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“You’re in the Shadowlands because I need your help.”

“What if I don’t want to help you? Why would I ever want to help you?”

“Because you don’t really have a choice.” He turned her around to face him then, apparently satisfied that she wouldn’t take a swing until he gave her the word.

Solmir was handsome, a fact she hated twofold—hated that it was true and hated that she noticed.

And his eyes. They were blue. Blue in all this gray and black and white.

“I’m not going to attempt to justify myself to you.” But the look in those blue eyes said he might want to. “I will simply tell you, with complete honesty, that everything I did on the surface was for a purpose.”

“And that purpose was?”

A bladed smile without any warmth bent his mouth. “To kill the Kings.”
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To anyone who grew thorns instead of flowers—You had your reasons.



 

 

 


This thing of darkness I

Acknowledge mine.

—Shakespeare, The Tempest (5.1.275–276)

Add

a second light and you get a second darkness, it’s only

fair.

—Richard Siken, “Portrait of Fryderyk
in Shifting Light”
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three years ago

She couldn’t sleep.

That wasn’t so strange. Sleep had never come easily to Neve, not even in the cradle; apparently, it’d taken an elaborate bedtime ritual of stories and songs to get her infant self to slumber, the nursemaids taking turns in an endless cycle of walking and bouncing the tiny First Daughter before she was finally soothed to rest.

Not much had changed, really. Neve still had to wear her mind thin before it would accept respite, had to tie it up in knots until the threads wore out. It’d never really bothered her, as sleeping often seemed like a waste of time, hours that could be better spent working.

Like now.

Neve tapped her fingers on her comforter, filled with fine down from Ryltish geese and spun with soft fibers from Karseckan looms. Prayertaxes put to use. She probably had one of the most comfortable beds in Valleyda, which seemed wasteful, with how little she used it lately.

Wasteful or not, sleep wasn’t coming anytime soon. Muttering a curse, Neve pushed herself up.

The floor was cold, but she didn’t bother finding slippers. There was a fireplace in the library that was never completely banked; she’d be warm enough.

A taper in a pewter stand and a book of matches waited on her bedside table. Neve struck the match, blooming sulfur-scent into the chilled air as she touched flame to wick. She nudged her door open quietly, careful to keep it from squeaking, and padded out into the corridor.

She passed a guard or two dozing at their posts, but if they saw her, they didn’t speak. The First Daughter haunting the halls was nothing new. For a year now, she’d been sneaking out of her room at night, heading to the library. Finding every scrap of information she could about Wolves and woods and Second Daughters.

Her steps slowed the closer she got to Red’s door, stalling a decision she didn’t really have to make. Red used to join her on these nighttime excursions, as unable to sleep as Neve. But last year, after she turned sixteen, after . . . well, after, Red had stopped coming with Neve to the library. Stopped trying to find a way out of the awful bargain she’d been born into.

It made something that was almost anger burn in Neve’s belly, Red’s compliance. Her acceptance of the unacceptable. Maybe her twin really did think it was for the greater good, but in her darkest moments, Neve thought it was more like cowardice. If fate delivered you something awful, why would you decide you had to take it? What could ever make that decision fit comfortably in your mind?

So Neve kept going to the library, kept pulling from the shelves every book that so much as mentioned the Wolves or the Kings or prophecies or bargains and reading them cover to cover. Red might be willing to walk into the mouth of a monster, but Neve was going to find a way to make the monster choke.

She could fix this.

Despite knowing what the answer would be, she lingered a moment outside Red’s door. Silence from within, silence in the hall, silence in the soft dark cut by moonlight through the window.

Neve sighed. She walked on.

The double doors to the library opened at her touch, the hinges well-oiled and gleaming. The Valleydan library was prized, something queens had added to over centuries, full of rare books and art—some the only copies in the known world. Neve walked inside and pulled the doors closed behind her, setting her taper on a table. The flickering light made shadowed recesses of the shelves, turned all the chairs to spindly, spidery things.

Embers glowed in the large hearth to the left of the door, making the oil painting hung above it macabre in the half-light. Neve studied it as she poked the ashes into a low flame, sending a wave of heat through the frigid room.

The painting was huge, nearly the size of the floor in Neve’s room. A dark field studded with bright spots of white, connected with pale lines. A map of the constellations.

