new sensation, until I realized my entire body had lit up like a Christmas tree. Pure bronze light sparkled on the surface of my skin, and the entire network of my circulatory system pulsated underneath.

      The bronze energy pooled in my palms. Instead of one big current, as I’d expected, tiny wisps, like dandelion tufts, puffed from my hands and fluttered through the air. When enough had gathered, they fell gracefully and sank into Apollo’s skull. I fought back a wave of nausea as those little lights moved beneath his eyelids and buried themselves in his brain. I could actually see them wriggling deep, unpicking the memories of what had happened. But I didn’t know what else they might unpick along the way. How many memories would he lose because of this?

      “Stop what you are doing! Immediately!” A new voice cut through the atmosphere, and my hands jolted away from Apollo’s head. I swore, hoping that the interruption of the spell wouldn’t cause any permanent damage to him. Kaya exploded through the trees up ahead with a hefty contingent of guards, and… Nash, in his normal form. Melody and Luke had been hauled along for the ride, throwing me frantic looks. I had no clue how she’d guessed this might be the spot to find us—maybe she’d had an inkling, since this used to be their date spot. Either that, or she had some other way of scouring the city.

      My jaw dropped as I realized I didn’t have my disguise on, either. Not that it would’ve mattered. The jig was clearly up. But right now, Kaya was gunning for Erebus.

      “Kaya!” Erebus leapt up in fright. Of all the people in the world and beyond, it seemed Kaya was the only one who could say “Jump” to Erebus, and get the response, “How high?”

      “I warned you, Erebus. Cross me, hurt Finch, and you will live to regret it,” Kaya seethed. I realized that, with so much magic thrumming in the air and a golden haze obscuring what was going on, she’d misunderstood the situation. She took a second to throw a vicious look at me. “And you never should have left your room!”

      Yep, she was definitely pissed off… and then some.
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      “Circumstances are frayed between us, Erebus. Do not sever what little thread remains, or you may wave farewell to any hope of forgiveness you might have been longing for.” Kaya hit Erebus where it hurt. She had to know that putting forgiveness on the table was just about the only thing that could keep him in check right now.

      Erebus bowed his head, shamefaced. “I did not believe there was any hope of forgiveness, Kaya.” He echoed my own thoughts. “If I had, I never would have allowed you to turn away from me.”

      “Allowed? You have no control over me, Erebus.”

      “I phrased that poorly.” Erebus looked at her desperately. “But I was not trying to hurt Finch, I assure you. He will attest to that.”

      I nodded. “He really wasn’t.” Though, this looked bad enough regardless.

      “Even if that is the case, you have sought to make Finch act on your behalf, performing… unsavory magic upon my dear friend. That, in itself, will not be tolerated.” She eyed the still-unconscious Apollo. “This is not a game. You cannot toy with people for your own ends. It is a battle for survival, and I do not mean Finch’s—not specifically.” Kaya cast me another sharp look, to let me know I wasn’t off the hook for foxing her with my Mimicry. Nash and the others just stood there alongside her, looking awkward.

      “Survival, Your Highness?” Melody asked the important question, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

      Kaya nodded. “I should have been clear with you all from the beginning. Particularly you, Finch, for I know you have gone seeking answers of your own accord. Had I been forthcoming, perhaps you might not have felt the need to deceive me.” Her tone dripped scorn and disappointment. “This has entirely to do with the survival of Atlantis. My emotions do not matter, and nor do anyone else’s. Perhaps that is cold, but it is the truth.”

      “They might need a bit more detail, Your Highness,” Nash prompted. Huntress sat at his side, her ears and head bent in an odd stance of submission. Evidently, what had happened between me leaving the bedroom and Kaya’s arrival here had been tough on them both. I felt guilty. I might’ve been playing more in the book of Old Finch recently, but I wasn’t him anymore. I had morals now, even if the compass got a bit skewed from time to time.

      Kaya smoothed down the folds of her dress. “Nash has informed me that you are already aware of the legend of the Luminary. However, he has also informed me that you are lacking in the most important facets of the tale. So allow me to illuminate them for you.”

      I crossed my arms, staring at Kaya intently. Even I didn’t feel the slightest temptation to make a smart quip right now.

      “The legend speaks of a powerful visitor from the surface, with ancient magic residing within their being and the perfect balance of Light and Dark. This visitor will arrive during Atlantis’s darkest moment, when its very survival relies on them and their power. It also says the visitor will partake in a marriage with the wounded queen and bring about the continued prosperity and magnificence of Atlantis. Ordinarily, I would not put so much credence in a story, for I am an educated woman. However, the timing of your appearance here, Finch, combined with your perfect reflection of the elements told in the tale, are too aligned to be ignored.”

      “It could just be a massive coincidence,” I said quietly. I didn’t believe in them, but when it served me, I could stretch the boundaries of my beliefs a touch.

      Kaya gave a bitter laugh. “There are no coincidences in this life, Finch; everything happens for a reason. You have been sent to me by Chaos itself, as the legend foretold, during Atlantis’s figurative and literal moment of darkness. Our marriage will symbolize a union between this submerged realm and the surface. A bridge between worlds—the past and present colliding.”

      “Because the Bestiary is failing, right?” Luke said, nodding his head slowly. It was old news to us by now, but I guessed he just needed clarification. He’d never been the sharpest tool in the shed.

      Nevertheless, the pieces were coming together, and I hated that they fit so smoothly. It was hard to deny that I might be the visitor in that legend, especially with my balance of Light and Dark. That was the nail in the coffin.

      “Yes, Mr. Prescott.” Kaya closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “The Bestiary can no longer supply the energy required to maintain the interdimensional bubble. If we are to carry on as we have, it will mean sacrifices—sacrifices I am unwilling to implement. A single lost Atlantean is one too many.”

      “You mean drowning parts of Atlantis to stretch the energy capacity?” I remembered the ghostly shapes in the dark of the ocean, just outside the Trench, where there’d once been streets and houses… and the people who’d been part of that.

      “My father ordered that without my knowledge.” Kaya’s expression hardened. “I put a stop to it the moment I discovered what he had done, but I could not reverse his actions. All I could do was weave a falsehood, for the sake of collateral damage, to ensure the Atlantean people did not turn on us because of what he did. They were informed that the unexpected drowning had been the result of a spell gone awry, performed by the hands of a criminal. I am not proud of that, but I had to protect the crown and prevent fear from spreading. Regardless, it is vital that such atrocities are never committed again. I will not do as my father did. I will not sacrifice a single soul. As I said, one lost Atlantean life is one too many.”

      “King Ovid drowned parts of the city?” Melody’s jaw dropped at hearing her darkest suspicion confirmed.

      “He called it a necessary evil. I called it pure evil—a desperate act of cowardice, and a lack of imagination in seeking another solution. That is why the legend is so poignant,” Kaya went on, fidgeting with the glass beads that dangled from a bracelet on her wrist. “Its ending speaks of how this visitor will bring Atlantis to continued glory.”

      “It does?” I frowned. No one had mentioned that part to me.

      “It says the visitor’s arrival will be so impossible to miss that Atlantis will be certain the time has come.” Her voice took on alarming intensity.

      Erebus took a small step toward Kaya. “The time has come for what?”

      “The descendants of the Primus Anglicus do not belong here. We came to this world to flee persecution, but we no longer need to fear. The terror has passed, and those who sought to destroy us no longer live, while their descendants have grown weaker with time. We are mighty now. We are powerful. Our bloodlines are undiluted, which is why we must now take our rightful place on the surface. We have hidden away for far too long, and now you have arrived, Finch, to grant us our portent.”

      “Tell me this isn’t going where I think it is…” I ran a hand through my hair, the back of my neck prickling with a clammy cold.

