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Dear readers,

I want to thank you so much for following along with Rose and the others through this series. It’s both exciting and sad to see her story wind down here, but I hope you’ll really enjoy the twists and turns that unfold for her. And don’t worry—we’ll still be seeing lots more of her after this. Another Vampire Academy series will be starting soon, one that will put some of our other favorite characters in the spotlight but still let us keep track of Rose. Believe me, she’s not that easy to stay away from.

When writing such a long and complex series, mistakes are inevitable, and I certainly make them all the time! One in particular needs to be addressed for this book. When I began writing the series, I introduced everyone to Sonya Karp and briefly mentioned her guardian boyfriend, knowing he’d show up later on. Five books later, we finally met Mikhail Tanner in Spirit Bound. Except, if you live outside the U.S., you probably met Tomas Sanders. Unfortunately, due to some confusion and a last-minute change, many non-American copies of Spirit Bound have this character incorrectly named Tomas when he should have been Mikhail.

Now, with Last Sacrifice here, the mistakes have been corrected. This is good news, except it’s also possibly confusing news if you were used to Tomas and now wonder who in the world this Mikhail guy is. The important thing to know is that they’re the same person. I apologize for any confusion and can only say again that these types of little mistakes are impossible to avoid. Fortunately, a name error is a lot easier to deal with than someone “accidentally” being killed off!

So thank you very much for your understanding and continued support of the Vampire Academy universe. You guys are what make this journey so fun.

Best,

Richelle







This is dedicated to Rich Bailey and

Alan Doty, the teachers who had the

greatest influence on my writing, and

to all my teacher friends out there

helping young writers now. Keep

fighting the good fight, all of you.




One

I DON’T LIKE CAGES.

I don’t even like going to zoos. The first time I went to one, I almost had a claustrophobic attack looking at those poor animals. I couldn’t imagine any creature living that way. Sometimes I even felt a little bad for criminals, condemned to life in a cell. I’d certainly never expected to spend my life in one.

But lately, life seemed to be throwing me a lot of things I’d never expected, because here I was, locked away.

“Hey!” I yelled, gripping the steel bars that isolated me from the world. “How long am I going to be here? When’s my trial? You can’t keep me in this dungeon forever!”

Okay, it wasn’t exactly a dungeon, not in the dark, rusty-chain sense. I was inside a small cell with plain walls, a plain floor, and well … plain everything. Spotless. Sterile. Cold. It was actually more depressing than any musty dungeon could have managed. The bars in the doorway felt cool against my skin, hard and unyielding. Fluorescent lighting made the metal gleam in a way that felt harsh and irritating to my eyes. I could see the shoulder of a man standing rigidly to the side of the cell’s entrance and knew there were probably four more guardians in the hallway out of my sight. I also knew none of them were going to answer me back, but that hadn’t stopped me from constantly demanding answers from them for the last two days.

When the usual silence came, I sighed and slumped back on the cot in the cell’s corner. Like everything else in my new home, the cot was colorless and stark. Yeah. I really was starting to wish I had a real dungeon. Rats and cobwebs would have at least given me something to watch. I stared upward and immediately had the disorienting feeling I always did in here: that the ceiling and walls were closing in around me. Like I couldn’t breathe. Like the sides of the cell would keep coming toward me until no space remained, pushing out all the air …

I sat up abruptly, gasping. Don’t stare at the walls and ceiling, Rose, I chastised myself. Instead, I looked down at my clasped hands and tried to figure out how I’d gotten into this mess.

The initial answer was obvious: someone had framed me for a crime I didn’t commit. And it wasn’t petty crime either. It was murder. They’d had the audacity to accuse me of the highest crime a Moroi or dhampir could commit. Now, that isn’t to say I haven’t killed before. I have. I’ve also done my fair share of rule (and even law) breaking. Cold-blooded murder, however, was not in my repertoire. Especially not the murder of a queen.

It was true Queen Tatiana hadn’t been a friend of mine. She’d been the coolly calculating ruler of the Moroi—a race of living, magic-using vampires who didn’t kill their victims for blood. Tatiana and I had had a rocky relationship for a number of reasons. One was me dating her great-nephew, Adrian. The other was my disapproval of her policies on how to fight off Strigoi—the evil, undead vampires who stalked us all. Tatiana had tricked me a number of times, but I’d never wanted her dead. Someone apparently had, however, and they’d left a trail of evidence leading right to me, the worst of which were my fingerprints all over the silver stake that had killed Tatiana. Of course, it was my stake, so naturally it’d have my fingerprints. No one seemed to think that was relevant.

I sighed again and pulled out a tiny crumpled piece of paper from my pocket. My only reading material. I squeezed it in my hand, having no need to look at the words. I’d long since memorized them. The note’s contents made me question what I’d known about Tatiana. It had made me question a lot of things.

Frustrated with my own surroundings, I slipped out of them and into someone else’s: my best friend Lissa’s. Lissa was a Moroi, and we shared a psychic link, one that let me go to her mind and see the world through her eyes. All Moroi wielded some type of elemental magic. Lissa’s was spirit, an element tied to psychic and healing powers. It was rare among Moroi, who usually used more physical elements, and we barely understood its abilities—which were incredible. She’d used spirit to bring me back from the dead a few years ago, and that’s what had forged our bond.

Being in her mind freed me from my cage but offered little help for my problem. Lissa had been working hard to prove my innocence, ever since the hearing that had laid out all the evidence against me. My stake being used in the murder had only been the beginning. My opponents had been quick to remind everyone about my antagonism toward the queen and had also found a witness to testify about my whereabouts during the murder. That testimony had left me without an alibi. The Council had decided there was enough evidence to send me to a full-fledged trial—where I would receive my verdict.

