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rhe corpses like knocked-over pots of ink, but it did not settle, or pud-

dle, or disappe ar.

No" This darkness devoured.

It finished off the rest of the bodies, then turned its attention to her.

T'he tendrils climbed, cold and damp as lifeless limbs. Before she could

move, the shadows parted her lips and forced her to drink them. She

gasped for air, but all she tasted was death.

Everything went black, like the stars and the moon and the sun were

just candles that had been blown out, one by one.

Then, the darkness spoke.

"lsld." It had his voice. Grim's voice. "Come back to me.

Come back-"
A blink, and she ."vas back in the Place of Mirrors, all refracted

sunlight and skeletai branches scraping against the remaining glass,

reaching for her like hands.

And Oro. He was there in an instant, cradling her in his arms. He

was not one for dramatic reactions, which only made his expression of

horror more concerning.

Isla reached up and found blood running from her nose, her ears,

her: eyes, down her cheeks. She looked at the blood on her fingers, and

all she could think about was what she had seen.
'What 

was tbat? A vision?

A warning of what Grim would do if she didn't return to him?

She didn't know, but one thing was clear: As soon as she had opened

that door, something had slammed it closed again. Something was in

that room.

And it didn't want Isla to find it.

TRUTHS A

t rejected me," Isla said. It didn'r r:

her; she could feel it. So why had r-

The king's golden crorn,n gle:i

studying her. He was standing as far l:
room allowed.

It didn't matter. Even from fe.t :'
that tied them together. Something hki

Something like power.

Oro finally spoke. "You're not re:.
only key. If it wasn't meant to be ea.r.'.

be charmed to admit only a \X/ildling :

"l 474 a-))
"One who has mastered their a!':.

oh.
Isla laughed. She couldn't help ,:

tinue to come up with waYs to make l,
it was like a game. "If that's true, rhe: -

said, staring intently at a spot on rhe ',

still alive were her guardians-and r: ,

she r.r,ould kill them for murdering n;:
had fed her.

Silence came to a boil and spilie;

concern in the air, a heat tinged in ,,', -

her eyes. Of all the things she had be;:

room by a snobbish door u'at f-rr :. -
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She hated his concern, and she hated herself for the anger thar had

hardened inside her like a blade, that struck our at even something as

innocent as worry. Lately, though, she couldn't seem to control any of
lrer emotions. Sometirnes she woke up and didn't have the energl, to
even get out of bed. Other times, she was so angry, she portaled to'S7ild
Isle just to have a place to scream.

"I will teach you," he said.

"You're not a \il/ildllng master."

"No," he admitted. "But I have mastered four realms' powers.'fhe

abilities are different, but the execution is similar." His voice was gentle,

gentler than she deserved. "It lvas how I was able to use yoxu, power."

It was how he u'as able to srrve her. She vyould have been boiled alive

by the core of the island if Oro hadn't used the bond betrveen rhem to

claim her powers in the Place of Mirrors. That had been the moment

her feelings for hirn were revealed. The fact that he could access her

abilities meant she loved him.

Though she didn't even knorv what that-love-was.
She had loved her guardians.

She had loved Celeste.

She had, at some point,loved ()rim.

The vision. Death and darkness and deca_v. ITas it a threat? A glirnpse

of the future?

The weight around her neck felt even heavier nou-. The necklace

Grim had gifted her during the Centennial had been impossible to
remove) and 1,es, she had tried. It had a clasp, but so far it had refused

to open. It seemed there was no real way to take it off. Only she could

feel it. Oro didn't even know it existed.

Isla wondered if Grim was like that necklace-insistent and refusing

to let her go. Would he kill people just to have her?

"I have to tell you something." She considered keeping it to herself. Tf

it had involved only her, she might have. She had broken the curses. She

deserved more time to recover. FIer cuts and bruises from the Centennial

had disappeared, but some r,vounds i,, ,

to heal than broken skin and bones. ".

-,rras a vision."