      “Atlantis will rise. And then, we will rule over the magicals and non-magicals alike as generous and benevolent superiors. We are the authority that is needed to bring peace and stability back to a world that has lost its way.”

      So this was what she had been planning this whole time. Anger surged through me. “If you need to raise Atlantis to save your people, fine. But don’t try and tell everyone how they should be running things. That is a dictatorship, Kaya! And the surface doesn’t need any more of those.”

      “The legend will not be ignored, Finch,” Kaya retorted, evidently put out that I wasn’t praising her. “Our marriage will be the first step in bringing Atlantis to the surface—the uniting of worlds. Yours and mine.”

      Nash stepped in, his arms folded across his chest. “You’re underestimating the surface world, Your Highness. They don’t take kindly to threats, and if you show up making demands, you might find yourself staring down the nose of a warhead.”

      “And that’s just the non-magicals,” I cut in seamlessly. “Magicals don’t like to be ruled, either. Katherine proved that. People rallied together to fight her. They’ll nail you and your people to the wall if you try to take over. They’ve been through it once—they’re prepared for it to happen again. So if you were hoping for a warm and fuzzy reception, forget about it.”

      “Your warnings do not frighten me.” Kaya stood taller, her guards bristling with arrogance at her side. “You are neglecting one detail of ultimate importance.”

      “And I think you’re neglecting a few brain cells,” I shot back, not caring if it earned me a sharp introduction to the pointy end of a spear.

      “I will let that go, as I can see you are in a state of shock, and likely weary from whatever you were doing to Apollo.” Kaya lifted her chin. “This detail you are neglecting is you, Finch. You are of Merlin blood—the most ancient and revered of all. Not only that, but you proved yourself a hero during the war with Katherine. You told me so yourself, though you did not use boastful language. The surface world will trust you, given your actions against her. As such, you will be the one to convince them that this is the best course of action. You will be the king, for all intents and purposes, and the diplomat to the world above—an ambassador of Atlantis. I will be the queen and conqueror, though I do not care for that word. ‘Liberator’ is more pleasing to the ear.”

      “Are you listening to yourself?” I yelled, exasperated. “Chaos on a bike, if I could layer what you just said over a million speeches that Katherine made, they’d sound friggin’ identical! Your reasons might be different, sure, but it’s the same damn thing—with the same holier-than-thou conclusion. Just because you’ve locked yourselves away down here with your precious pure bloodlines doesn’t mean you’re better, or somehow authorized to rule over people. Our world is only just healing from what Katherine did, so don’t you dare go breaking it again!”

      She flat-out ignored me. “We will bring them out of the darkness. We are powerful and numerous, and we will not hesitate to contain anyone who stands in our way. This is our destiny. We will gift the upper world with our integrity, our intelligence, and our dream of a glorious, united magical world.”

      “Contain anyone who stands in your way? What is that supposed to mean?” Nash restrained Huntress by her bandana as a growl thundered from the back of her throat. That sound encapsulated everything I felt: rage, confusion, disbelief, the whole nine yards of what-the-actual-hell.

      She gave an infuriatingly blasé shrug. “It means what it means. We will subdue anyone who attempts to prevent us from fulfilling our destiny. I do not mean death, if that is what you are insinuating. I value all life, regardless of origin. I will simply place them in a facility of education until they are persuaded that this is the right way for the planet, as a whole, to proceed.”

      “An Atlantean correctional facility?” I spat. “You can’t take away free will, Kaya. That doesn’t make you a queen, and it doesn’t make you benevolent. It makes you a despot.”

      “I do not expect you to understand what I imagine for the future as yet. It will take you time to grow accustomed to the idea. However, I shall not alter my course.” Kaya straightened. “This will save Atlantis, and it will not only raise up this nation, it will raise up all magicals. It is what we deserve. It is what magicals have earned, after countless years of fear.”

      “This is insanity, Kaya.” Erebus took us all by surprise. He was doing exactly what I’d hoped he would—telling her this was nonsense. Helping me out, at long last. Teamwork in action. “We Children of Chaos were cast into otherworlds for attempting what you are describing. This is not a portent from Chaos, and it is not a path you ought to follow. Chaos wants harmony. At present, Earth and its two human races—magical and non-magical—are in possession of a fragile harmony. Chaos will not look kindly upon it being disturbed. This will lead to destruction, and I cannot predict who will emerge unscathed.”

      Kaya shot him a look that could’ve felled an ox. “I anticipated your naysaying. You want to rule at my side—you have made no secret of it. To reveal ourselves to the surface is to permit scrutiny, and you know none would trust me if I had you as my consort. That is why I have not chosen you. This is merely your jealousy speaking, because your hope of having a child has been taken from you. As such, you seek to take my destiny from me.”

      “No, Kaya! I do not want to see you in harm’s way. You think you have the numbers, but there is a whole world up there that will not hesitate to destroy you if they feel you are a threat to them!” Erebus protested, but it was like talking to a brick wall. She’d really gone in deep with this legend nonsense, and I wasn’t sure anyone would be able to dig her out.

      But despite it all, Kaya didn’t seem evil. She didn’t seek power for power’s sake. I believed her when she said she wanted to liberate magicals. She thought her heart and mind were in the right place, and that she was doing this to fulfill Chaos’s wishes. I believed she really thought she was the good guy, whereas my mother had known, full well, that she was the villain.

      Maybe in some twisted way, that made Kaya all the more dangerous.
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      I had anticipated some surprise, but I had not expected animosity. Erebus’s words had shocked me the most, but then, we had hardly parted on the best of terms. True, he had a closer relationship with Chaos than I, but he had been cast into his otherworld because Chaos no longer cared to deal with him and his errant pseudo-siblings.

      I forced myself to hold Finch’s gaze, though I did not care for the resentment and fury I saw there. “This is my reason for marrying you, Finch. You will be the hero of Atlantis and all magicals. That is your destiny. Do you think it mere coincidence that Katherine Shipton created her ultimate destroyer? That you are of two ancient bloodlines—a rarity upon the surface? Or was that Chaos’s grand plan in action? I know which I believe.”

      I had not come to this conclusion spontaneously. I had contemplated it at great length, and I could not have been more certain I had chosen the right path, not only for me, but for the city I loved more than myself. The magicals of the surface world, too, would come to love us for liberating them from their enforced concealment.

      “What if you’ve got it dead wrong, Kaya?” Finch snarled, a most unpleasant expression upon his face. “What if I’m not the hero, and you’re not the saving grace? What if I’m just me, and you wind up being a bigger tyrant than anyone who’s ever come before you, my mother included? For crying out loud, Erebus could be the friggin’ visitor in the legend!”

      “He is not. He cannot be, or I would have known upon our first encounter. Someone who killed an innocent and continues to seek something only for himself is not the hero that has been promised,” I replied confidently. Nevertheless, I understood Finch’s other concerns, considering what he had endured from his mother. But I was nothing like that foul woman, and I had no intention of enacting anything she had hoped to inflict upon the earth.

      “You and I will marry.” I stood my ground, as any good queen had to in moments of conflict. “I will not watch my divine city drown beneath the ocean. You may marry me with willingness in your heart, or you will be made to obey.”

      His face crumpled, and I would have sworn I saw the liquid glitter of tears in his eyes. It bolstered my hopes for the man I believed him to be. A man that people would follow, for his vulnerability as well as his prowess. I admired men with no qualms about crying. To me, it showed a strength of character that could not be found elsewhere.

      “I shouldn’t have bothered trying to get you to help. I should’ve known she wouldn’t listen, just like you said. I should’ve just asked you to take me out of the picture. That probably would’ve fixed this for everyone.” Finch lowered his gaze, but I knew he was speaking to Erebus. “Without me, this insane plan won’t be able to go ahead.”

