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      To Phil and Brandi⁠—

      

      You know what it is to endure great loss and hold onto hope even in the midst of seeming defeat. Against all odds, you’ve seen many prayers answered, and I’m expectant for those yet to come. Like Jessa, your story is still unfolding. I’m thankful for your faith, your perseverance, and most of all, for the gift of having you as family!
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      For the optimal reading experience, the Blood of the Fae series should be read in sequential order, starting with Whispers in the Waters.

      

      Primary books:

      Whispers in the Waters (prequel)

      Tattoo of Crimson

      Ruins of Bone

      Binding of Silver

      Mirror of Argent

      Shades of Obsidian (coming October 2026)

      

      Additional works:

      Jewel of Blood (free for newsletter subscribers)

      Relic of Light*

      Signs in the Stars*

      Dark of Night*

      

      *Should be read after Ruins of Bone.

      

      These shorter works aren’t necessary to enjoy the series, but allow you to dig deeper into the characters and world, if you so choose.
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      Swish, thud.

      Just like that, the door slammed behind the grim-faced Vigilist, severing Jessa from us on a wave of discordant sound. The distant clank of iron and the clatter of carriage wheels carried her far beyond our reach, far from safety.

      A clamor rose in the Vigilist’s wake, the voices of my family blending into a roar broken only by the sharp, staccato melody of my pulse, every measure of which told me I’d been altogether wrong to stand by and watch her be claimed, to let her bear all the risk.

      Again.

      A low growl issued from Jade, but I didn’t dare touch the kit-isne at my feet. She’d never welcomed my nearness, and now . . . she bristled. Her fury poured into me, filling my mind, tearing every sense raw. She told me to follow, but I cannot. She’s gone.

      Her fear-tinged words became a gnawing beast within. I dashed past a speechless Holden and wrenched open the front door, then stilled myself before I emerged. We’d already provided sufficient spectacle to our neighbors.

      I glided onto the steps, donning calm like a garment, willing it to become the truth within. “She let the Vigil take her. She must have a plan.”

      You need not speak aloud, only direct your thoughts toward me. It will draw less attention. And Jessa did have a plan. The fur at her scruff rose. She intended for me to follow her, for us to meet outside the Institution to determine what was to be done, but now—Other has claimed her. Has severed our bond.

      How can that be? I gripped the stone balustrade, its coldness seeping into my skin, and stared down Camden Row.

      Only by a powerful working, crafted with intent. Jade’s eyes sparked as green as Aunt Melisina’s best emeralds. We must get her back.

      Though every fiber of my being yearned to rush to her aid, I could conjure nothing actionable. This wasn’t like planning a dinner party, where each event occurred in harmonious order, one detail following another, governed by long-held tradition. Society followed strict patterns, predictable and even comforting, as long as one conformed. But this? This was Other—everything gone wrong, no order to the chaos. Something painful twisted in my chest. If someone had stolen me, Jessa would have already come up with a plan. I’d promised Mother I’d look after my sisters, and now . . . what could I offer?

      Rattle, clunk.

      A passing carriage clattered over uneven cobblestones, the sound jarring. I exhaled slowly. I might be ill-equipped, but Jade was not. Perhaps she had a plan. What do you need from me?

      Jade leapt onto the balustrade. Have you accessed your fae nature?

      Her words sliced through my heart, sharp as the claws she no longer kept sheathed, exposing that which I did not wish to examine. No.

      Then there’s little you can do. She regarded the bustling street as if it held answers. More than a few cast inquiring glances our way—what a hobble. I’ve sent Risha for Riven. Jessa did not wish it before, because matters in his court are . . . tangled. But we’re beyond such concerns now.

      My stomach dipped. Without question, we needed Lord Riven, and yet he left everything unsettled. In his presence, the working Mother had placed upon me frayed at the edges until I could sense it, a living web of impossible complexity. With every exposure to Other, the threads seemed to grow more frail and translucent, plunging my emotions into turmoil.