He frou,ned. "What did vou seei''

"Death," she said. "Hs-" She fo-
name aloud, as if that alone might sun::

hirn to life in more than just her mLi-.i

ness. There were dead bodies evervs'i
at me-" She winced. "It looked lLke .

It looked like the end of the u or c
Sharper heat swept thror-rgh the rc,,

His smooth face remained expressron

you."

Isla shook her head. "I chose rc,;r

not even care about me anymore.'' Or,:' ,

her eyes. "Even if he did, do r-ou rhLnr

Risk his own people?"

"I think that is exactly rvhar he ,.-

awayr as if lost in thought. "Isla. \'c,,.

not just to get into the vault."
-fraining. That sounded like frrr :,-

a person who had to bargain u,ith h,- .

day" She didn't use to be like this. T:-.-

her like gemstones into a blade's hrlr ,

Now, she was lust tired, more :
wanted was time to recove! and ri.h.

feel like the most selfish person on L.=

Luckiln she had an excusc n:-.:
"You know I can't." As king, Oro .,.,':..

could wield each of the remaining L.:
Moonling, and Sunling. lt rvas suDi-:
other than his line to be born g'ith r - -
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Aurora-whom she had once thought to be her best friend, Celeste-her
\X/ildling and Nightshade gifts were tangled together in a way that made

thern largely useless unless a Nightshade released thern. "\4y pows13-"

"I have a plan for that."

Of course he did. Her teeth stubbornly locked together. "I don't

have time to train. I have to get back to the \fildlings."
"-fhey will need you to be at your utmost strength."
lWhy was he so set on her training? And why, truly, was she so

against it? "lt's a distraction," she tried. "I can learn later. After they're

taken care of. After lr'e've figured out the Nightshade threat, if my vision

is even real."

"You have the power of a Starling ruler now, Isla," Oro said gently.
'$7hen Isla killed Aurora, she had used an ancient relic called the

bondmaker to steal all the Starling's power. The action served as a

loophole to fulfill the part of the prophecy that stated a ruler had to

die to break the curses. A ruler's power functioned as the life force of

their people. All Starlings u,ould have died along with Aurora, if Isla

hadn't stolen that pol\,.er.

Now, she was responsible for turo realms, when she r,t''asn't even

qualified to rule one.

"Your lfildling and Nightshade powers might have stayed dormant

all this time," he continued, "but this will not. The abilities are too great.

If you don't learn how to control them, they will control you."

That seemed unlikely. In the last couple of days, she had casually tried

to use her Starling powers. To move a quill. To make a burst of energy

off her balcony. Nothing. She would have doubted that the bondmaker

had even worked if the Starlings weren't still alive.

"Isla," Oro said, and the tender way he said her name dulled the

defensive edges of her anger and pain, just a little.

"Yes?"

He took a step, then another, until she was bathed in his warmth,

even though he rvas still farther than she would have liked.

Oro studied her from the foor r::
nie. And mean it."

"Fine," she said quickl1,, just 'b:;

wanted to hear. Just because nou'ad...'..

thoughts about the Centennial and r.,:..

you. I rnean it."
"Your excitement is over:whelrnir :

"I ant excited," she said through r
His look sharpened. "You do rea.

Of course he did. That was his t,:
carried from distant bloodlines. She rn
of their pairing: a liar loved b,v someo:

Instead of glaring at Oro, she u a.

to him. Curiosity made for the besr cir.:

she reasoned, painful moments strun!: '

does it feel like?" she asked, sitting s::

The thin sleeve of her dress dippcc

him track its fall.

"What does what feel likei" be ...
bare shoulder.

Something thrummed in her che .:

staring at her. Until the moment u'h:l ,

her, she hadn't even thought he hac :,

One of her bare legs ran the Ier:.:

reached the floor. Her dress rode hiE:

the heat of his eyes t>n her. She di,i ::,
both feet were by the bedside.

He studied her, top to bottom. a:l ,

Her inadequacy-forgotten. The bet:..'