      Oh, Finch… I did not like to see him so utterly broken, for I had grown accustomed to his smiles and his humor and his strength. Nor did I take pleasure in knowing I was the one responsible for making him feel this way. Nevertheless, the love spell would resolve any heartache that remained. Soon enough, those pretty, tearful eyes would look to me with adoration and love, and even if that love was false, it was far preferable to this alternative.

      “Finch, you can’t talk like that.” Melody moved to approach him, but a guard lowered his spear as a barrier.

      “Why not? It’s true.” Finch slowly shook his head, his shoulder slumping like a wilted flower beneath a cold wind. Not that I knew what it felt like to have a cold wind kiss my skin, since Atlantis possessed a constant, temperate climate. Once we reached the surface, I would learn how precious every real sensation felt. I would experience seasons—summer’s balmy embrace, the crisp sunlight of a spring afternoon, the slow fall of autumn leaves as they broke free of their branches and displayed their last bronzed beauty before winter came. And then, perhaps, the gentle touch of a snowflake against my cheek, or melting upon the heat of my tongue. Oh, there was much to look forward to. Nobody needed to fear me or my vision for the future.

      Melody stepped back. “You and I are women of education, Your Highness. How can you be so sure this legend isn’t just a children’s story? There’s no logic in prophecy. Just look at Nostradamus—how many times did he predict the world was going to end, and yet it carries on regardless?”

      “We must all believe in something, Miss Winchester. Chaos ensured Finch’s sister could not complete the task of killing Katherine, so that he would make the exchange with Erebus that, ultimately, brought him to me.” I would not be swayed by the words of a naïve girl, no matter how intelligent. “One coincidence may be ignored, but several, placed one after another, cannot.”

      Erebus strode toward me, only to be halted by the weaponry of my personal guard. “I do not give a damn about Atlantis. I only care about it because you care about it. I am trying to stop you from making a grave mistake, because I care about you more than I have cared for anything in a millennium or more.”

      I clenched my fists to suppress the surge of rage that threatened to overwhelm me. How could he claim to care after what he had done? He had humiliated me… for the very last time. “All you have done, since the moment I first encountered you, is lie and cheat and deceive me. Why should I listen to anything you have to say?”

      His features creased into a frustrated frown. “If you believe nothing else, believe me now. I am telling the truth.”

      “You are bitter because you know you have destroyed any affections I once had for you. You will never have me, or my child.” I gestured toward Finch. “Of course, you may attempt to exact your revenge upon me and kill me, but Chaos would not permit it. Is that not so?”

      He recoiled as though one of my guards’ spears had made impact. “I would never kill you, Kaya. No matter what you may do or how you feel about me, I would never resort to that… even if I could.”

      “Then you and I have nothing more to say to one another.” I struggled to suppress the minuscule ember of love that still, and likely would always, burn for Erebus. He was my weakness, but I would not allow it to affect me. A queen could have no weakness.

      Erebus drew in a deep breath that seemed to make the very earth beneath my feet tremble. However, he did not say another word. Instead, he stepped back and lowered his head.

      “Are you kidding me? You’re just giving up, after everything we talked about? You might not care about Atlantis, but I know you care about Earth!” Finch snapped out of his own sullenness and directed his ire at the Child of Chaos. The poor boy did not know when he had been defeated; another admirable quality of his.

      “I don’t,” Erebus said softly. “I don’t care about any of it. Only her.”

      Only what you wanted me to give you, I think you mean. I held onto my sour retort, lest it make me look weak in front of these people. I had expressed that I had nothing more to say to him, and I fully intended to hold my course.

      “Erebus!” Finch barked. “You do care! I know you do. If you didn’t, you’d have let Katherine take it all. You have to help us. We’re a team, aren’t we? Isn’t that what we agreed to? I know you don’t want this. I know you want to help me, and us. Come on, get a grip!”

      Erebus said nothing, which was noble of him. Meanwhile, Finch and his friends fell into a strange, somewhat ominous silence of their own. Perhaps, at last, they knew they could not defy me.

      I straightened and inhaled, letting the clean Atlantean air fill my lungs and restore my strength. “Finch, you should not have attempted to fool me by escaping my chambers and leaving Nash in your place. Nor should you have concealed your Mimicry ability from me.”

      Finch’s nose crinkled in disgust. “What did you expect me to do? You had me trapped like a caged animal.”

      “I expected you to obey,” I retorted, far more harshly than I had intended. In truth, I had grown weary of the deceits of men. Even those who appeared to be good and loyal could not be trusted. Simply because he was a vital part of the legend did not mean his deceptions would go unpunished. “Guards, take him back to my chambers. Ensure he does not leave, and no one enters other than me.”

      “What? No!” Finch staggered backward. For a moment, I wondered if he might run. Fortunately, I did not have to wait impatiently through a chase. The guards were far faster than his reflexes. They swept forward and restrained him, arms behind his back, before he could even think of fleeing.

      “Yes, Finch. I am afraid you only have yourself to blame. All you had to do was be obedient, and all would have been well.” I sighed. “The wedding is in three days’ time, and it will go on as planned.”

      “I know you’re desperate to save your city. That’s all this is—desperation. But there has to be another way.” Finch seemed to be unaware that his words had little effect on me. He had lost my respect when he lied to me. As such, he did not deserve my attention any longer.

      I looked to the guards who remained. “Pay a visit to Miss Smith in her chambers and have her arrested. At present, she is a liability and must be contained until after the wedding.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Finch thrashed wildly and battled to break free of the guards. “If you touch her, I swear to God I’ll—”

      “You will do nothing!” I hissed in response, allowing myself a small outburst. “I would not have reason to arrest her if you had done as you were told. I am no fool; I understand that you escaped in order to visit her. You have made her a liability. While I am grateful for your presence here, I cannot allow you to wander as you please.”

      “Don’t touch her! You’ve got a problem with me, that’s fine, but don’t you bring her into this!” Finch continued his futile fight, but the guards were far stronger. And they were equipped with neck Cuffs. One was swiftly placed around Finch’s throat to prevent him from lashing out with magical assaults.

      “Take him away,” I instructed, maintaining an air of calm. I did feel sorry for Finch. He had not asked for this. Then again, no hero ever asked to be a hero; otherwise, they could not be genuine saviors. This was his sacrifice, as I had sacrificed true happiness in pursuit of this goal. We both had to suffer in order to succeed.

      “Make sure Apollo is taken to his chambers and seen to by the palace physicians. And take these three away, also.” I waved a hand toward Finch’s trio of friends. “I suppose you ought to take the hound, too, lest she become aggressive.”

      “Your Highness, there is no need for that!” Melody protested, as I had known she would. The guards swarmed around them, bearing neck Cuffs. The beast cast me a look of such pure vehemence that for a moment, I would have believed there was a human soul within that furry vessel.

      I smiled at Melody with sadness in my breast. “But there is, Miss Winchester, and I am sorry for it. You will all be imprisoned until after the wedding. I cannot have any further disruptions.”

      Where Atlantis was concerned, I would not falter. By the time I saw Nash, Melody, Luke, and Huntress again, I would be a married woman. With Erebus sulking, my father under constant watch, and everyone else controlled, there would be no more obstacles in my way. As I had told them all, anyone who tried to prevent my success would be contained without hesitation. This was merely the first show of my sincerity.
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      Gabriel García Márquez might’ve written about one hundred years of solitude, but I’d have bet my entire collection of obscure comics that it hadn’t felt nearly as long as the last three days, trapped in this bedroom alone.