      I hadn’t confessed it to anyone, not even Ainslie, though we’d never kept secrets from each other before. But whatever my feelings about Lord Riven, he’d seen Jessa safely through the Otherworld—all of us, in fact, when he’d no obligation to do so. It spoke well of him. And Jessa trusted him. If she’d met with some treachery, he’d free her, and that was worth any price.

      Ainslie rushed headlong out the door. “Was it too much in there?”

      “No, it’s . . . Jade says something Other has claimed Jessa.”

      Her lips tightened as with the effort of restraining an unspoken oath, and her anger reverberated through my chest. “That—misbegotten fool turned her over to the fae?”

      So it seems. If Ainslie’s expression was any indication, Jade now addressed us both. Given his loathing of fae, I find him more likely an unwitting pawn than a willing partner.

      “Either way, Jessa’s at risk.” My fingers ached for the keys of my pianoforte and the release of melody that would bring peace. Instead I folded my hands together, striving, striving for calm. “How long will it take Lord Riven to arrive?”

      The light about Jade shifted slightly, then she growled. Risha has returned. She cannot reach him—she says he’s with his king.

      Ainslie twined her arm through mine, instinctively aware, as ever, when I needed comfort. “What does that mean?”

      That we must address the situation alone until his audience with the king has ended. Which could be some time, if they’re keeping sylphs out. Risha will return and wait.

      “But what can we⁠—”

      Aunt Melisina appeared in the doorway, her bearing rigid. “Ada, Ainslie. Cease this loitering at once. We must determine what’s to be done.”

      “Yes, aunt.” We moved withindoors. To formulate any plan required privacy, yet would we find any more within than without? I didn’t like to consider that anyone could be driven to such desperate straits as to enact a betrayal, let alone one of our servants, but someone had given Jessa’s sketchbook to the Vigil.

      Ainslie and I exchanged a glance. From long years of unspoken communication, I knew her thoughts ran along the same lines as my own. What would Jessa suggest, if she were here? I halted in the entry. “Perhaps we all should remove to Wyncourt to discuss the matter further?”

      Yes. It is wise. I shall request the demesne keep our conversations private. Jade’s tail lashed the floor. Perhaps it will listen to me, if it knows we see to Jessa’s safety.

      Aunt Melisina sputtered slightly. “Wyncourt? Whatever for?”

      Ainslie cast a speaking glance toward Holden, who hovered in the corridor. “Because a change of scenery might prove valuable.”

      Aunt Melisina’s mouth tightened. She tolerated no sign of impertinence in her servants; the notion of disloyalty was beyond the pale. “I shall summon the others.” She wheeled upon Holden. “Have my carriage sent round at once.”

      Skirts swishing, she swept down the hall. At her command, Holden sent Ives for the carriage, and I stood arm in arm with Ainslie, waiting. Forlorn, desolate notes drifted through my mind, a melody that begged for release.

      Without Lord Riven, what could we do? If fae had claimed Jessa, what mortal means could set her free? Ainslie’s body, so close to mine, fairly hummed with tension, with the thoughts she only just kept restrained for a more private setting.

      Aunt Melisina hurried Father, Lovell, and Aunt Caris toward the carriage, and as we descended to the footwalk, a hack clattered to a halt before us. Mr. Burke sprang out. He glanced between us, and the lines of his face deepened. “Where’s Miss Jessa?”

      “Taken.” Lovell clenched his fist around the handle of his walking stick. “By that blasted Vigilist who’s been sniffing around.”

      Mr. Burke muttered a low curse, yet Aunt Melisina didn’t chastise him. Instead, she straightened her shoulders. “Don’t dally, young man. The situation is urgent. If you mean to render any aid, you’ll join us at Wyncourt at once.”

      He gave a small bow. “I’m at your disposal.”

      She sailed toward the carriage, and the rest of us joined her. In tense silence, we traversed the streets of Avons, unwilling to risk further conversation where it might be overheard, if only by driver or footman. With Mr. Burke’s involvement, perhaps we’d more legal avenues to pursue, some lines of inquiry that could lead us to those who’d dealt with fae.