There’d been a time when Neve was fascinated by the night sky. She still felt a certain kinship with it, though she was self-aware enough to recognize that it was painfully pretentious for someone her age to think of themselves as dark and unknowable.

Neve was very knowable. She wanted so little. Safety for her sister. Someone who loved her. A measure of control, as large a measure as she could get. To be an active player in her life rather than led along by outside forces, pushed in different directions as easily as a plume of smoke from a snuffed candle.

Fire fed, she stepped back, squinted up at the painting. She knew most of the names of the constellations, knowledge she’d found in this very library. The Leviathan, the Plague Stars, the Sisters, the Far-Flung Queen. She knew some of the stories, too, though they varied so widely from country to country, it was hard to believe there was any kernel of truth in them. In Nioh, the Far-Flung Queen had been a conniving daughter who usurped a throne and plunged the world into war; the constellation was considered an ill omen. In Valleyda, the constellation’s story was one of gentleness and peace, a queen who’d been raised far away coming of age and ushering in a period of prosperity. And in Alpera, they didn’t think the shape in the stars was a queen at all, but a dagger.

Destruction and rebirth and peace and war, all of it twisted, none of it true. Neve’s squint became a scowl.

Neve walked to the bookshelf she’d been working through, rubbing the heel of her hand against her tired eyes. Three books, plucked from the shelves and held against her chest like shields, then dumped unceremoniously on a nearby table. She sat down, yawned, opened the first one. A singular edition, the cover cracked leather, the pages smelling of dust. The letters looked handwritten, ink faded to ghostliness in some places.

Most of the entries were formatted like poems. Her nose wrinkled. At this point, Neve couldn’t really afford to be picky, but she didn’t have much faith that she would find what she needed here, in what looked more like an old journal than anything else.

In fact, she was so sure the book would be useless that she had the cover halfway closed before a stray line caught her eye: the Golden-Veined, the Wood-Entangled.

She swallowed, hard. Then she opened the book and read.

I have heard the whispering in the branches, and they tell of one who becomes two, who become three.

One to be the vessel—the Shadow Queen, the Dark-Holder.

Two to make the doorway—the Shadow Queen and the Golden-Veined, Wood-Entangled.

Three to make a throne—the Shadow Queen, the Golden-Veined, and the Holy Traitor, Blasphemy-Bound.

“Gibberish,” Neve muttered to the book. She slammed it shut so hard, the old pages kicked out a faint cloud of dust. “Kings and shadows damn it.”

Her throat felt thick, raw. Neve crossed her arms on the table and laid her forehead against them, teeth bared at the expectation of frustrated tears. Neve wasn’t much of a crier, but it was always things like this that brought her to weeping—wasted time, useless effort, reminders of how little she could do.

She hiccupped one sob, quiet against the shush of the fire, then pushed the emotions down. That, at least, she could control.

After a moment, she stood, leaning wearily against the table like an old woman, before heading to the door. She couldn’t do this tonight, insomnia or no.

Neve was halfway to the door before a surge of rage eclipsed the gentler kind of anger that raised tears. She didn’t think before she acted; she strode back to the table, grabbed the useless book, and threw it into the fire.

The leather popped and bubbled, filling the room with an acrid smell as the paper inside caught flame. The book flipped open, as if in a death throe, shrinking as the fire winnowed it away, turned it into so much smoke. The force of such rapid destruction made the pages flip. Neve caught the lines and arcs of half-eaten letters on the back cover—a T, an N, a Y.

She left before the book finished burning.

As she passed Red’s room again, she looked to the window on the wall opposite and told herself it wasn’t because she didn’t want to see Red’s closed door, didn’t want to think about her sister sleeping behind it and how the clock was rapidly ticking down to a time when Red wouldn’t be.

Most of the lights in the city were doused at such a late hour, and the sky spread above the streets in a swath of midnight blue, pocked with stars. It was clear enough to pick out constellations, and Neve stopped almost unconsciously, eyes tracing brilliant patterns.

The Sisters constellation was halfway over the horizon. One of the Sister shapes was visible, hand outstretched to the other still hidden behind the curve of the world.

The angle made it look as if she were reaching into the earth.
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Chapter One

Neve

In the trees, something was moving.

Neve stopped running, slamming against a trunk hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs. She felt half mad and looked it, too—fleeing from a tower into a nightmare landscape, where trees grew upside down and everything was shades of black and white and gray.