      Kaya hadn’t even come to visit me; she’d just sent guards to do her dirty work. Maybe that was for the best. If she’d so much as stepped into that room without backup, I’d have lashed out at her with every ability I possessed. Which was probably why the guards had kept a neck Cuff on me these past few days, too… just in case.

      And that had been wise on their part. From the moment they brought me back here, my mind hadn’t stopped. Defeat? I might’ve been close to it, but there was still a knife-edge to stretch my legs on. Through the window, darkness had settled over Atlantis. In a few short hours, dawn would rise on my wedding day. You could’ve packed for a year-long trip around the world with the bags under my eyes. How could I even think about sleep, or food, or anything good, knowing my friends were in prison and Ryann was… well, I didn’t know where she was. I hoped she was with the others. I didn’t want her to be alone, if I couldn’t stop this day from coming.

      I’d pretty much thought through every possible scenario in the last few days, trying to find some way of escape. Not just for me, but for all of us. Sure, there was the fact that we’d been trying for weeks and hadn’t come up with anything, but desperation could be a potent motivator.

      So far, I’d waited by the door and prayed for a Bestiary glitch, which hadn’t come. That place glitched to its heart’s content until I actually wanted it to. Naturally. I’d thought about summoning Gaia herself, only to realize that I had no idea how to do that with this neck Cuff on. I’d spent a good six hours trying to break said Cuff so I’d have a bit more freedom, but that hadn’t worked, either. I’d even tried sending out a mental message to the gargoyles, in the hopes of it reaching them, but since they hadn’t come, I guessed it hadn’t worked. They wouldn’t have been able to break out on their own anyway without a massive glitch.

      If I only had my Chaos… Without it, options were majorly thin on the ground. Which I guessed was the point.

      I kept trying and I kept failing, and Erebus had fallen into a wallowing hole so deep that nobody could get him out to deliver some good ol’ fashioned Child of Chaos interference. I’d waited by the door for him, too, but he’d been as much of a letdown as the Bestiary glitches.

      Weary to the bone, I went to the window and looked out, knowing this might be my last bit of time as me. When the love spell hit, who knew what would happen to my sanity? I’d been through so many iterations of Finch, and I’d really started to like this one. He had a lot going for him. He’d found love for the first time in a long while; he’d made friends; he had a sister who genuinely thought a lot of him. What would I become after the wedding? A zombie? Worse than a zombie?

      I love you, Ryann. No matter what happens, please know that I love you. Anything I say or do when I’m under that spell will be a lie… I wished I could’ve spoken to her one last time before this day came to pass. I wished I could’ve said those three words to the only person with whom I meant them. But that wish had been snatched away from me, along with my freedom and my free will. By the end of today, I’d have a nutcase for a bride, who genuinely thought world domination was the way to get world peace.

      “And I don’t friggin’ want it, or her, or any of this.” I slammed my fist into the wall and felt a shiver of pain shoot up my arm. I didn’t care. At least I could still feel something.

      Drawing my hand back, my little finger throbbed where it’d made awkward impact. I glanced at it, noticing the ruby ring that wrapped around it. Kaya had given it back to me after we’d been released from the prison, just after our arrival. Apparently, she’d found nothing shifty about it. And why would she? It was an inert piece of jewelry, given to me by a Child of Chaos who’d lost his otherworld. For her, ironically.

      I wonder… I’d had no reason to even think about it before. It wasn’t as if it served much of a purpose. It only delivered a person to Tartarus and then back again, landing them in the same place they’d started, so it hadn’t been a viable escape route. And I had no idea whether it still worked, since Erebus had been booted out. But… what if it did still work? I wasn’t about to abandon ship and leave everyone here by running away to Tartarus. But I didn’t need to. I just needed to get a message out—a message to Harley, to tell her what was going on, in the hopes that she’d be able to find a way here and get us out of this mess. Especially if I wouldn’t even have my own mind after the wedding, so I’d probably lack the motivation to keep trying.

      And the djinn could get a message to Raffe and Kadar, who could then pass it on to my sister. They were already set on a mission to find the djinn that gave the resurrection amulet to Davin, so the Tartarus djinn might even have seen them recently. I wasn’t going to go out on a limb and say they’d be there if I managed to get to Tartarus, but at least I had a concrete avenue of hope, at this eleventh hour.

      Here goes nothing. I closed my eyes and pressed the ruby, whispering “Tartarus” and hoping this didn’t count as Chaos use. And also hoping that I wouldn’t get stuck in the otherworld with no way back.

      My body unraveled, particle by particle, sucking me through a portal the way it had done countless times before. If I’d had a whole heart, at that moment, instead of wispy bits of atoms, it might’ve leapt. I was definitely going somewhere, but who knew if I’d hit some kind of barrier. The way Erebus had when he’d tried to get back in.

      I reappeared a few seconds later, half expecting the snap and snarl of Purge beasts lurking in perpetual shadow. Instead, I stood in warm light—not sunlight, since this otherworld didn’t have a sun—but I’d gotten used to fake sunshine in recent weeks. Ahead of me stretched a blossoming city of strange houses, seemingly made of black, molten glass, similar to the stuff that’d been used to make the floor of the Bestiary. There were gardens, too, and cultivated parks with glistening ponds and flowers growing like there was no tomorrow. All of it set within a rolling desert landscape, emulating some kind of oasis.

      The only thing that let me know it was definitely Tartarus was the rising incline of Mount Sisyphus in the near distance, with the ruins at the top now completely visible in the bright daylight. I guessed they were part and parcel of this otherworld; something that even the djinn couldn’t get rid of, as they’d rebuilt this place according to their own design.

      Unnervingly, small flashes of fiery light bobbed inside the volcanic glass houses, half revealing the creatures that resided within.

      “Hello?” I called out, as loudly as I could. I had no time to waste.

      No sooner had I spoken than a swarm of smoky, fiery entities rushed out of the houses and surrounded me. Some of the djinn were in the form I was used to, with solid bodies of scarlet skin, red eyes, and smoke rolling away from them. Others floated in less solid forms, just masses of smoke. A few more looked entirely human, and strikingly beautiful at that… if you could ignore the goat legs they stood on. One of them was absolutely massive, towering over me and everything around us, while a couple of them hovered in the air above me—a winged, aerial assault team, if I got a little fighty.

      “Who dares to set foot in the djinn world?” A seven-foot djinn approached and folded his arms across his enormous red chest.

      “I’m Finch Merlin. I’m a friend of Raffe and Kadar,” I said quickly. “And I’ve come to ask for your help.”

      The djinn frowned. “I am Abdhi, the chosen leader of this world. Chosen by the Storyteller herself.”

      I nodded effusively. “Right, Abdhi! I’ve heard of you! Raffe told me about you. You were stuck in a lamp, working for the coven director in Dubai, and you were supposed to lead Raffe and Santana to the Storyteller. Then, you staged a coup against Erebus—kudos for that, by the way—and gained your freedom. All of you. Right?” The words tumbled out. I needed to get them on my side as fast as possible because I couldn’t risk getting trapped here.

      “Kadar and Raffe have mentioned there being a second Merlin,” Abdhi replied. “And we had the pleasure of meeting Harley Merlin a few weeks ago. She said that you were in some trouble, and they intended to aid you. Is that why you have come? Did our previous assistance not prove useful?”

      “I don’t know about any of that,” I admitted. “The truth is, right now, I’m trapped in Atlantis. Erebus dragged me there, and I can’t escape. You were all able to sever your ties with him when you broke free, but I didn’t have the same luxury. I’m still his slave. But he doesn’t know that I’m here, and he hasn’t sent me here!” I hastened to add. “I’m here because I need you to get a message to my sister, either through Kadar or some other way. My life and the lives of my friends depend on it.”