      To our good fortune, the unflappable Danvers evinced no surprise at our unexpected arrival. When Ainslie announced we’d come with Jessa’s blessing and required nothing but privacy in the drawing room, he didn’t even blink, only ushered us in with a calm gravity that soothed my soul.

      “Mr. Burke.” Father collapsed into a chair, which groaned beneath him. “Do you know anything of this?”

      “Very little. Upon my return to the Magistry, I came across an order of detainment for Miss Jessa.” Mr. Burke took up a post near the door. “I left at once to warn her, but too late, it seems.”

      An unpleasant heat swept up my chest at the mere thought of Mr. Ludne, the Vigilist who’d claimed Jessa. Surely he must have endured some great misfortune to have become such an unpleasant soul. Or perhaps he was simply misguided and would eventually see the great miscarriage of justice he’d brought about.

      In the end, would it make any difference?

      If Jade was correct, he’d given Jessa to the fae. What would they do with her? Our encounter with Talis still haunted my dreams, every one filled with the sharp notes of terror. If someone like Talis had claimed her . . .

      Oh, it was beyond enduring.

      The room became stifling, as if all our rage and sorrow and pain heated it as swiftly as a brass kettle on a glowing range. Beneath the spread of my skirts, I ran my fingers across the textured brocade of the settee, over and over again, seeking stillness for the tumult within.

      “Whatever can be done?” Aunt Caris’s voice quavered, and she pressed a lace handkerchief to her eyes.

      “Appear before the Magister and demand to know the reasons behind this travesty, for a start.” Lovell clenched his walking stick. “Make it clear we won’t take this quietly. That we need to see her, at once.”

      “Ludne will have done everything by the book, which will make things difficult.” Grim lines etched about Mr. Burke’s eyes. “But I agree, it must be made known that you mean to keep watch on the handling of her case. It may spare her the worst of what the Vigil has to offer while we work toward her release. Do you know where he’s taken her?”

      “To the Everstone Institution,” Father said.

      “Good.” Mr. Burke folded his arms across his chest. “That suggests he’s so secure in his position he’s not bothering to remove her to a farther location.”

      Lovell expelled a breath. “Dash it all, how’s that good?”

      “If he believes his position unassailable, then he won’t anticipate our next moves.”

      Ainslie arched a brow at me. Every flicker of emotion on her expressive face was as familiar to me as my own. I didn’t need words to know she’d maintained her unusual silence to allow me opportunity to share what I’d learned from Jade. Yet I didn’t want to confess I’d heard the kit-isne speak into my mind and so remind my family I’d not forsaken Other.

      Her foot began to bounce slightly. If I didn’t speak soon, she would . . . and rightly so. How could I withhold information that might see Jessa returned safe?

      “Alden, we should send for Milton at once.” Aunt Melisina tap-tap-tapped her fan against her leg, betraying her agitation. “He’ll get our solicitor to demand Jessa’s release. Whatever evidence he claims he has, that young jackanapes cannot be allowed to walk off with her as if she were a common miscreant.”

      I turned my attention to smoothing the lines of my skirt, each movement sloughing off some excess of emotion until I was certain I could speak steadily. “Forgive the contradiction, but I don’t believe Uncle Milton can help. She’s not in the Institution.”

      Everyone stopped and looked at me. The ticking of the clock on the mantel echoed overloud in the silence.

      “How do you know, my dear?” Aunt Caris looked hesitant to even ask.

      “You’ve seen how Jade can alter her form, but she also possesses the ability to mindspeak.” I maintained a slow, steady cadence, as if my words had no particular significance, as if they did not represent a tie to something that threatened us all. “She told me after Mr. Ludne left our house that Other had claimed Jessa.”

      A shivering breath escaped Aunt Caris, and she clutched blindly at Aunt Melisina’s arm while Lovell paced the room, muttering imprecations. But Father . . . he seemed to hollow at the words, and the pain in his eyes settled deep in my chest.

      Mr. Burke broke the silence. “Do we know if this Other force was hostile? Could it have been a rescue?”