Lissa had been trying desperately to get people’s attention and convince them I’d been framed. She was having trouble finding anyone who would listen, however, because the entire Moroi Royal Court was consumed with preparations for Tatiana’s elaborate funeral. A monarch’s death was a big deal. Moroi and dhampirs—half-vampires like me—were coming from all over the world to see the spectacle. Food, flowers, decorations, even musicians … The full deal. If Tatiana had gotten married, I doubted the event would have been this elaborate. With so much activity and buzz, no one cared about me now. As far as most people were concerned, I was safely stashed away and unable to kill again. Tatiana’s murderer had been found. Justice was served. Case closed.

Before I could get a clear picture of Lissa’s surroundings, a commotion at the jail jerked me back into my own head. Someone had entered the area and was speaking to the guards, asking to see me. It was my first visitor in days. My heart pounded, and I leapt up to the bars, hoping it was someone who would tell me this had all been a horrible mistake.

My visitor wasn’t quite who I’d expected.

“Old man,” I said wearily. “What are you doing here?”

Abe Mazur stood before me. As always, he was a sight to behold. It was the middle of summer—hot and humid, seeing as we were right in the middle of rural Pennsylvania—but that didn’t stop him from wearing a full suit. It was a flashy one, perfectly tailored and adorned with a brilliant purple silk tie and matching scarf that just seemed like overkill. Gold jewelry flashed against the dusky hue of his skin, and he looked like he’d recently trimmed his short black beard. Abe was a Moroi, and although he wasn’t royal, he wielded enough influence to be.

He also happened to be my father.

“I’m your lawyer,” he said cheerfully. “Here to give you legal counsel, of course.”

“You aren’t a lawyer,” I reminded him. “And your last bit of advice didn’t work out so well.” That was mean of me. Abe—despite having no legal training whatsoever—had defended me at my hearing. Obviously, since I was locked up and headed for trial, the outcome of that hadn’t been so great. But, in all my solitude, I’d come to realize that he’d been right about something. No lawyer, no matter how good, could have saved me at the hearing. I had to give him credit for stepping up to a lost cause, though considering our sketchy relationship, I still wasn’t sure why he had. My biggest theories were that he didn’t trust royals and that he felt paternal obligation. In that order.

“My performance was perfect,” he argued. “Whereas your compelling speech in which you said ‘if I was the murderer’ didn’t do us any favors. Putting that image in the judge’s head wasn’t the smartest thing you could have done.”

I ignored the barb and crossed my arms. “So what are you doing here? I know it’s not just a fatherly visit. You never do anything without a reason.”

“Of course not. Why do anything without a reason?”

“Don’t start up with your circular logic.”

He winked. “No need to be jealous. If you work hard and put your mind to it, you might just inherit my brilliant logic skills someday.”

“Abe,” I warned. “Get on with it.”

“Fine, fine,” he said. “I’ve come to tell you that your trial might be moved up.”

“W-what? That’s great news!” At least, I thought it was. His expression said otherwise. Last I’d heard, my trial might be months away. The mere thought of that—of being in this cell so long—made me feel claustrophobic again.

“Rose, you do realize that your trial will be nearly identical to your hearing. Same evidence and a guilty verdict.”

“Yeah, but there must be something we can do before that, right? Find proof to clear me?” Suddenly, I had a good idea of what the problem was. “When you say ‘moved up,’ how soon are we talking?”

“Ideally, they’d like to do it after a new king or queen is crowned. You know, part of the post-coronation festivities.”

His tone was flippant, but as I held his dark gaze, I caught the full meaning. Numbers rattled in my head. “The funeral’s this week, and the elections are right after … You’re saying I could go to trial and be convicted in, what, practically two weeks?”

Abe nodded.

I flew toward the bars again, my heart pounding in my chest. “Two weeks? Are you serious?”

When he’d said the trial had been moved up, I’d figured maybe it was a month away. Enough time to find new evidence. How would I have pulled that off? Unclear. Now, time was rushing away from me. Two weeks wasn’t enough, especially with so much activity at Court. Moments ago, I’d resented the long stretch of time I might face. Now, I had too little of it, and the answer to my next question could make things worse.

“How long?” I asked, trying to control the trembling in my voi!ce. “How long after the verdict until they … carry out the sentence?”

I still didn’t entirely know what all I’d inherited from Abe, but we seemed to clearly share one trait: an unflinching ability to deliver bad news.

“Probably immediately.”

“Immediately.” I backed up, nearly sat on the bed, and then felt a new surge of adrenaline. “Immediately? So. Two weeks. In two weeks, I could be … dead.”

Because that was the thing—the thing that had been hanging over my head the moment it became clear someone had planted enough evidence to frame me. People who killed queens didn’t get sent to prison. They were executed. Few crimes among Moroi and dhampirs got that kind of punishment. We tried to be civilized in our justice, showing we were better than the bloodthirsty Strigoi. But certain crimes, in the eyes of the law, deserved death. Certain people deserved it, too—say, like, treasonous murderers. As the full impact of the future fell upon me, I felt myself shake and tears come dangerously close to spilling out of my eyes.

“That’s not right!” I told Abe. “That’s not right, and you know it!”

“Doesn’t matter what I think,” he said calmly. “I’m simply delivering the facts.”

“Two weeks,” I repeated. “What can we do in two weeks? I mean … you’ve got some lead, right? Or … or … you can find something by then? That’s your specialty.” I was rambling and knew I sounded hysterical and desperate. Of course, that was because I felt hysterical and desperate.

“It’s going to be difficult to accomplish much,” he explained. “The Court’s preoccupied with the funeral and elections. Things are disorderly—which is both good and bad.”

I knew about all the preparations from watching Lissa. I’d seen the chaos already brewing. Finding any sort of evidence in this mess wouldn’t just be difficult. It could very well be impossible.


			Two weeks. Two weeks, and I could be dead.
		

“I can’t,” I told Abe, my voice breaking. “I’m not … meant to die that way.”

“Oh?” He arched an eyebrow. “You know how you’re supposed to die?”

“In battle.” One tear managed to escape, and I hastily wiped it away. I’d always lived my life with a tough image. I didn’t want that shattering, not now when it mattered most of all. “In fighting. Defending those I love. Not … not through some planned execution.”