      “Atlantis?” Abdhi’s red eyes widened. “Could it be? Could he have finally…”

      “Finally?” I probed. I had to get them to realize I wasn’t pulling their leg, and I wasn’t here on a mission from their former overlord.

      Abdhi’s expression hardened. “Succeeded in his scheme to gain a child.”

      “He’s not at that point just yet, but that’s why he took us to Atlantis. That’s why he took on the human form that starved you all of your Chaos, in fact. But things didn’t work out the way he wanted, and now I’m being forced to marry their princess in a few hours’ time, instead of him. Plus, their princess, who’ll soon be queen, is going to raise Atlantis to the surface and take over the magical world. They’re going to put some kind of spell on me which will make me think I’m in love with her, so I won’t want to stop their world domination from happening anymore. Which is bad, in case that wasn’t obvious. That’s why I need you to get a message to my sister. She needs to gather everyone she can and get everyone prepared for Atlantis rising, if she can’t break us out beforehand!” My voice rose an octave.

      “You seem to be in quite the predicament.” Abdhi’s smoke rolled off his huge shoulders. “And if you are a friend of Raffe and Kadar, then we must do all we can to aid you, especially if this will affect them, being of the mortal world. Although, I should warn you, I do not think it possible to do so within the next few hours, which means we cannot help you avert this marriage. It will take us time to send the message, now that our hivemind is diminished and Kadar is not attached to it.”

      “That’s fine,” I blurted out. It wasn’t, but I’d take what I could get if it meant eventual escape and not having Atlantis rise and take over the world. “I just need that message to reach my sister, so she can decide what to do from there.”

      “What should we tell her?” Abdhi asked.

      “Tell her everything I’ve told you, including the marriage bit and the love spell bit, and tell her that it’ll probably rise somewhere near South Georgia Island, close to Antarctica. Tell her to find a man named Mr. Abara, if she can, and ask him to draw her a map to pinpoint the location.” I hoped my old friend might’ve passed the trials of becoming a mapmaker by now, after Etienne Biset gave him a second shot. “Failing that, tell her to go to Etienne Biset and the Mapmakers’ Monastery directly and demand that Etienne help. Explain to her that we’re running out of time, so she needs to be quick about it.”

      Abdhi nodded. “We will do this for you, Finch Merlin, as you have not been as fortunate as us. We know what it is like to endure the servitude of Erebus, and it seems you have suffered more than most. Let this be our gift to you, as you have not been granted the same liberty that we now enjoy.”

      “Thank you. Thank you so much!” I almost bent down and kissed his feet. This was the hope I’d been waiting for, and it smarted of irony that I’d found it in Erebus’s old stomping grounds. He might’ve fallen down a wallowing hole of unhelpfulness, but his djinn had proven, once again, why they were his best creations. And man, was I glad they’d staged their coup. Otherwise, I would’ve been monumentally screwed, with no hope at all.

      “Is there anything else we can do?” Abdhi gestured to the djinn that flanked him.

      “Not right now, but… if we happen to need a little djinn heft, should Atlantis manage to rise, maybe you could think about giving us a hand to defeat them?” I figured I might as well make the most of this trip, since I’d have no inclination to come back once I was under the love spell’s influence.

      Abdhi bowed his head. “We cannot make any promises, but we will consider it.”

      “Thank you. Seriously, thank you.” I paused. “Oh, and I… uh… love what you’ve done with the place. You’ve got no idea how nice it is not to have to come here and run through a sea of snapping, starving Purge beasts.”

      Abdhi chuckled, a big, booming sort of laugh. “I like to think we are more civilized than the former inhabitants. Erebus included.”

      I liked the cut of his jib. “I should be getting back in case someone notices I’ve vanished. Please, get that message to my sister as quickly as you can. Everything depends on it. The whole magical world depends on it.”

      “You may trust in us, Finch. We will ensure the message reaches the necessary parties.”

      “Thank you. I keep saying it, but I mean it. Thank you!” I put my fingertips on the ruby ring. With one last, grateful smile at the big djinn, I pressed the jewel. Once again, my body disintegrated, zipping back the way it had come through a portal of Erebus’s design.

      A few moments later, I reappeared in Kaya’s bedchamber. I took a second to check there was no one in here to witness what had happened. No guards, no Kaya, no unexpected visitors. But I was alone again, and a brief fumble around my neck let me know that the cuff was still in place. No reason for anyone to get suspicious. Oh no, none at all.

      I did it… I got the message out. But it reaching Harley was entirely in the djinns’ hands now. And I had to believe that I’d put my faith in the right beasties.

      With adrenaline pumping in my veins and my breath coming in short, panicked gasps, I walked up to the window and peered out to try and calm myself down. Fixing my gaze on the distant prison, I thought of my friends, and of Ryann. Like Abdhi had said, I wouldn’t be able to avert this wedding. And that sucked, big time. It was hard to look at the grand scheme of things, and the knowledge that I’d—maybe—averted disaster with Atlantis rising, when the small picture affected me so much. All I could do was wait for the hangman now. Dramatic, perhaps, but it seemed fitting. I had no idea when the guards would take me to my wedding. If only this waiting could actually kill me, at least I’d have a way out, while knowing that I’d put measures in place for the magical world to defend themselves.

      No, you can’t think like that, I told myself. I had to be here to stop Kaya. Somehow. Some way. I still had time to put measures in place for myself, too, and while I had time, there was always something I could do. I’d just proven that.

      Hurrying to the desk on the far side of the bedroom, I picked up a quill and scribbled a note. A reminder, for when the love spell had me under its control. The mind was a powerful thing, and if I had something that gave it a little push, then maybe all wouldn’t be lost.

      I stared down at the words I’d written, praying they’d be enough to jostle my memory when the right moment came: You love Ryann. You’ve been forced into this. You don’t love Kaya. She’s not who you think she is. Kaya will destroy the world. Contact Harley, at any cost, and stop the upcoming war. You have to.

      Tearing off the note and folding it up, I slipped it into the waistband of my boxers. No matter who came to get me, it wasn’t as if they would strip me down… right? Still, there was an element of the ridiculous in putting something that might save me, and the world, into my undercrackers. Then again, this whole thing was ridiculous. So maybe it was exactly what the occasion called for.
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      Just shy of midday, the guards finally came. They shoved me unceremoniously into my wedding clothes and dragged a comb through my hair, pushing me this way and that until I was presentable for matrimony. One of them even dabbed some vile-smelling lotion under my eyes, which made the bags all but vanish—the kind of aesthetic wizardry that would’ve sold for millions on the surface.

      Fortunately, they hadn’t stripped me down, meaning my note stayed safe where I’d put it. I didn’t know if it’d help in the long run, and with the djinn sending out a message, it might not have mattered, but it made me feel the tiniest bit calmer to have it there, close by. The last vestige of who I was and what this Finch wanted to achieve. Plus, if it did jog my memory, I figured it was better to take the bullets out of the gun and stop Atlantis from rising altogether, than fire at the bulletproof vest of defense that the djinn were hopefully working on right now.

      Primped and preened and thoroughly miserable, I was hauled out of the bedroom with the neck Cuff still around my throat—ruining the image of the handsome, willing groom. The guards marched me through the palace to a waiting carriage, drawn by savage-looking Kelpies. For the second time, I remembered Tatyana riding through the Battle of Elysium on one of the death horses. Now, more than ever, the sight of one proved poignant. A bad omen for this marriage, and a bad omen for the future of the world.

      Remember who you are. Don’t let them make you forget. Hold on. My mind had been through so much in my life, with the gremlins running rampant for most of it. I prayed it wouldn’t let me down now.