Part of Isla rvondered if he \\-as ::.

r,vas okay, but no, no, it was far belr=

for other reasons.
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".$(l'hen someone lies to 1.qu. S(hat does it feel like?" She drifted over

to him. barefoot, her back slightly sore froin her rough landing. Her

head pounded in pain, the wound iust recently healed by her'Wildling

elixir, but she igrrored it.

He rcrnained very still as she stopped before him.

"Does it hurt? " She tilted her head. "Does anytbing really hurt you? "

The iook he gave her made it clear he wasn't going to answer the

second question. so she trieci the first again. "Do the lies hurt?"

Oro u-as so ta1l, he had to crane his neck down to look her right

in the eres. He reached out and ran his thuntb across the divots of her

.r()\\ l. "lr depends on s'ho's telling therr,."

Gurir sank ;rs teerh inro her chest. The idea that her lies had hurt

erin irrexplicat,lv nrade her hurt .rs rr-e11.

\\as thrt ivhat rr meanr ro lor-e someone?

She had lied to him rhroughout the Cenrennial, but he had never

iied rc her. She knerv rhat now. for certain. He rvas the only person she

trusted in the world, though she realized trusting aryone after what had

happened r,!.as astronomically foolish.

Was that love?

Isla placed her hand on his chest and felt l'rim stitfen. He was warm

in a comforting way that made her want to feel his bare skin beneath

her fingers. He did not move an inch as she got closer-and closer still.

They fiad barely talked about the connection between them, the

undeniable thread. He had let her have her space. She had wanted to

take things slow. Not rush in, the way she had with Grim.

But at that moment, she didn't want any space between them.

She stood on her toes, wanting to bridge the gap between her lips

and his, finall1,, but no matter how long she stretched her neck, she

couldn't reach him.

Oro stared dou,n at her and frowned. "Is tlris your attempt to
distract me? "

Absolute\,. She didn't want to masr-

think about any of her newfound abrl-:,

have to think about things-and peop!.

beyond repair. "Yes. Let rne?"

He lorvered his head. His golcien cr

Then his hands were on her u'aisr i
back; she arched into his touch. He gra:

But before she could wrap her legs .

tothebed...
. . . and dropped her back onro the

By the time she made a sound of pr,

Isla," he said. "The dinner is in a feu' r
first time representatives were all meer:

the curses. "Then, we'li begin our trail:

a
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FLOATING FEAST

ake me look like a sword." Isla had told the Starling tai-

1or Leto. "One that's rnore blood than blade." A mixture

of \Yildling and Starling. That was what she wore as she

s\\'ept into the dining room.

The Sunline nobles had arrived earlv i,vith their ruler. They were

aireacir seated s'hen Isla u alked through the doors, arrd when their

-\'es \\'ent straight to her-sharp and hungrr--she had the unnen'ing

fceling of being the verr thing the" had come to pick at and consltme.

Before, she might have cowered under their scrutiny-, but now

she strode to the table like she didn't notice.'W'hat could anyone on

this island do or say to her that thei. hadn't already done? l\{oonling

nobles had tried to assassinate her The others had already jurdged her

down to the bone. ln the marketplace, most people avoided heq still

hating Wildlings because of their bloodthirsty curse, even after it had

been broken. Her ner,r. red, rnetal-woven dress whispered against the

smooth floor, feeling almost like chain mail, fighting against the silence

shrinking the room.

She quickly markeci the Sunling nobles as she passed them by. A

man with long golden hair tied into a braid and dark skin, wearing a

solemn expression. A tall woman, made up of about a thousand freckles,

her hair the color of rust. A man who looked old-remarkable, given

that even Oro looked yourlg, and he had been alive for more than five

centuries-his spine curved toward the table as if emulating the top of a

question mark. He smiled at heq light skin crinkling, but it tipped more

toward amused than friendly.

C)ro sat at the head of the table. anc.

would have looked exactly like he dic -.

nial, at that first dinner, if not for his e r .
hollow as honeycomb.