 “This is a fight of sorts,” he mused. “Just not a physical one. Two weeks is still two weeks. Is it bad? Yes. But it’s better than one week. And nothing’s impossible. Maybe new evidence will turn up. You simply have to wait and see.”

“I hate waiting. This room … it’s so small. I can’t breathe. It’ll kill me before any executioner does.”

“I highly doubt it.” Abe’s expression was still cool, with no sign of sympathy. Tough love. “You’ve fearlessly fought groups of Strigoi, yet you can’t handle a small room?”

“It’s more than that! Now I have to wait each day in this hole, knowing there’s a clock ticking down to my death and almost no way to stop it.”

“Sometimes the greatest tests of our strength are situations that don’t seem so obviously dangerous. Sometimes surviving is the hardest thing of all.”

“Oh. No. No.” I stalked away, pacing in small circles. “Do not start with all that noble crap. You sound like Dimitri when he used to give me his deep life lessons.”

“He survived this very situation. He’s surviving other things too.”

Dimitri.

I took a deep breath, calming myself before I answered. Until this murder mess, Dimitri had been the biggest complication in my life. A year ago—though it seemed like eternity—he’d been my instructor in high school, training me to be one of the dhampir guardians who protect Moroi. He’d accomplished that—and a lot more. We’d fallen in love, something that wasn’t allowed. We’d managed it as best we could, even finally coming up with a way for us to be together. That hope had disappeared when he’d been bitten and turned Strigoi. It had been a living nightmare for me. Then, through a miracle no one had believed possible, Lissa had used spirit to transform him back to a dhampir. But things unfortunately hadn’t quite returned to how they’d been before the Strigoi attack.

I glared at Abe. “Dimitri survived this, but he was horribly depressed about it! He still is. About everything.”

The full weight of the atrocities he’d committed as a Strigoi haunted Dimitri. He couldn’t forgive himself and swore he could never love anyone now. The fact that I had begun dating Adrian didn’t help matters. After a number of futile efforts, I’d accepted that Dimitri and I were through. I’d moved on, hoping I could have something real with Adrian now.

“Right,” Abe said dryly. “He’s depressed, but you’re the picture of happiness and joy.”

I sighed. “Sometimes talking to you is like talking to myself: pretty damned annoying. Is there any other reason you’re here? Other than to deliver the terrible news? I would have been happier living in ignorance.”

I’m not supposed to die this way. I’m not supposed to see it coming. My death is not some appointment penciled in on a calendar.

He shrugged. “I just wanted to see you. And your arrangements.”

Yes, he had indeed, I realized. Abe’s eyes had always come back to me as we spoke; there’d been no question I held his attention. There was nothing in our banter to concern my guards. But every so often, I’d see Abe’s gaze flick around, taking in the hall, my cell, and whatever other details he found interesting. Abe had not earned his reputation as zmey—the serpent—for nothing. He was always calculating, always looking for an advantage. It seemed my tendency toward crazy plots ran in the family.

“I also wanted to help you pass the time.” He smiled and from under his arm, he handed me a couple of magazines and a book through the bars. “Maybe this will improve things.”

I doubted any entertainment was going to make my two-week death countdown more manageable. The magazines were fashion and hair oriented. The book was The Count of Monte Cristo. I held it up, needing to make a joke, needing to do anything to make this less real.

“I saw the movie. Your subtle symbolism isn’t really all that subtle. Unless you’ve hidden a file inside it.”

“The book’s always better than the movie.” He started to turn away. “Maybe we’ll have a literary discussion next time.”

“Wait.” I tossed the reading material onto the bed. “Before you go … in this whole mess, no one’s ever brought up who actually did kill her.” When Abe didn’t answer right away, I gave him a sharp look. “You do believe I didn’t do it, right?” For all I knew, he did think I was guilty and was just trying to help anyway. It wouldn’t have been out of character.

“I believe my sweet daughter is capable of murder,” he said at last. “But not this one.”

“Then who did it?”

“That,” he said before walking away, “is something I’m working on.”

 “But you just said we’re running out of time! Abe!” I didn’t want him to leave. I didn’t want to be alone with my fear. “There’s no way to fix this!”

“Just remember what I said in the courtroom,” he called back.

He left my sight, and I sat back on the bed, thinking back to that day in court. At the end of the hearing, he’d told me—quite adamantly—that I wouldn’t be executed. Or even go to trial. Abe Mazur wasn’t one to make idle promises, but I was starting to think that even he had limits, especially since our timetable had just been adjusted.

I again took out the crumpled piece of paper and opened it. It too had come from the courtroom, covertly handed to me by Ambrose—Tatiana’s servant and boy-toy.


Rose,

If you’re reading this, then something terrible has happened. You probably hate me, and I don’t blame you. I can only ask that you trust that what I did with the age decree was better for your people than what others had planned. There are some Moroi who want to force all dhampirs into service, whether they want it or not, by using compulsion. The age decree has slowed that faction down.

However, I write to you with a secret you must put right, and it is a secret you must share with as few as possible. Vasilisa needs her spot on the Council, and it can be done. She is not the last Dragomir. Another lives, the illegitimate child of Eric Dragomir. I know nothing else, but if you can find this son or daughter, you will give Vasilisa the power she deserves. No matter your faults and dangerous temperament, you are the only one I feel can take on this task. Waste no time in fulfilling it.

—Tatiana Ivashkov



The words hadn’t changed since the other hundred times I’d read them, nor had the questions they always triggered. Was the note true? Had Tatiana really written it? Had she—in spite of her outwardly hostile attitude—trusted me with this dangerous knowledge? There were twelve royal families who made decisions for the Moroi, but for all intents and purposes, there might as well have only been eleven. Lissa was the last of her line, and without another member of the Dragomir family, Moroi law said she had no power to sit on and vote with the Council that made our decisions. Some pretty bad laws had already been made, and if the note was true, more would come. Lissa could fight those laws—and some people wouldn’t like that, people who had already demonstrated their willingness to kill.

Another Dragomir.