Shadowlands. The prison of monsters, the prison of gods. An underworld, a half world, darkness anchored beneath the Wilderwood.

It made a twisting sort of sense. One had consumed Red, so the other consumed Neve.

Minutes ago, she’d woken in a glass coffin, woken with her veins inked black and her mind muddied. And he’d been there. And Neve hadn’t thought, hadn’t spared a second for niceties or explanations. She’d pushed up out of that coffin, and she’d run.

Now, of course, she was slightly regretting it.

She tried to calm her breathing, soften its rattle, panic closing in as she eyed the thing in the forest—can you still call it a forest if the trees are upside down?—ahead of her. It was too large to see in its entirety, shifts of gray against the white trunks, just enough to give the impression of slow, ponderous movement.

Her heartbeat was almost calming to a regular pace when a hand closed around her arm, heralding a harsh whisper in her ear.

“And where,” Solmir murmured, “do you think you’re going, Neverah?” Instinct had her elbow shooting back, aiming for some soft part of him—assuming he had any; the body pressed against her was all slender hard angles and sharp planes, a man built like a knife. Still, her elbow elicited a quick grunt, though it was more of surprise than pain, and that was bolstering enough for her to kick out with her foot, trying to stomp on his heel.

“On every soulless Old One, you’re barefoot.” He sounded more exasperated than anything, still speaking in that close whisper right at the shell of her ear. “Do you really think you’re going to—”

He cut himself off with another grunt as Neve’s fist drove into his hip bone.

It hurt her as much as it sounded like it hurt him, and Neve’s lips peeled back from her teeth with a hoarse, angry cry. It wasn’t loud, but in the strange silence of this place, it echoed.

Solmir froze, eyes darting from her to the creature in the forest, still moving slow and sinuous through the trees. Then his hand clapped over her mouth.

Neve writhed against his hold—she’d rather take her chances with the thing in the inverted trees than be so close to him. He solved the issue of her clawing hands by wrapping another arm around her waist, trapping her elbows against her ribs and the small of her back flush to his hips. “Listen,” he murmured in her ear, and damn him, it sounded like he was trying to be soothing. “I know you hate me. That’s fine. But I promise you will hate what that thing does to you more.”

Her lips moved vainly against his palm, and Neve had half a thought to bite him, to tell him that there was nothing in this world or the one she’d just left that she hated more than him at that moment. But then the thing in the trees turned, enough for her to see its face.

Face might not be the most accurate thing to call it. Really, it was just a mouth. A mouth with rings on rings of teeth, razor-sharp and as long as she was tall.

Neve made a small sound behind Solmir’s hand. She stopped struggling.

The toothed thing in the trees breathed, and the stink of it washed over Neve like a wave, carrion-thick and fever-hot, heightened by the cold of the air. Solmir pulled her tighter against him, arm a vise around her middle. They stood still, and waited.

After what seemed like an age, the thing turned, that awful mouth facing away from them again. It resumed its slow meander through the inverted trees.

A heartbeat, then Solmir let her go.

Neve rounded on him, a snarl on her mouth and fingers curled into fists. She raised one of them, but he was faster. Solmir’s hand closed around hers in midair, stopping it before it reached his jaw.

“Come now, Neverah,” he said, the ghost of a hateful smile on his lips. “All those lessons in diplomacy, and you won’t even hear me out?”

“Diplomacy is for honorable men.” Their linked hands shook in the air, oppositional forces. “It doesn’t apply here.”

“Fair enough.” A quick twist of his hand, and her arm was pinned behind her, between her body and the hard plane of his. “Then we’ll do this the undiplomatic way. I think you secretly like that better, anyway. You seem to jump at any excuse for violence.”

She jerked against him. He laughed, dark and humorless. “Tell you what, little queen. I say my piece, and then you’re welcome to hit me. As hard as you want. Anywhere you want.” There was an edge to his voice, something she couldn’t quite identify. Rueful and angry, a low burn of ferocity like a banked fire. “Do we have a deal?”

It wasn’t like she had many other options. “Fine,” Neve said. “Talk.”

He relaxed behind her, slightly, though his hold on her arm remained unyielding. He wore silver rings on almost all of his fingers, and they bit into her skin, spots of deeper cold in a cold world. “You’re in the Shadowlands.”

“I gathered,” she replied, trying to let fierceness carve out any fear in her tone.