      “Stop dragging your feet!” A sharp prod with a spear forced me to stagger up into the carriage. But they didn’t plan on letting me travel solo. Three guards came in after me, making for a clown-car of a journey to the cathedral. Only then did they undo the Cuff around my neck. I guessed they thought it was safe, now that they had me surrounded.

      The entire way, I contemplated busting open the door and making a break for it. Without the Cuff, I had Chaos at my disposal again. Sure, these suckers were hard as nails, but desperation and adrenaline could do a lot in a tight spot. Twice, I came so close to lifting my palms and hurling a blast of Air at my escort, but one thing stopped me. Even if I managed to fight my way out and break free of the bubble—both of which were nearly impossible—my friends and the woman I loved would still be trapped here. It was the same issue I’d had with just fleeing to Tartarus and staying there. And I had no idea what would happen to them if I just up and abandoned them to Kaya’s wrath.

      They might drown, if Kaya’s right about me being this legendary hero that will raise Atlantis… Without a spell that could somehow transport them to the surface, they’d have to face the Bestiary’s failure and whatever came after. Melody might have been able to wrangle some other kind of spell from that mind palace of hers, but it would take time to find one that could work. Plus, they’d need time to prepare it, too. Time we were fresh out of. And if Kaya just buried them in that prison, it wasn’t as though they’d have a bunch of resources at their beck and call.

      The facts were these: I was stuck, my friends were stuck, and nobody was wriggling off this hook. And my sister wasn’t coming to save the day. There wasn’t time for that.

      Gripping the edge of the carriage seat, I watched Atlantis roll by the window. Well-wishers already lined the streets, ready to celebrate our return to the palace as a married couple. I sank back, unable to look at them without feeling sick.

      Once upon a time, this submerged world had seemed beautiful and enchanting—straight out of a myth. Now, I felt nothing but fear and hatred. I didn’t want to rule over this place. I didn’t want to rule over anything. If I’d wanted that, I’d have stayed at my mother’s side and helped her become Eris. At the end of the day, what was the difference between being a tyrant’s son and a tyrant’s husband, aside from the obvious? No Oedipus complex here, thank you very much.

      At least I’m still clinging to my sense of humor, eh? I jolted forward, almost careening headfirst into the crotch of the guard opposite. The carriage had come to a sudden standstill in the grand square before the cathedral. Regaining my balance, I sat up straight. This was it. This was actually happening. My brain couldn’t even comprehend it. It still felt like a big cosmic joke.

      The carriage door wrenched open to reveal King Ovid in all his grandeur—flowing silver-and-blue silks and a fresh crown of twisting metal in the shape of seaweed. Apollo and a cluster of royal guards flanked him, in similarly special suits of armor. The metal plating had been souped-up, adorned with etchings of two figures surrounded by seahorses and serpents and krakens. Presumably, the bride and groom.

      However, I got the feeling the guards weren’t there for me. They were there to keep the old king in check, to make sure he didn’t ruin Kaya’s big day. In a strange twist of fate, Ovid and I had ended up in the same boat; we were both being forced to do something we didn’t want. For him, death. For me, marriage.

      “Mr. Merlin,” Ovid said flatly. “Your bride awaits.”

      “I don’t suppose she’d consider waiting longer? Maybe another couple of hundred years?” I managed a sour smile.

      He gave a terse laugh. “No, I do not expect so.”

      “Shame.”

      “Come, you and I must walk together.” Ovid stepped back to allow me out of the carriage. Trying not to let my knees buckle from nerves, I clambered out. The guards who’d joined me followed.

      I fell in step with Ovid as he led the way toward the towering cathedral—an architectural masterpiece of twisting white marble spires and shining domes of silver and glass. The doors were open in welcome, and I could hear the babble of chatter inside, even from outside. There had to be a lot of people in there already. I only needed to glance at the edges of the square to see that pretty much everyone in Atlantis had turned out for the occasion.

      Chaos help me… Actually, no, Chaos could go screw itself. It’d gotten me into this situation, by proxy. It’d gotten me into every scrape I’d ever been in, to be fair, but this might’ve been the worst of them all.

      “You know this is stupid, right?” I whispered as we walked, mounting the steps to the cathedral.

      Ovid side-eyed me. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “I know Kaya’s convinced I’m the visitor in this legend, but a story isn’t something you should pin your entire future on.” I had to try and talk some sense into someone. Again, trying to remove the proverbial bullets. “Raising Atlantis to the surface world is tantamount to suicide. You’ve had no contact with it for centuries. You’ve got no idea what you’d be dealing with. The covens will fight tooth and nail, with everything they’ve got. They won’t let anyone take over.”

      Ovid shook his head. “This is not my mission, Finch. I will not be there to see it. In case you had forgotten, this is also my Death Day. Come evening, I will be gone, and Kaya will need to rely on you in my stead.”

      “So convince her that this is idiotic before you kick the bucket! Do one last, decent thing, to stop your daughter from getting Atlantis into a whole crapstorm of trouble!” I hissed, noticing that Ovid appeared to be trembling. He seemed to be using every ounce of strength he had to keep up a noble demeanor.

      “The legend is real, Finch. You have proven it with your arrival here.” He sucked in a shaky breath. “I am confident that your knowledge of the surface world will help my daughter conquer it.”

      “It doesn’t need conquering!” I shot back. “You’re the ones who’ve got problems. The surface world isn’t perfect, but neither is Atlantis.” An idea popped into my head. “How about this? If you let me and my friends go, we can ask the surface magicals for help—a way to fix your Bestiary problem without you rising up.”

      We entered through the vast doorway, and a cold chill blasted over me. It seemed even Atlantean cathedrals hadn’t figured out central heating. A vestibule provided a barrier between us and the enormous congregation, and I was willing to do anything not to have to set foot in the main chamber.

      “Who is to say you would do that? You have made no secret of your contempt for us—you would be as likely to flee and never return as to actually aid us. Besides, even if you stayed true to your word, it would not be enough. No, this is the path she must take.” Ovid kept his eyes fixed forward. Stubborn ass.

      “Then send someone with us to make sure we do it,” I pleaded desperately. “Or how about we stay for a few more weeks, and I go out on a hunting mission for you? I can collect fresh critters to keep fueling the Bestiary. Hey, we could even strike a deal where you let us go and I promise to bring some new beasts every fortnight or every month, so you never run out. How about that?”

      Ovid finally turned to me. “You are wasting your breath, Finch. I will not be swayed by your pleas, and neither will my daughter. Your suggestions would not be the permanent solution that we need.” He sighed, his face pale and drawn. “The legend of the Luminary is our oldest legend, written by Ganymede herself, with Chaos using her as a conduit for its intentions. It is no mere story. Kaya believes you are the heralded magical from the upper world who will unite that realm with ours, and… so do I.”

      “And what if Atlantis doesn’t want what your daughter has planned?” Tears stabbed my eyes. With every step we took, my hopes drifted farther away. The djinn may have been delivering the message of what was going on, but it wasn’t going to get me out of this wedding. And that stung like a bastard.

      Ovid pushed open the doors that led to the main chamber of the cathedral, and the roar of chatter almost burst my eardrums. “This nation will embrace our ambition because they adore their future queen. They trust her and hang upon her every word, in a way they have never done for me. Not only that, but they wish to survive, to expand, to prosper, and once Kaya explains her plan, they will continue to show their fealty. We have been limited by this bubble for too long. No more.”

      I stared down the barrel of the nuptial gun. The alarmingly long aisle stretched ahead of me, smothered in flowers and vines and crystals which shone in the sunlight that beamed through the dome overhead. White petals scattered across the aisle like snow, and everyone wore their Sunday best. Elaborate gowns shimmered in every shade of Atlantis’s oceanic color palette, matched by embroidered suits. Not a hair out of place, and everyone smiled in pride at their proximity to this momentous event.