Another Dragomir meant Lissa could vote. One more Council vote could change so much. It could change the Moroi world. It could change my world—say, like, whether I was found guilty or not. And certainly, it could change Lissa’s world. All this time she’d believed she was alone. Yet … I uneasily wondered if she’d welcome a half-sibling. I accepted that my father was a scoundrel, but Lissa had always held hers up on a pedestal, believing the best of him. This news would come as a shock, and although I’d trained my entire life to keep her safe from physical threats, I was starting to think there were other things she needed to be protected from as well.

But first, I needed the truth. I had to know if this note had really come from Tatiana. I was pretty sure I could find out, but it involved something I hated doing.

Well, why not? It wasn’t like I had anything else to do right now.

Rising from the bed, I turned my back to the bars and stared at the blank wall, using it as a focus point. Bracing myself, remembering that I was strong enough to keep control, I released the mental barriers I always subconsciously kept around my mind. A great pressure lifted from me, like air escaping a balloon.

And suddenly, I was surrounded by ghosts.


Two

AS ALWAYS, IT WAS DISORIENTING. Faces and skulls, translucent and luminescent, all hovered around me. They were drawn to me, swarming in a cloud as though they all desperately needed to say something. And really, they probably did. The ghosts that lingered in this world were restless, souls who had reasons that kept them from moving on. When Lissa had brought me back from the dead, I’d kept a connection to their world. It had taken a lot of work and self-control to learn to block out the phantoms that followed me. The magical wards that protected the Moroi Court actually kept most ghosts away from me, but this time, I wanted them here. Giving them that access, drawing them in … well, it was a dangerous thing.

Something told me that if ever there was a restless spirit, it would be a queen who had been murdered in her own bed. I saw no familiar faces among this group but didn’t give up hope.

“Tatiana,” I murmured, focusing my thoughts on the dead queen’s face. “Tatiana, come to me.”

I had once been able to summon one ghost easily: my friend Mason, who’d been killed by Strigoi. While Tatiana and I weren’t as close as Mason and I had been, we certainly had a connection. For a while, nothing happened. The same blur of faces swirled before me in the cell, and I began to despair. Then, all of a sudden, she was there.

She stood in the clothes she’d been murdered in, a long nightgown and robe covered in blood. Her colors were muted, flickering like a malfunctioning TV screen. Nonetheless, the crown on her head and regal stance gave her the same queenly air I remembered. Once she materialized, she said and did nothing. She simply stared at me, her dark gaze practically piercing my soul. A tangle of emotions tightened in my chest. That gut reaction I always got around Tatiana—anger and resentment—flared up. Then, it was muddled by a surprising wave of sympathy. No one’s life should end the way hers had.

I hesitated, afraid the guards would hear me. Somehow, I had a feeling the volume of my voice didn’t matter, and none of them could see what I saw. I held up the note.

“Did you write this?” I breathed. “Is it true?”

She continued to stare. Mason’s ghost had behaved similarly. Summoning the dead was one thing; communicating with them was a whole other matter.

“I have to know. If there is another Dragomir, I’ll find them.” No point in drawing attention to the fact that I was in no position to find anything or anyone. “But you have to tell me. Did you write this letter? Is it true?”

Only that maddening gaze answered me. My frustration grew, and the pressure of all those spirits began to give me a headache. Apparently, Tatiana was as annoying in death as she had been in life.

I was about to bring my walls back and push the ghosts away when Tatiana made the smallest of movements. It was a tiny nod, barely noticeable. Her hard eyes then shifted down to the note in my hand, and just like that—she was gone.

I slammed my barriers back up, using all my will to close myself off from the dead. The headache didn’t disappear, but those faces did. I sank back on the bed and stared at the note without seeing it. There was my answer. The note was real. Tatiana had written it. Somehow, I doubted her ghost had any reason to lie.

Stretching out, I rested my head on the pillow and waited for that terrible throbbing to go away. I closed my eyes and used the spirit bond to return and see what Lissa had been doing. Since my arrest, she’d been busy pleading and arguing on my behalf, so I expected to find more of the same. Instead she was … dress shopping.

I was almost offended at my best friend’s frivolity until I realized she was looking for a funeral dress. She was in one of the Court’s tucked away stores, one that catered to royal families. To my surprise, Adrian was with her. Seeing his familiar, handsome face eased some of the fear in me. A quick probe of her mind told me why he was here: she’d talked him into coming because she didn’t want him left alone.

I could understand why. He was completely drunk. It was a wonder he could stand, and in fact, I strongly suspected the wall he leaned against was all that held him up. His brown hair was a mess—and not in the purposeful way he usually styled it. His deep green eyes were bloodshot. Like Lissa, Adrian was a spirit user. He had an ability she didn’t yet: he could visit people’s dreams. I’d expected him to come to me since my imprisonment, and now it made sense why he hadn’t. Alcohol stunted spirit. In some ways, that was a good thing. Excessive spirit created a darkness that drove its users insane. But spending life perpetually drunk wasn’t all that healthy either.

Seeing him through Lissa’s eyes triggered emotional confusion nearly as intense as what I’d experienced with Tatiana. I felt bad for him. He was obviously worried and upset about me, and the startling events this last week had blindsided him as much as the rest of us. He’d also lost his aunt whom, despite her brusque attitude, he’d cared for.

Yet, in spite of all this, I felt … scorn. That was unfair, perhaps, but I couldn’t help it. I cared about him so much and understood him being upset, but there were better ways of dealing with his loss. His behavior was almost cowardly. He was hiding from his problems in a bottle, something that went against every piece of my nature. Me? I couldn’t let my problems win without a fight.

“Velvet,” the shopkeeper told Lissa with certainty. The wizened Moroi woman held up a voluminous, long-sleeved gown. “Velvet is traditional in the royal escort.”

Along with the rest of the fanfare, Tatiana’s funeral would have a ceremonial escort walking alongside the coffin, with a representative from each family there. Apparently, no one minded that Lissa fill that role for her family. But voting? That was another matter.