Norv, they burned right through h.

any previous thoughts unspool arouni
traced her with his gaze. Her bare. rar

corset. The slit in her dress revealing kr-,

because they were more practical than :

brow,n hair, with tiny red flowers \\'o\.r.
him back, for just a second. His bro:;
sharp panes of his smooth face. He h.

many years without sunlight, but no,..

\\ras so beautiful, it almost hurt lookrr
She didn't remember noticine h,,

first dinner.

Was that love?

Oro looked away quickly.

As she took her place next to him. :

blew her hair back, bringing with it rr.
the prickling chill of mountain air. -\z-:.

never touching the floor. [{e was joine ;
elected officials. Skylings ran their real::

possible in a system where rulers s'ere :
power their people's lives hinged on.

\fhile Azul's hair was as dark as :
had hair the color of the sky itself, coi:-,

in-a sign she was ancient, just like rr. :

old nran's. though. hcr posture \\'as Fq:-
and she was small in stature.

The Skyling next to her was builr .

r.vere carved straight from the Singrn-: I'i

II
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ciiffs of Lightlark, and so tall Isla couldn't see the color of his hair from
the way his face was angled as he stared straight ahead. He was large

enough to carry three swords on his belt comfortably, and he dwarfed
all of them. Isla had the unpleasant thought that her own sword would
look something like a quill in the giant's grip.

Azul came around the table to greet Isla, though his seat was on the

other side of Oro. "lbur style has changed," he mused.

His, happily had not. The ruler of Skyling rvas wearing a runic ',r,.ith
shards cut out of irs sides and bulbous sapphires in place of buttons. He

wore a ring on every finger.

It w,as her first time seeing him since the Centennial had ended.

You should bao,e sowgbt ltim out, her mind whisper:ed. Another failing.
She w,anted to ask how he was doing after watching the specter

of his long-lost husband disappear once the srorm cleared. She

wanted to apologize for believing even for a moment that he rvas her

enemy. She wanted to ask him how the Skylings were faring in the
afterrnath.

Before she courld get a w-ord out, Azul said, "Iil/e could make rime

to meet, if you would like."

"I would like that very much," she said.

"Good." He dipped his chin and whispered, "Beware. Someone is

always watching."

He was right. Conversation had started up, but she could still feel

attention fixed firmly on her. In the days that she had spent in her room
after the end of the Centennial, Oro had told the island's nobles and

representatives that Isla had broken the curses and gained the power
of a Starling ruler. The news had swiftly spread among the people

of Lightlark.

The leaders sitting around her now had watched her srumble her

way through most of the Centennial's trials. They must have wondered
how she, out of all the rulers, had been the one to finally put an end

to the curses.

Just as Azul was seated, the doors

Starling walked through. She had lier:
sheet of shining black hair. Her clorh:.
cloud rhan freshly sharpened biade. She :

her. Less than a second later, she reco\ ir.
Because of their previous curse, isla kr.e

was younger than twenty-five, close ro i
Thev locked eyes, and the girl frou'1.

ing pass between them. Two people u'1-.

"Maren," the Starling said sirnpir :
introduction, and then she proceeded to i,.

edge of the solid gold table.

Only, sn6 chair remained emptr. C-;

It didn't seem like the Moonling ii
rang through the golden room, markrne :
hundred years of suffering, the curses :
broken, thanks to Isla Crown, ruler o! I

again. "Over the last centuries, our pricr::,

to discuss hou, we move forward. I se t
every sense of the word. To get there. r., .
of fir'e hundred vears of our people dir ::
in the face of new threats." He looked a

celebrate the end of much of our suffe :::
Oro was seated, and conversations l

her unsteady breathing. Nerves rolled thr, ,

had already been turned to her. Soon. rr
if she answered wrong?

No one knew about her past s-iih
secretly also a Nightshade. If the1,' did. r:
right then and there. Nightshade haC :.
Thev had been at war right before rhe ;
believed, they might soon find themsel,,'e.
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