      It was no rescue. It seemed Jade addressed the entire room this time, judging from the startled gasps. Something Other closed in on her, and she was afraid. Then I sensed no more. Even if she was taken through a passing, our bond should remain. Only specific, targeted workings could sever our connection. The fae knew of our connection, and they meant harm.

      Mr. Burke’s hands tightened. “If Ludne partnered with them, witting or not—we can trust no one within the Vigil. Or the Magistry, quite possibly.”

      “But we cannot just abandon her to whoever wishes her harm.” Ainslie spoke as if the raw memories of her own binding choked her.

      “It’s possible that this fae remains within our world. Regardless, we can find Ludne and seek answers. It may point us in the right direction.” Then Mr. Burke’s eyes narrowed. “Have we no means of reaching Lord Riven?”

      I glanced at Jade. “For now, he’s inaccessible.”

      “Then we’ll do what we can on our own.”

      Father straightened, pressing back his spectacles. “How do you mean to compel Mr. Ludne to talk? He did not seem like a man to willingly divulge anything.”

      “It will require the proper leverage.”

      If the grim expression on Mr. Burke’s face was anything to go by, finding such leverage wouldn’t be easy. I never thought I’d desire the presence of a fae lord, but if Lord Riven were here, if he could make Mr. Ludne talk—not harm him, but perhaps just persuade him to confess . . .

      If Riven doesn’t come soon, I shall do more than harm Ludne. Jade’s claws dug into the brocade of the settee. I shall dismember him slowly until he divulges all he knows. No leverage required.

      Lovell stirred from the dark reverie that had fallen upon him. “Ordinarily, I’m not one to support dismembering a chap, but he should be compelled to make amends for the evils he’s done.”

      Mr. Burke shook his head. “There are legal channels to pursue.”

      And there were also Other channels, those that belonged to me by right of birth. Those that belonged to Jade and Jessa. A shivering sensation started deep inside and worked its way toward the surface. Mother had bound our abilities for a reason, and whatever Ainslie feared, I was certain she’d loved us—that those memories were true. Which meant it was for our own good that she’d placed workings upon us.

      What would happen if I permitted Lord Riven to undo my binding, as he’d offered? Would it unleash something dreadful? Or what I needed to lend Jessa aid?

      The arguments of the others swirled around me, each another ripple upon increasingly disturbed waters. The inner quiet I craved had never felt so out of reach, nor the strands binding me to mortality so thin.

      Very quietly, I drew in a breath and released it, remembering what Mother had said before she’d had us bound—a memory I’d believed a dream until Ainslie confessed her own recollection of it—peace will be your safeguard, my golden one. She’d called the three of us girls her golden ones, for the light she claimed we brought into her life, and oh, what I would give to hear her say it once more.

      Danvers entered the room, clearing his throat. “Mr. Charles Redgrave and Miss Elodie Redgrave have come to call.”

      Father’s brow creased. “How⁠—”

      “I sent them a missive before we left home. I thought they might be able to offer some assistance,” Ainslie said.

      I should have known Ainslie would never sit idly by, but my own turmoil had kept me distracted.

      Father nodded at Danvers. “Please show them in.”

      “Very good. Do you wish for refreshments?”

      “Perhaps not yet.” Aunt Caris drew herself upright. “But please enlist Mrs. Peters to assemble a cold supper—whatever can be managed. Our business could take some time.”

      “I’ll see to it.” He departed to fetch Elodie and Charles.

      When Charles strode in, the rest of us might as well not have existed. He looked only at Ainslie, crossing the room and taking her hand in his. “Jessa will be all right.” His voice held a gentle resonance. “I swear I’ll make sure of it. As soon as we depart, I’ll reach out to all my contacts for additional information.”

      Wordlessly, she nodded.

      Then he seemed to recall himself and turned toward Father. “My apologies, Mr. Caldwell. Please know we wish to help by any means possible.”

      And Elodie glided toward me, the rustle of her skirts resonant in the stillness. “We know you must be dreadfully worried, but I believe Uncle Cyril will be able to gain you access and make sure Jessa’s . . . being well treated while you work to gain her release.”