Lissa eyed the dress. It looked more like a Halloween costume than a funeral gown. “It’s ninety degrees out,” said Lissa. “And humid.”

“Tradition demands sacrifice,” the woman said melodramatically. “As does tragedy.”

Adrian opened his mouth, undoubtedly ready with some inappropriate and mocking comment. Lissa gave him a sharp headshake that kept him quiet. “Aren’t there any, I don’t know, sleeveless options?”

The saleswoman’s eyes widened. “No one has ever worn straps to a royal funeral. It wouldn’t be right.”

“What about shorts?” asked Adrian. “Are they okay if they’re with a tie? Because that’s what I was gonna go with.”

The woman looked horrified. Lissa shot Adrian a look of disdain, not so much because of the remark—which she found mildly amusing—but because she too was disgusted by his constant state of intoxication.

“Well, no one treats me like a full-fledged royal,” said Lissa, turning back to the dresses. “No reason to act like one now. Show me your straps and short-sleeves.”

The saleswoman grimaced but complied. She had no problem advising royals on fashion but wouldn’t dare order them to do or wear anything. It was part of the class stratification of our world. The woman walked across the store to find the requested dresses, just as Lissa’s boyfriend and his aunt entered the shop.

Christian Ozera, I thought, was who Adrian should have been acting like. The fact that I could even think like that was startling. Times had certainly changed from when I held Christian up as a role model. But it was true. I’d watched him with Lissa this last week, and Christian had been determined and steadfast, doing whatever he could to help her in the wake of Tatiana’s death and my arrest. From the look on his face now, it was obvious he had something important to relay.

His outspoken aunt, Tasha Ozera, was another study in strength and grace under pressure. She’d raised him after his parents had turned Strigoi—and had attacked her, leaving Tasha with scarring on one side of her face. Moroi had always relied on guardians for defense, but after that attack, Tasha had decided to take matters into her own hands. She’d learned to fight, training with all sorts of hand-to-hand methods and weapons. She was really quite a badass and constantly pushed for other Moroi to learn combat too.

Lissa let go of a dress she’d been examining and turned to Christian eagerly. After me, there was no one else she trusted more in the world. He’d been her rock throughout all of this.

He looked around the store, not appearing overly thrilled to be surrounded by dresses. “You guys are shopping?” he asked, glancing from Lissa to Adrian. “Getting in a little girl time?”

“Hey, you’d benefit from a wardrobe change,” said Adrian. “Besides, I bet you’d look great in a halter top.”

Lissa ignored the guys’ banter and focused on the Ozeras. “What did you find out?”

“They’ve decided not to take action,” said Christian. His lips curled in disdain. “Well, not any punishment kind of action.”

Tasha nodded. “We’re trying to push the idea that he just thought Rose was in danger and jumped in before he realized what was actually happening.”

My heart stopped. Dimitri. They were talking about Dimitri.

For a moment, I was no longer with Lissa. I was no longer in my cell. Instead, I was back to the day of my arrest. I’d been arguing with Dimitri in a café, scolding him for his continued refusal to talk to me, let alone continue our former relationship. I’d decided then that I was done with him, that things were truly over and that I wouldn’t let him keep tearing my heart apart. That was when the guardians had come for me, and no matter what Dimitri claimed about his Strigoi-time making him unable to love, he had reacted with lightning speed in my defense. We’d been hopelessly outnumbered, but he hadn’t cared. The look on his face—and my own uncanny understanding of him—had told me all I needed to know. I was facing a threat. He had to defend me.

And defend me he had. He’d fought like the god he’d been back at St. Vladimir’s Academy, when he’d taught me how to battle Strigoi. He incapacitated more guardians in that café than one man should have been able to. The only thing that had ended it—and I truly believe he would have fought until his last breath—had been my intervention. I hadn’t known at the time what was going on or why a legion of guardians would want to arrest me. But I had realized that Dimitri was in serious danger of harming his already fragile status around Court. A Strigoi being restored was unheard of, and many still didn’t trust him. I’d begged Dimitri to stop, more afraid of what would happen to him than me. Little had I known what was in store for me.

He’d come to my hearing—under guard—but neither Lissa nor I had seen him since. Lissa had been working hard to clear him of any wrongdoing, fearing they’d lock him up again. And me? I’d been trying to tell myself not to over-think what he had done. My arrest and potential execution took precedence. Yet … I still wondered. Why had he done it? Why had he risked his life for mine? Was it an instinctive reaction to a threat? Had he done it as a favor to Lissa, whom he’d sworn to help in return for freeing him? Or had he truly done it because he still had feelings for me?

I still didn’t know the answer, but seeing him like that, like the fierce Dimitri from my past, had stirred up the feelings I was so desperately trying to get over. I kept trying to assure myself that recovering from a relationship took time. Lingering feelings were natural. Unfortunately, it took longer to get over a guy when he threw himself into danger for you.

Regardless, Christian and Tasha’s words gave me hope about Dimitri’s fate. After all, I wasn’t the only one walking a tenuous line between life and death. Those convinced Dimitri was still Strigoi wanted to see a stake through his heart.

“They’re keeping him confined again,” said Christian. “But not in a cell. Just in his room, with a couple of guards. They don’t want him out around Court until things settle down.”

“That’s better than jail,” admitted Lissa.

“It’s still absurd,” snapped Tasha, more to herself than the others. She and Dimitri had been close over the years, and she’d once wanted to take that relationship to another level. She’d settled for friendship, and her outrage over the injustice done to him was as strong as ours. “They should have let him go as soon as he became a dhampir again. Once the elections are settled, I’m going to make sure he’s free.”

“And that’s what’s weird …” Christian’s pale blue eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “We heard that Tatiana had told others before she—before she—” Christian hesitated and glanced uneasily at Adrian. The pause was uncharacteristic for Christian, who usually spoke his mind abruptly.

“Before she was murdered,” said Adrian flatly, not looking at any of them. “Go on.”