“Smart woman.” He adjusted his hold, silver chilling the fragile length of her forearm. “You’re in the Shadowlands,” he continued, “because I need your help.”

“What if I don’t want to help you? Why would I ever want to help you?”

“Because you don’t really have a choice.” He turned her around to face him then, apparently satisfied that she wouldn’t take a swing until he gave her the word.

Solmir was handsome, a fact she hated twofold—hated that it was true and hated that she noticed. Long, straight hair spilled over his shoulders, almost to his elbows. She didn’t know its color, since the monotone of the Shadowlands washed it out, but it looked a middling gray, like it’d be somewhere between gold and brown in a place with color. Dark brows slashed like dagger strikes on a high forehead; his nose was straight and prominent over a thin mouth with a wicked curve. Considerably tall, so that when he peered down at her, he looked almost like a bird of prey eyeing something caught in a trap.

And his eyes. They were blue. Blue in all this gray and black and white.

“I’m not going to attempt to justify myself to you.” But the look in those blue eyes said he might want to. “I will simply tell you, with complete honesty, that everything I did on the surface was for a purpose.”

“And that purpose was?”

A bladed smile without any warmth bent his mouth. “To kill the Kings.”

Neve was very good at keeping her emotions off her face and out of her limbs, playacting impassivity, so she stood statue-still as confusion and the stomach swoop of blasphemy churned in her mind, attempting to take this piece and fit it somewhere that made sense.

“You,” she said finally, “are going to have to explain more than that.”

“Come on, Neverah.” He shook his head, all that hair swinging to brush her chest. “You didn’t think they were something good, did you? I know you didn’t. I saw how you never wanted to touch that branch shard. All of this was for your sister, never because of some misguided piety.”

“Do not talk about my sister.”

Queenly, an order, and his eyes briefly widened. “Understood, Your Majesty.”

Inexplicably, the title brought heat to her face. Neve wrenched her arm from his hold, though she didn’t try to hit him. Yet. “So you want to kill the Kings. Is that why you tried to bring them through?”

Solmir nodded, a solemnity that sat strangely against the mocking way he’d spoken to her.

A terrible, twisted grove, blood on white branches, darkness dripping. Her memories of what happened before she woke here were scattered, hard to gather, hard to meld into a whole picture. But she knew, deep in her bones where cold magic twined, that before she’d been pulled into the Shadowlands, Kiri and Solmir and the other priestesses had been making a doorway between the worlds. Using her to make a doorway. Anchoring her to the inverse of the forest that anchored Red, making them dark mirrors of each other.

Red. Shadows damn her, she couldn’t think about Red right now.

Neve swallowed, banishing the itch of grief that hung in the back of her throat. “You’re just going to try to kill the Kings here instead, then?”

“I’d love to. But I can’t.” That cold smile again, all angles. “Nothing can truly die in the Shadowlands, I’m afraid.”

The fact itself might’ve been comforting were it not for the way he delivered it. As both a challenge and the winning card in a hand, eyes glittering and mouth a harsh line.

But Neve didn’t have much of a chance to ponder it.

The inverted trees whipped from side to side, the spindly roots stretching into the cold sky and waving like skeletal fingers. A sound like tearing metal echoed through the gray, and with a crash, the longbodied monster shot out from the forest, toothed mouth gnashing at the air and coming straight toward them.

“Dammit,” Solmir muttered, and thrust Neve aside.

She stumbled over dry ground and tangling branches, landing on her knees and away from the careening teeth. She still wore a white nightgown, flimsy against the cold and the press of rough bark. Had she known she’d be journeying to the underworld, she would’ve chosen her attire with more care.

The ridiculous thought, something that belonged to her life as a First Daughter rather than a queen and a heretic, was enough to loose a horrible, barking laugh.

Before her, Solmir stood in the path of that huge mouth, his own teeth bared in the rictus of a smile. He’d been wearing a coat before, dark and almost military-like, but now he’d thrown it to the side, pushed up the sleeves of the thin white shirt beneath. Black lines ran down his arms, like ink cascading from his heart instead of blood. Darkness pooled in his hands, blackening his fingers, his wrists. A thin line of ice shone across his knuckles.

The gnashing mouth of the wormlike monster was so close Neve could feel its breath.

Then Solmir opened his outstretched fists.