      From the ceiling, barely perceptible threads of silver hung down. Teardrop-shaped orbs clung to the threads of varying length, looking like suspended rain cascading down on the cathedral floor.

      At the farthest end of the aisle stood the altar. Not that you could’ve seen it, considering the great swathes of floral masterwork that covered it. Two huge vases sat atop the altar itself, while the front had been decorated into a wall of flowers and orbs of sea glass. And the smell… man, it was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. A heady, somewhat nauseating perfume that gripped the nostrils and refused to let go.

      “I’m not getting out of this, am I?” I said, to no one in particular.

      “No. And neither am I,” Ovid replied.

      I scoured the crowd, who’d all turned to look at me like I was the latest exhibit in the zoo. I had no clue whether this was the way Atlantean weddings were usually done, but it didn’t make any sense to me, to be the one at the beginning of the aisle. This was the bride’s spot, right? Apparently not. Another topsy-turvy aspect of Atlantean culture.

      My heart damn near collapsed as my gaze connected with one particular figure in the crowd. Ryann stood there, standing out from the rest. And she was looking right at me with an expression so crushed and sad that I’d have given anything not to have it seared into my memory.

      I’m sorry, Ryann… I’m sorry we ever came here.
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      Cuffed and guarded by soldiers, Ryann wasn’t the only one who’d been dragged to this circus. Luke, Melody, and Nash were with her, while Huntress sat at the end of the pew. The poor pup looked about as happy to be there as I was, a silver bow tied around her neck to hide the Cuff beneath. Bending her head, she kept trying to chew the ribbon away. I didn’t blame her. She looked ridiculous. I wished I could’ve laughed, but those reflexes had vanished the minute Kaya’s guards had taken me away in the palace garden.

      This was Kaya’s wedding gift to me. A warning. No matter what we did or said, this union would go ahead.

      Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry. Tears streamed down Ryann’s face, prompting my own to well in my eyes. This was cruel, and I’d never put Kaya down as the cruel sort. To make the woman I loved watch me wed someone else… so many expletives filled my head and danced on my dry tongue. I wanted to break away from Ovid and run to her. I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her tight. But if I did that now, all hell would break loose.

      “Where is she?” I snarled, looking to Ovid.

      “My daughter will appear once you have arrived at the altar.” He put his hand on my back and gave me a firm push to let me know I ought to start walking. My feet didn’t want to. My entire body rejected this. But another hard shove left me no choice, unless I felt like smacking face-first into the flowery floor.

      My heart thundered in my chest as the Atlanteans who stood at the ends of the pews suddenly stepped forward, giving me the fright of my life. They bowed and placed a wreath of violet seaweed around my neck. I waited for the fishy smell to hit my nostrils, but it didn’t come. Apparently, even the seaweed didn’t stink down here.

      With Ovid’s firm hand guiding me, I kept right on moving. More wreaths adorned my neck, and some slotted flowers into my hair. With the vast quantity of gel and product that had been applied to it this morning, the flowers stuck like they were glued on. I had no idea whether there was meant to be any significance to the type of flower, or how many wreaths I received, and I didn’t really give a hoot.

      Soon enough, I drew level with the pew where Ryann and the others had been positioned, near the front. I took that moment to indulge in a small act of defiance. Kneeling down, I ruffled Huntress’s fur and freed her from her pesky ribbon. All the while, I kept my eyes on Ryann. Despite her tears, she looked back.

      I love you, I mouthed. It wasn’t the way I’d hoped to tell her, but if I didn’t do it now, I might never get the chance. I love you and I’m sorry. A lump formed in my throat as Huntress made a sad whimper in the back of her throat and pushed her cold, wet nose into my face. She wriggled until she had her head on my shoulder, crying in that devastating way that only a dog could.

      I love you, Ryann mouthed back. I held Huntress that little bit tighter, as though I were hugging Ryann instead. Beside her, Nash, Luke, and Melody looked crestfallen. No doubt they blamed themselves, even though they had no need to. They’d done everything in their power to prevent this. The trouble was, we simply hadn’t known we were defeated.

      “Enough,” Ovid hissed in my ear. Discreetly, he grabbed the back of my collar and pulled me back to my feet. Huntress’s piercing blue eyes followed me upward, her sad whimpering filling the air. The Atlanteans nearby shifted uncomfortably. They clearly had no idea just how involuntary this wedding was for me.

      With the guards at my back and Ovid driving me onward, we reached the end of the aisle. Here, the floral scent was at its most nauseating. I hadn’t eaten breakfast, but if I had, I would’ve struggled to keep it down. Seriously, was there any need for this many flowers?

      What now? I looked around in confusion.

      The massive organ up ahead, which I’d mistaken for part of the architecture, began to bellow a haunting tune. The melody pounded through the cathedral, making the ground shake. It wasn’t the wedding march we surface folk were used to. No, it was much slower and gloomier.

      Behind me, the Atlanteans bowed their heads and started to sing. A chorus of harmonies, high and low, which matched the organ’s tune in a mesmerizing way. A second later, a flurry of sparkling lights floated up from the congregation. They were using their Chaos, sending up fine puffs of it to add an ethereal quality to the proceedings. Glints of blue, green, yellow, white, bronze—every color imaginable—flashed in the air, mingling seamlessly. I had no clue what this was supposed to symbolize, but I supposed it looked pretty.

      A gasp went up, detracting from the powerful music. At first, I didn’t understand why. And then I saw her. From a balcony above the organ, Kaya appeared. She wore a gown of vivid red, looking like Satan herself. The color contrasted starkly with the usual cool palette of Atlantis. And, as everyone knew, red was the color of danger. So I supposed it was the perfect choice for her.

      Behind her, some kind of vicar, or priest, or whatever they had here, stepped out. He wore robes of bright blue, which looked muted beside Kaya. He held out his hand to Kaya, and she took it. Together, they walked to a narrow staircase at the side of the balcony and descended in time to the music.

      No, no, no, no, no… This was really happening. Crap, this was really friggin’ happening.

      I dropped my chin to my chest as they neared, determined not to look at Kaya. Meanwhile, the priest dude deposited her at my side before taking center stage in front of us. Even then, I kept my gaze firmly on the floor. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of an attentive audience. She had her Atlanteans for that.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Atlantis, please take your seats so that we may begin,” the priest announced. I didn’t need to look to know they obeyed. I heard the rustle of fancy fabric and the creak of pews as their butts touched down.

      “We are here to witness the union between our future queen, Princess Kaya of Atlantis, and her future consort, Mr. Finch Merlin of the surface world.” The priest gestured toward us. You know, just in case folks weren’t sure who he was talking about. “Please, show them your admiration as we bless their marriage in Ganymede’s name.”

      More sparks of Chaos erupted, creating an entire galaxy of glinting particles that floated through the cathedral. I glanced subtly around, wondering what would happen next. Vows, presumably? Instead, the priest took out a set of scales. On each end, he placed a small vial.

      “Now, let us bear witness to their compatibility as we offer their blood to Ganymede for judgment!” the priest shouted.

      I stared at the vials, wondering what the hell was going on. I hadn’t given any blood to Kaya, not as far as I was aware. Was this some kind of amateur dramatics to make the wedding more exciting? The organ stopped playing, and the Atlanteans seemed to hold their breath as the scales tipped this way and that for a few moments before drawing entirely level with one another. Yep, definitely amateur dramatics.

      “They are a match, bound to love one another!” The priest clasped his hands, and a roar of applause exploded from the congregation.