Christian swallowed. “Um, yeah. I guess—not in public—she’d announced that she believed Dimitri really was a dhampir again. Her plan was to help him get more acceptance once the other stuff settled down.” The “other stuff” was the age law mentioned in Tatiana’s note, the one saying dhampirs turning sixteen would be forced to graduate and start defending Moroi. It had infuriated me, but like so many other things now … well, it was kind of on hold.

Adrian made a strange sound, like he was clearing his throat. “She did not.”

Christian shrugged. “Lots of her advisors said she did. That’s the rumor.”

“I have a hard time believing it too,” Tasha told Adrian. She’d never approved of Tatiana’s policies and had vehemently spoken out against them on more than one occasion. Adrian’s disbelief wasn’t political, though. His was simply coming from ideas he’d always had about his aunt. She’d never given any indication that she wanted to help Dimitri regain his old status.

Adrian made no further comment, but I knew this topic was kindling sparks of jealousy within him. I’d told him Dimitri was in the past and that I was ready to move on, but Adrian—like me—must have undoubtedly wondered about the motivations behind Dimitri’s gallant defense.

Lissa began to speculate on how they might get Dimitri out of house arrest when the saleswoman returned with an armful of dresses she clearly disapproved of. Biting her lip, Lissa fell silent. She filed away Dimitri’s situation as something to deal with later. Instead, she wearily prepared to try on clothes and play the part of a good little royal girl.

Adrian perked up at the sight of the dresses. “Any halters in there?”

I returned to my cell, mulling over the problems that just seemed to keep piling up. I was worried about both Adrian and Dimitri. I was worried about myself. I was also worried about this so-called lost Dragomir. I was starting to believe the story could be real, but there was nothing I could do about it, which frustrated me. I needed to take action when it came to helping Lissa. Tatiana had told me in her letter to be careful whom I spoke to about the matter. Should I pass this mission on to someone else? I wanted to take charge of it, but the bars and suffocating walls around me said I might not be able to take charge of anything for a while, not even my own life.

Two weeks.

Needing further distraction, I gave in and began reading Abe’s book, which was exactly the tale of wrongful imprisonment I’d expected it to be. It was pretty good and taught me that faking my own death apparently wouldn’t work as an escape method. The book unexpectedly stirred up old memories. A chill went down my spine as I recalled a Tarot reading that a Moroi named Rhonda had given to me. She was Ambrose’s aunt, and one of the cards she’d drawn for me had shown a woman tied to swords. Wrongful imprisonment. Accusations. Slander. Damn. I was really starting to hate those cards. I always insisted they were a scam, yet they had an annoying tendency to come true. The end of her reading had shown a journey, but to where? A real prison? My execution?

Questions with no answers. Welcome to my world. Out of options for now, I figured I might as well try to get some rest. Stretching out on the pallet, I tried to push away those constant worries. Not easy. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw a judge banging a gavel, condemning me to death. I saw my name in the history books, not as a hero, but as a traitor.

Lying there, choking on my own fear, I thought of Dimitri. I pictured his steady gaze and could practically hear him lecturing me. Don’t worry now about what you can’t change. Rest when you can so you’ll be ready for tomorrow’s battles. The imaginary advice calmed me. Sleep came at last, heavy and deep. I’d tossed and turned a lot this week, so true rest was welcome.

Then—I woke up.

I sat upright in bed, my heart pounding. Peering around, I looked for danger—any threat that might have startled me out of that sleep. There was nothing. Darkness. Silence. The faint squeak of a chair down the hall told me my guards were still around.

The bond, I realized. The bond had woken me up. I’d felt a sharp, intense flare of … what? Intensity. Anxiety. A rush of adrenaline. Panic raced through me, and I dove deeper into Lissa, trying to find what had caused that surge of emotion from her.

What I found was … nothing.

The bond was gone.


Three

WELL, NOT GONE EXACTLY.

Muted. Kind of like how it had felt immediately after she’d restored Dimitri back to a dhampir. The magic had been so strong then that it had “burned out” our link. There was no blast of magic now. It was almost as though the blankness was intentional on her part. Like always, I still had a sense of Lissa: she was alive; she was well. So what was keeping me from feeling more of her? She wasn’t asleep, because I could feel a sense of alert consciousness on the other side of this wall. Spirit was there, hiding her from me … and she was making it happen.

What the hell? It was an accepted fact that our bond worked only one way. I could sense her; she couldn’t sense me. Likewise, I could control when I went into her mind. Often, I tried to keep myself out (jail captivity time excluded), in an attempt to protect her privacy. Lissa had no such control, and her vulnerability infuriated her sometimes. Every once in a while, she could use her power to shield herself from me, but it was rare, difficult, and required considerable effort on her part. Today, she was pulling it off, and as the condition persisted, I could feel her strain. Keeping me out wasn’t easy, but she was managing it. Of course, I didn’t care about the how of it. I wanted to know the why.

It was probably my worst day of imprisonment. Fear for myself was one thing. But for her? That was agonizing. If it was my life or hers, I would have walked into execution without hesitation. I had to know what was going on. Had she learned something? Had the Council decided to skip right over a trial and execute me? Was Lissa trying to protect me from that news? The more spirit she wielded, the more she endangered her life. This mental wall required a lot of magic. But why? Why was she taking this risk?

It was astonishing in that moment to realize just how much I relied on the bond to keep track of her. True: I didn’t always welcome someone else’s thoughts in my head. Despite the control I’d learned, her mind still sometimes poured into mine in moments I’d rather not experience. None of that was a concern now—only her safety was. Being blocked off was like having a limb removed.

All day I tried to get inside her head. Every time, I was kept out. It was maddening. No visitors came to me either, and the book and magazines had long since lost their appeal. The caged animal feeling was getting to me again, and I spent a fair amount of time yelling at my guards—with no results. Tatiana’s funeral was tomorrow, and the clock to my trial was ticking loudly.

Bedtime came, and the wall in the bond dropped at last—because Lissa went to sleep. The link between us was firm, but her mind was closed off in unconsciousness. I’d find no answers there. Left with nothing else, I went to bed as well, wondering if I’d be cut off again in the morning.