The darkness in his hands shot into the air, growing jagged and thorny, like he’d woven a net of brambles in his bloodstream and now cast it out. It fell on the monster, cutting into its gore-caked flesh, contracting around its body, and making it bellow.

But still the thing kept coming.

Fear was an unnatural emotion to see on Solmir; the angles of his face couldn’t carry it well. His blue eyes widened, and his cruel mouth opened, but he allowed himself only a heartbeat of shock before he thrust his hands out again, trying to call up more shadows. The ink that crawled slowly down his skin wasn’t quite as dark as before, more gray than black.

Magic, growing thin, running out. Neve still wasn’t exactly sure of its mechanics, the cold thing that her blood on a sentinel shard had called into her bones—only that it was tied to this place, the inverse of Red’s green and growing power. But she knew it still lived in her, chilled and thorned, made even more potent by the doorway they’d tried to open, the way they’d anchored her to that awful grove.

And she knew she didn’t want to be eaten by a monster with that many teeth.

Unthinking, Neve followed the same pattern Solmir had. Her hands thrust out, and without her trying, darkness flowed down her veins, her fingers bending into fists as it gathered in her palms. It felt like winter, like biting wind, making her center so cold it was almost burning.

The burning cold went down her arms, settled in her hands, and when it was too much to bear, her fists opened.

Her own net of spiny magic snared the worm-thing right as its jaws came close enough to touch.

The effect was immediate. Where Solmir’s thorns had seemed only to slow the thing down, Neve’s stopped it cold. It writhed, shrieking into the gray sky, growing smaller as it withered away from the places where Neve’s magic touched it. Curls of shadow spilled off its body, clouding the air, making a sort of chittering noise that was a strange, smaller echo of the worm-monster’s bellows. A crack, another burst of gibbering shadow, and the thing was gone.

The shadows that were left raced into the forest, and Solmir grimaced after them, raising a hand and then letting it fall. “Shit,” he muttered. “Well. We can get them next time. The power of a few shadow-creatures won’t make much of a difference.”

Neve stared wide-eyed at the space where the monster had been, her chest heaving beneath her nightgown as the darkness slowly faded from her veins. She was cold, so cold all over, water dripping from one palm where a thin scrim of ice had covered it. “I thought you said nothing could die here?”

“Did you see all those shadows?” He arched a brow, cool and collected, as if they hadn’t just thrown magic at a giant worm that apparently wanted to eat them. “Those were scraps of the lesser beast. Its energy transmuted. Anything that appears to die here isn’t gone, it just changes form.”

Her mouth opened to question him further, to make a snide remark about how maybe if she threw magic at him, he’d change into a form that would be less irritating. But the white-hot flash of pain in her head cleared her mouth of anything but a moan.

Knees in the dirt, hands at her temples. Neve felt simultaneously as if she were being compacted down and flying apart, her body both crushed and expanded. Pain flared in her head, her stomach, along her nerve endings, cold like she’d never felt before settling into her middle with a throbbing ache.

Distantly, she heard Solmir curse again, felt hands press into the sides of her face, not gently. Her vision was blurry, but she saw the flash of black in her veins, something sharp pressing against her skin with every pulse.

“Dammit, woman,” Solmir snarled. “You can’t fade on me yet.”

He settled into a crouch before her. “Down here, magic has a price, Neverah.” He said it so calmly, but his fingers were tight on her temples, like he was trying to anchor her, keep her from dissolving. “On the surface, the Shadowlands’ hold was weak because its magic was weak. But when you use its power here, this place hooks in you. Becomes part of you. And you can’t handle that. This was a prison made for gods and monsters, and you are neither.”

Gods and monsters. Which one was he, then?

“I can fix it.” There was no softness in his pronouncement. It was all claw and tooth. “I can give you another anchor, something to pull power from that isn’t the Shadowlands themselves.”

She looked up at him, lips peeling back, speaking through the muddle of pain. “You killed Arick. You almost killed my sister. You used me.” A shudder, a rip of thorns in her veins. “I don’t want anything you’re offering.”

His hand closed around her arm, fingers long and elegant, the silver rings on them burning as he pulled her up. His face was all sharpness, knife-slash brows over those infernally blue eyes and a snarl on his mouth to match hers.

“I’m not offering,” Solmir said.

He sealed his lips to hers in a bruising kiss.

Shock made her still, but Neve was aware enough to realize that this wasn’t an embrace like any she’d been in before. It was more battle than kiss—she could feel his teeth behind his lips, the press of his mouth as good as a sword.