      With the applause still ringing in my ears, the priest turned toward a plinth behind him. I watched him press a button, and a statue slowly began to emerge. The stone figure resembled the one that stood above the palace, with the tail of a fish and the wings of an angel. Ganymede—the founder of Atlantis. But there were more bells and whistles to be had before this ceremony was over.

      The statue started to move, the wings flapping slowly, while the fish tail waggled a bit. The face, however, was creepily realistic. I almost died of shock when the mouth opened and began to speak.

      “Blessed future royal of our nation, you have chosen well. I look upon your union with a proud heart and the hope that you will love one another to the end of your days. From this day forward, I trust that you will find comfort in one another’s arms, honesty in your conversations, and harmony in your united existence. Let it be known that I sanction this union and wish for your perpetual happiness with one another.” The voice rang clear, sending a shudder through me. How they were doing this, I didn’t know, but there was some Great and Powerful Oz trickery afoot.

      “Princess Kaya, do you swear to love this man, and entrust your heart to him?” The priest transitioned out of the weird Ganymede display.

      Kaya bent her head. “I do.”

      “Finch Merlin, do you swear to love your queen without fail, and entrust your heart to her?” The priest turned to me and gave me a warning look. I had a feeling Kaya wore the same expression, judging by the sudden stiffness in her stance.

      I couldn’t, for the life of me, give the answer I was supposed to. But I didn’t have to. After an awkward pause, the sound of my voice echoed out of nowhere and said the words I couldn’t: “I do.”

      What the—? They’d stolen my damn voice, on top of everything else!

      The priest smiled in smug satisfaction. “Then it is my pleasure to pronounce you man and wife. Please, step forward so we may complete the ceremony.”

      Kaya grabbed my hand and dragged me closer to the priest. There, his hand shot out and gripped my wrist, while his other hand held Kaya’s more delicately. Panic thrummed through my veins as he closed his eyes. White light slithered out of him and down his arms, twisting around my middle finger and Kaya’s. All I could do was stare at the light as it burned into my skin, creating a tattooed ring of pale silver. It didn’t hurt, but it looked like it should’ve.

      “There! It is done! Please, ladies and gentlemen of Atlantis, rise for the new bride and groom!” The priest retracted his Chaos, leaving me to gawp at the ingrained ring on my finger. Behind me, the crowd got to their feet again. “Now, let us bind this union with true love’s grace. We will depart momentarily to enact the ritual, and then return so that the celebrations may commence!”

      As the guards swarmed to lead me away to a doorway beyond the altar, I took a moment to glance back over my shoulder. I needed to see Ryann. I couldn’t change what had happened, but I had to look at her again, to sear her into my memory. However, as I turned, I caught sight of someone else entirely.

      Erebus stood at the edge of the cathedral, in the shadows of a cloistered walkway that ran alongside the chamber. His eyes narrowed as our gazes locked. There’d never been a whole lot of love between me and my overlord, but… at that moment, I felt sorry for the guy. Maybe I’d reached a terminal velocity on the amount of hatred I could muster for him. I mean, if anyone understood what he was going through right now, it was me. I’d just married another woman, while the woman I loved was forced to watch. And he’d just watched the woman he loved marry me.

      At least your old minions have got the magical world covered, huh? Even then, who was to say that rallying every magical defense would make a difference? My sister could mount an entire army, and the Atlanteans could still win. I hadn’t wanted to think about that, but I had to. I’d made that last-ditch effort, and it could still result in nothing.

      A guard nudged me in the back, urging me toward the doorway. There, I was “encouraged” over the threshold with Kaya at my side. She gave the expected regal waves and cheerful, blushing bride smiles to her beloved people. They had no idea I was an unwilling participant, and once I drank the love spell, they would probably never find out.

      In the small annex, which looked like a miniature version of the cathedral outside, the priest went straight to a cupboard at the back of the room. From a variety of drawers and shelves, he produced several glass bottles and set them on a table. With spears at my back, I stood there, totally frozen in shock and horror. He began to pour the ingredients into two small bowls of blue sea glass. True love’s grace? Give me a break. This spell was nothing more than a bottled drug to trick two people into thinking they loved one another.

      “Princess Kaya, Finch Merlin, please accept the gift of true love’s grace.” The priest stepped toward us with the two bowls, having mixed the potion in double-quick time. He offered the first to Kaya, and she drank it without hesitation.

      “I’m not thirsty, thanks,” I said, putting my hands behind my back, as my turn came.

      The priest looked suddenly panicked. “You must drink it, Mr. Merlin.”

      “No, that’s all right. I don’t want it.” I shook my head. “In fact, you can shove it up your—”

      Rough hands shoved me to the ground, with a swift kick to the back of the legs sending me crashing to my knees. Ovid, who’d entered the annex as part of the wedding party, seized the silver bowl from the priest, while one of the guards yanked my head back. I squidged my lips tighter together, determined to delay this for as long as humanly possible.

      “Open your mouth!” Ovid snapped.

      I shook my head and mumbled a “nope.”

      “Very well.” With his free hand, he grabbed my face and pushed his thumb and index finger into the sides of my mouth. Pain shot through my jaw, my teeth throbbing as he pressed harder and harder. I tried to fight it, but he had serious strength in his soon-to-be-dead fingers.

      My lips were pried open a smidge, and he forced the love spell into my mouth. A few drips trickled down my chin as he clamped his hand over my mouth. I had to swallow or suffocate. Unfortunately, my survival instincts won out. My throat constricted, and the liquid went down.

      “Did that make you feel powerful? One last show of strength before you push up daisies?” I muttered bitterly, the sour taste of the potion tingling on my tongue. It tasted of herbs and chemicals, worse than any medicine.

      “You would do well to be quiet,” he warned.

      “That’s what you’d like, isn’t it? An obedient, mute son-in-law who doesn’t say boo to a goose?” I glowered at him, feeling the warmth of the potion swirl in my stomach. “Well, let me tell you this for nothing—until this spell works, I’m not going to be quiet, and I’m not going to be obedient. You’ll have my voice ringing in your ears until you take your last breath, and I hope to Chaos that my screeching follows you into the afterlife!”

      Kaya stepped between us and put her hands on my shoulders. “Enough, Finch. It is done. Before long, you and I will look upon one another with affection. This spell will bind us, and we will love one another as we have never loved before.”

      “You think that’s true?” I snarled. “Because your daddio didn’t seem too bothered when your mother died. Forgive me if I’m wrong, but when someone you love dies, you at least shed a tear! My guess is, it stopped working a long time ago, but your mom and dad were already in too deep after hundreds of years together, so they just kept right on pretending!”

      She recoiled in horror. “Finch!”

      “What? Didn’t your precious Ganymede tell us to be honest in our conversations? Well, here’s some brutal honesty for you.” I clenched my hands into fists to try and stem my tears. “I don’t care what this spell does to me. I’ll never love you, Kaya. How could I, when you took me away from the woman who really has my heart? You made her watch, and I’ll never forgive you for that.”

      She drew a slow breath. “You will, Finch. You will forgive everything I have done, just as I will forgive you for what you have just said.”

      “Don’t count on it,” I seethed. But the truth was, I had no assurances. No guarantee the note in my pants would do its job. The spell was in me, and I didn’t know when it’d hit. Maybe I had a few hours with Ryann in my heart. Maybe I’d have until tomorrow morning. Or maybe I only had a few minutes to remember that I’d come so close to having everything I’d ever wanted. Her. That three-letter word that meant everything.

      People like you aren’t destined for a happy ending… Lux’s words came back to haunt me and it hurt so much more now because I knew she was right. All this time, I’d just been fooling myself. Now, against my will, I had to let go of Ryann. And, so help me, I didn’t want to.

      How long could I cling on, when soon enough, my mind wouldn’t be my own?

      My guess was, not nearly long enough.
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