I wasn’t. She and I were linked again, and I was able to see the world through her eyes once more. Lissa was up and around early, preparing for the funeral. I neither saw nor felt any sign of why I’d been blocked the day before. She was letting me back into her mind, just like normal. I almost wondered if I’d imagined being cut off from her.

No … there it was. Barely. Within her mind, I sensed thoughts she was still hiding from me. They were slippery. Each time I tried to grasp them, they fell out of my hands. I was amazed she could still use enough magic to pull it off, and it was also a clear indication that she’d blocked me out intentionally yesterday. What was going on? Why on earth would she need to hide something from me? What could I do about anything, locked in this hellhole? Again, my unease grew. What awful thing didn’t I know about?

I watched Lissa get ready, seeing no ostensible sign of anything unusual. The dress she’d ended up selecting had cap sleeves and went to the knee. Black, of course. It was hardly a clubbing dress, but she knew it would raise some eyebrows. Under different circumstances, this would have delighted me. She chose to wear her hair down and unbound, its pale blond color showing brightly against the dress’s black when she surveyed herself in a mirror.

Christian met Lissa outside. He cleaned up well, I had to admit, uncharacteristically wearing a dress shirt and tie. He’d drawn the line at a jacket, and his expression was an odd mix of nervousness, secrecy, and typical snark. When he saw Lissa, though, his face momentarily transformed, turning radiant and awestruck as he gazed at her. He gave her a small smile and took her into his arms for a brief embrace. His touch brought her contentment and comfort, easing her anxiety. They’d gotten back together recently after a breakup, and that time apart had been agonizing for both of them.

“It’s going to be okay,” he murmured, his look of worry returning. “This’ll work. We can do this.”

She said nothing but tightened her hold on him before stepping back. Neither of them spoke as they walked to the beginning of the funeral procession. I decided this was suspicious. She caught hold of his hand and felt strengthened by it.

The funeral procedures for Moroi monarchs had been the same for centuries, no matter if the Court was in Romania or its new home in Pennsylvania. That was the Moroi way. They mixed the traditional with the modern, magic with technology.

The queen’s coffin would be carried by pallbearers out of the palace and taken with great ceremony all through the Court’s grounds, until it reached the Court’s imposing cathedral. There, a select group would enter for mass. After the service, Tatiana would be buried in the church’s graveyard, taking her place beside other monarchs and important royals.

The coffin’s route was easy to spot. Poles strung with red and black silk banners marked each side. Rose petals had been strewn on the ground the coffin would pass over. Along the sides, people crammed together, hoping to catch a glimpse of their former queen. Many Moroi had come from far off places, some to see the funeral and some to see the monarch elections that would soon follow over the next couple of weeks.

The royal family escort—most of whom wore saleswoman-approved black velvet—were already heading into the palace building. Lissa stopped outside to part ways with Christian since he certainly had never been in the running to represent his family for such an honored event. She gave him another fierce hug and a light kiss. As they stepped away, there was a knowing glint in his blue eyes—that secret that was hidden from me.

Lissa pushed through the gathering crowds, trying to get to the entrance and find the procession’s starting point. The building didn’t look like the palaces or castles of ancient Europe. Its grand stone façade and tall windows matched the Court’s other structures, but a few features—its height, wide marble steps—subtly distinguished it from other buildings. A tug at Lissa’s arm stopped her progress, nearly causing her to run into an ancient Moroi man.

“Vasilisa?” It was Daniella Ivashkov, Adrian’s mother. Daniella wasn’t so bad as royals went, and she was actually okay with Adrian and me dating—or at least, she had been before I became an accused murderer. Most of Daniella’s acceptance had come from the fact that she believed Adrian and I would split up anyways once I received my guardian assignment. Daniella had also convinced one of her cousins, Damon Tarus, to be my lawyer—an offer I’d rejected when I chose Abe to represent me instead. I still wasn’t entirely sure if I’d made the best decision there, but it probably tarnished Daniella’s view of me, which I regretted.

Lissa offered up a nervous smile. She was anxious to join the procession and get all of this over with. “Hi,” she said.

Daniella was dressed in full black velvet and even had small diamond barrettes shining in her dark hair. Worry and agitation lined her pretty face. “Have you seen Adrian? I haven’t been able to find him anywhere. We checked his room.”

“Oh.” Lissa averted her eyes.

“What?” Daniella nearly shook her. “What do you know?”

Lissa sighed. “I’m not sure where he is, but I saw him last night when he was coming back from some party.” Lissa hesitated, like she was too embarrassed to tell the rest. “He was … really drunk. More than I’ve ever seen him. He was going off with some girls, and I don’t know. I’m sorry, Lady Ivashkov. He’s probably … well, passed out somewhere.”

Daniella wrung her hands, and I shared her dismay. “I hope nobody notices. Maybe we can say … he was overcome with grief. There’s so much going on. Surely no one will notice. You’ll tell them, right? You’ll say how upset he was?”

I liked Daniella, but this royal obsession with image was really starting to bug me. I knew she loved her son, but her main concern here seemed to be less about Tatiana’s final rest than it was about what others would think about a breach of protocol. “Of course,” said Lissa. “I wouldn’t want anyone to … well, I’d hate for that to get out.”

“Thank you. Now go.” Daniella gestured to the doors, still looking anxious. “You need to take your place.” To Lissa’s surprise, Daniella gave her a gentle pat on the arm. “And don’t be nervous. You’ll do fine. Just keep your head up.”

Guardians stationed at the door recognized Lissa as someone with access and allowed her in. There, in the foyer, was Tatiana’s coffin. Lissa froze, suddenly overwhelmed, and nearly forgot what she was doing there.

The coffin alone was a work of art. It was made of gleaming black wood, polished to brilliance. Paintings of elaborate garden scenes in shining metallic colors of every hue adorned each side. Gold glittered everywhere, including the poles that the pallbearers would hold. Those poles were draped with strings of mauve roses. It seemed like the thorns and leaves would make it difficult for the pallbearers to get a good grip, but that was their problem to deal with.