And as he kissed her, cruelly, something within Neve . . . shifted.

The pain of thorns tearing through her veins receded, shrank to a prick, then merely a sting. The pounding in her head lessened by slow degrees, leaching away the longer her lips stayed on Solmir’s, the contact pulling magic out of her like tugging on the end of a coiled string. The emptying was both welcome and devastating, pain and power receding in equal measure. Her body felt more grounded as it went, more her.

Fragile and human, controlling nothing.

Solmir broke their not-kiss, but his arms still encircled her, holding her up in case she collapsed. He smelled like pine needles and snow, far reaches and open sky.

The look in his eyes reminded her too much of those months when he’d pretended to be Arick. When he’d played at kindness, at—

She shoved away from him, the heel of her hand striking against his chest. “What did you do to me?”

“I gave you a new anchor. Tied your power to me instead of to the Shadowlands. From now on, you want magic, you get it from me first. I’m your vessel.” He caught her flailing hands, his face impassive, holding her still. “Our deal was one hit, Neverah, and you’ve already landed two.”

They froze like that, his hands shackled around her wrists, her face anger-warped and tear-streaked.

His expression could’ve been mistaken for impassive from far away. But there were scant inches between her and the fallen King, and Neve could see the burn of regret and fury and something like sorrow in his blue eyes. Slowly, he let go of her, bent to pick up his discarded coat and tug it over his well-muscled shoulders. “I did what I had to do.”

We do what we have to do.

Neve wrapped her arms around her middle, thinking again of how he’d been back on the surface. He’d acted like he cared for her, and she’d been stupid enough to believe it. It had been a ploy—she knew that now. A way to gain her trust. She wanted to ask him about it, ask him why he hadn’t just been content to wear Arick’s face, why he’d had to make it something so wounding. The only people who’d cared for her then had been Raffe and Arick, and to know that Arick’s caring hadn’t been real—hadn’t been Arick—bored a hole through her.

“You killed Arick,” she growled. “You don’t get to use his words.”

“They were never his.” Solmir’s eyes glittered. “They were mine.”

It was an opening. Almost an invitation to ask, to find out what he’d meant by his kindness, his care. Neve didn’t take it. She didn’t want to know.

She swallowed against a barbed throat. “Is my sister alive?” She had a vague memory of seeing Red through smoky glass, but it wasn’t enough to trust, and she needed to hear it from his mouth. “If she’s not, I will kill you—truly kill you, not make you fly apart into magic smoke. And if I have to drag your ass to the surface to do it, I will.”

“She’s alive.” He gave her a tiny nod. “We’ll need her, I think, if this is going to work.”

Neve’s brow furrowed. “If what is going to work?”

“Killing the Kings, of course.” A jagged grin curved Solmir’s mouth. He turned, ambling back through the trees in the direction she’d run from, as if confident she would follow. “Funnily enough, dragging asses to the surface is exactly what we’re going to do.”

[image: Illustration]

All in all, she hadn’t run very far. The tower loomed just beyond a thin lacing of inverted trees, visible through their leafless branches.

Though branch wasn’t exactly the right term. The trees grew upside down, the thick boughs cutting through gray, dry dirt, making ridges tall enough to knock shins. Above her head, roots spread in the colorless air, spindly and still, stretching up as far as she could see before disappearing into mist.

A forest in a mirror, the grove they’d grown in the Shrine expanded, magnified.

Beyond the trees, however, was a barren gray waste that stretched for miles, unbroken by any tree, upside down or otherwise. The tower she’d woken up in pointed skyward in the desolate expanse, weathered brick wreathed in climbing black thorns. Solmir headed toward the doorway, nonchalant, as if they’d taken a morning constitutional and were headed in for a leisurely breakfast.

“How exactly do you plan to drag asses to the surface, then?” Neve crossed her arms against a shiver, the cold of this place sinking into her skin. “You failed to bring the Kings through once, so now you’re just going to try again? Are you dull-witted as well as evil?”

Not one of her better insults, granted, but she’d just awoken in the underwold and escaped a monster; one couldn’t really expect cleverness right now.

Solmir gave her an arch look as he pushed the door open, standing to the side and gesturing grandly for her to enter. Her fingers worked into fists at her sides as she did, pressing close to the other end of the threshold. Her skin remembered his, and it made her want to claw it off.