Inside, uncovered and lying on a bed of more mauve roses, was Tatiana herself. It was strange. I saw dead bodies all the time. Hell, I created them. But seeing a body that had been preserved, lying peacefully and ornamentally … well, it was creepy. It was strange for Lissa, too, particularly since she didn’t have to deal with death as often as I did.

Tatiana wore a gleaming silk gown that was a rich shade of purple—the traditional color for royal burial. The dress’s long sleeves were decorated with an elaborate design of small pearls. I’d often seen Tatiana in red—a color associated with the Ivashkov family—and I was glad for the purple burial tradition. A red dress would have been too strong a reminder of the bloody pictures of her that I’d seen at my hearing, pictures I kept trying to block out. Strings of gemstones and more pearls hung around her neck, and a gold crown set with diamonds and amethysts rested upon her graying hair. Someone had done a good job with Tatiana’s makeup, but even they couldn’t hide the whiteness of her skin. Moroi were naturally pale. In death, they were like chalk—like Strigoi. The image struck Lissa so vividly that she swayed on her feet a little and had to look away. The roses’ scent
			filled the air, but there was a hint of decay mixed in with that sweetness.

The funeral coordinator spotted Lissa and ordered her into position—after first bemoaning Lissa’s fashion choice. The sharp words snapped Lissa back to reality, and she fell in line with five other royals on the right side of the coffin. She tried not to look too closely at the queen’s body and directed her gaze elsewhere. The pallbearers soon showed up and lifted their burden, using the rose-draped poles to rest the coffin on their shoulders and slowly carry it out to the waiting crowd. The pallbearers were all dhampirs. They wore formal suits, which confused me at first, but then I realized they were all Court guardians—except one. Ambrose. He looked as gorgeous as always and stared straight ahead as he did his job, face blank and expressionless.

I wondered if Ambrose mourned Tatiana. I was so fixated on my own problems that I kept forgetting a life had been lost here, a life that many had loved. Ambrose had defended Tatiana when I’d been angry about the age law. Watching him through Lissa’s eyes, I wished I was there to speak to him in person. He had to know something more about the letter he’d slipped me in the courtroom. Surely he wasn’t just the delivery boy.

The procession moved forward, ending my musings about Ambrose. Before and ahead of the coffin were other ceremonial people. Royals in elaborate clothing, making a glittering display. Uniformed guardians carrying banners. Musicians with flutes walked at the very back, playing a mournful tune. For her part, Lissa was very good at public appearances and managed the slow, stately pace with elegance and grace, her gaze level and confident. I couldn’t see outside her body, of course, but it was easy to imagine what the spectators saw. She was beautiful and regal, worthy to inherit the Dragomir legacy, and hopefully more and more would realize that. It would save us a lot of trouble if someone would change the voting law through standard procedures, so we didn’t have to rely on a quest for a lost sibling.

Walking the funeral route took a long time. Even when the sun started sinking down toward the horizon, the day’s heat still hung in the air. Lissa began to sweat but knew her discomfort was nothing compared to the pallbearers’. If the watching crowd felt the heat, they didn’t show it. They craned their necks to get their one glimpse of the spectacle passing before them. Lissa didn’t process the onlookers so much, but in their faces, I saw that the coffin wasn’t their only focus. They were also watching Lissa. Word of what she’d done for Dimitri had blazed around the Moroi world, and while many were skeptical of her ability to heal, there were just as many who believed. I saw expressions of wonder and awe in the crowd, and for a second, I wondered who they’d really come to see: Lissa or Tatiana?

Finally, the cathedral came into view, which was good news for Lissa. The sun didn’t kill Moroi like it did Strigoi, but the heat and sunlight were still uncomfortable for any vampire. The procession was nearly finished, and she, being one of those allowed into the church service, would soon get to enjoy air conditioning.

As I studied the surroundings, I couldn’t help but think what a circle of irony my life was. Off to the sides of the church’s extensive grounds were two giant statues showing ancient Moroi monarchs of legend, a king and queen who had helped the Moroi prosper. Even though they were a fair distance from the church, the statues loomed ominously, like they were scrutinizing everything. Near the queen’s statue was a garden that I knew well. I’d been forced to landscape it as punishment for running off to Las Vegas. My true purpose on that trip—which no one knew—had been to free Victor Dashkov from prison. Victor had been a longtime enemy of ours, but he and his brother Robert, a spirit user, had held the knowledge we needed to save Dimitri. If any guardians had found out that I’d freed Victor—then later lost him—my punishment would have been a lot worse than filing and landscaping. At least I’d
			done a good job with the garden, I thought bitterly. If I was executed, I’d leave a lasting mark at Court.

Lissa’s eyes lingered on one of the statues for a long time before she turned back to the church. She was sweating heavily now, and I realized some of it wasn’t just the heat. She was anxious too. But why? Why was she so nervous? This was just ceremony. All she had to do was go through the motions here. Yet … there it was again. Something else was bothering her. She was still keeping a cluster of thoughts from me, but a few leaked out as she worried.

Too close, too close. We’re moving too fast.

Fast? Not by my estimation. I could have never handled this slow, stately pace. I felt especially bad for the pallbearers. If I were one, I would’ve said to hell with propriety and started jogging toward my final destination. Of course, that might jostle the body. If the funeral coordinator had been upset over Lissa’s dress, there was no telling how she’d react if Tatiana fell out of the coffin.

Our view of the cathedral was getting clearer, its domes shining amber and orange in the setting sun. Lissa was still several yards away, but the priest standing out front was clearly visible. His robes were almost blinding. They were made of heavy, glittering gold brocade, long and full. A rounded hat with a cross, also gold, sat on his head. I thought it was in poor taste for him to outshine the queen’s clothing, but maybe that was just what priests did on formal occasions. Maybe it got God’s attention. He lifted his arms in welcome, showing off more of that rich fabric. The rest of the crowd and I couldn’t help but stare at the dazzling display.

So, you can imagine our surprise when the statues blew up.
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