“Extremely dull-witted,” he said as she passed. “And extremely evil.”

Neve held her spine as straight as she possibly could.

In the distance, something rumbled. The earth shook, the stone floor of the tower trembling beneath her feet. Neve’s hand shot out to steady herself against the wall, miraculously avoiding the thorns that lined the stairs.

Solmir’s hand closed around her arm again, hauling her backward before positioning her across from him in the doorway. Her nose almost notched into the gap of his collarbone.

“Safest place in an earthquake,” he said through clenched teeth, blue eyes scanning the horizon instead of looking at her. “Doorways. Remember that—it might come in handy.”

The ground rumbled once more, then settled, grew still. Neve clutched the doorframe behind her with white-knuckled hands. “Does that happen often?”

“More often now.” He turned from her, started up the stairs. “The Shadowlands are shaking apart. Growing more unstable.” He snorted. “At least there’s not much to hold back, not anymore. There’s barely any lesser beasts left, and only four Old Ones.” A pause. “Maybe three, actually. I need to ask the Seamstress.”

“You realize I don’t understand anything you just said.”

He gave her a razor grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Who’s dull-witted now?”

A shiver kept her from giving a biting answer, the cold of the Shadowlands cutting through her nightgown. Neve tried her best to hide it, but Solmir noticed, mouth softening to be almost pensive. He shrugged out of his coat.

Her head was shaking before he had his arms completely free of it. “I don’t want—”

“Yes, I know, you don’t want anything I’m offering. Too bad. Take the damn coat.”

After a moment’s hesitation, she did. It was warm from where he’d worn it. Neve tried not to cringe away from the fabric.

A pause, then Solmir sighed. “I’m not exactly thrilled that you’re here, either, Neverah. This wasn’t what I wanted.”

“No, what you wanted was the Kings on the surface and my sister dead.”

“Not quite.” It came through clenched teeth, as if he was trying very hard not to give her the fight she was trying to push him into. “I told you want I wanted. The Kings destroyed.”

To show emotion was to show her hand, and Neve had given him too much vulnerability already. He didn’t deserve it, and she didn’t have much to spare. So she drew herself up, fought the way her face wanted to twist to anger. Donned the mask again, and if he could see through it, at least she was trying. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Again, you don’t have much of a choice. I might be a liar, and a murderer, and a whole host of other unsavory things, but I am also the only thing in this whole underworld that gives a fraction of a care about you.” His bared teeth gleamed. “We want the same things, you and I. I know you hate that.”

He stood too close. She wanted to back away from him, but it would be a capitulation, and Neve refused to let him think he’d won anything. She narrowed her eyes. “Presumptuous of you.”

“You want an end. And there were only ever two ways for this to end. Either the Kings are destroyed, soul and what’s left of body, or they escape the Shadowlands when it finally dissolves.” There were scars scored across his forehead, the most painful-looking on both his temples, lessening in severity in the center. He lifted his hand, rubbed them absently. “Believe it or not, I did try to take the easiest route for all of us, when I went to the surface.”

“When you manipulated Arick.” Nothing in his frame seemed penitent, and she probably couldn’t change that, but Neve wouldn’t let him hide behind half confessions. “When you manipulated me.”

“You didn’t have to be manipulated all that much, Your Majesty.” His blue eyes burned in the dim gray light. “You barely needed a nudge.”

She swallowed the taste of her pulse. Refused to duck her chin, refused to avert her gaze.

Solmir was the first to break eye contact, though the casual way he did made it feel less like a victory than Neve wanted. Another rub at his forehead, then his hand dropped, resting on the hilt of a dagger at his side. “I could’ve accomplished what I needed, what we all needed—really, Neverah, you should thank me—but your sister had to go and complicate things.” A pause. “I should’ve expected that, I suppose. Fate is a bitch.”

Her mouth opened to once again tell him to keep mentions of Red out of his mouth, but another quake came before she could.

Neve pitched sideways, slamming her knees onto the stairs, though this quake was minor compared to the first. Solmir didn’t make for the doorway, instead bracing in a crouch with practiced fluidity. How long had this world been shaking apart, for him to look nearly used to it?

When the earth was still again, Solmir straightened, turning to walk up the stairs toward the circular room where she’d awoken. “You’ve probably put together that time is short,” he called over his shoulder. “So I’d suggest you keep up.”
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