      Their assumptions left me having to explain the bleak truth once more.

      After I concluded, Elodie shivered. “That’s worse than anything we dreamt.”

      “But it need not change our course.” Though his brow furrowed, Charles remained resolute. “If we bring pressure to produce her, they’ll either have to fetch her back from their fae allies or confess they’ve lost a gentleman’s daughter—a black mark from which it will be difficult to recover.”

      “Certainly, we’ve no better option at this juncture.” Mr. Burke stood. “I’ll see what’s to be done within the Magistry while the Redgraves tackle the Vigil and Mr. Caldwell works on enlisting legal counsel. We will convene back here in say—three hours?”

      Everyone acquiesced. Though the departure of some of our assembly should have alleviated the sense of simmering strain, if anything, it heightened. When Mrs. Peters summoned us, we assembled in the dining room and picked at the surprisingly bountiful meal the staff had managed to provide.

      None of us had much appetite, but Aunt Caris insisted we must keep our strength for the moment we could act—even as she shuffled her own food about the plate with her fork, nary a bite making it to her mouth.

      Jade grew restive, stalking the room, her thoughts perhaps haunted by the same dreadful images as my own. There must be something else we could do. I turned to her. Is there no other fae who would help, aside from Lord Riven?

      Fae are not given to mercy, nor to offer aid, unless they stand to gain. Her tail twitched. Nikol might involve himself—but the price could be more than we wish to pay.

      When I think of what they could be doing to her, that we could be too late . . . My chest tightened. What price could be too high, in exchange for a life?

      I see it as you do, but Jessa would not agree. Nor can we discount the Court of Silver as an involved party, in which case Nikol will offer no assistance. Risha waits for Riven. We must be patient.

      Though she counseled patience, her tail lashed the ground relentlessly. Before I could pursue the line of inquiry further, the others returned, appearing grim and worn. When we assembled in the drawing room, Mr. Burke wrenched off his hat and slapped it against his leg. “The Magister says the situation is outside our jurisdiction now, despite the fact he signed the order of detainment. He made it clear any attempt to interfere in the matter would be grounds for dismissal.”

      Father’s shoulders slumped. “Then we quite understand you can have no further involvement.”

      “You mistake me. Until she’s safely returned, I have no intention of withdrawing.”

      “Your position⁠—”

      “Doesn’t matter.” His jaw tightened. “The Magistry exists to protect and to execute justice. This perverts that justice.”

      A warm gleam of approval sparkled in Ainslie’s eyes, and Lovell clapped him on the shoulder. “Right about that.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Burke,” I murmured.

      “It’s no more than Miss Jessa would do, if the tables were turned.” Then he turned to Charles. “Did you learn anything, Redgrave?”

      “Very little as yet. I have word out to my contacts, seeking additional information. Uncle Cyril has approached the Everstone Vigil, requesting access, and he’s suggested we add as many voices as possible to keep the pressure on. Given time, I believe⁠—”

      With the suddenness of a dynamic shift, Lord Riven stalked into the room, all lithe grace and power, his fae nature no longer concealed. His presence dominated the space, held us all motionless, but he didn’t spare a glance for anyone except Jade. “What happened?”

      A low rumble emanated from her. She was taken by Ludne, but claimed by Other.

      His face was expressionless, his voice very cold. “And you allowed it?”

      Everyone flinched. Aunt Caris and Aunt Melisina clasped hands, both ashen faced, but Father’s features held a certain grim satisfaction—perhaps he’d suspected the truth already, though Jessa had respected Riven’s wishes and kept his nature concealed from the rest of the family. The manner of his arrival could leave no further doubt, but his imposing appearance permitted no questions, not even from Aunt Melisina. An unnatural stillness claimed the room, and that relentless staccato melody pulsed in my ears once more.

      I let her go at her own command. Jade’s ears flattened, and her body hunched inward. Yet she did not know Other was involved. Ludne had an order of detainment, and she went to protect her family from legal entanglement. She exacted a bargain from him and meant to free herself as soon as she reached the Institution, but as soon as she entered the carriage, our connection was severed.

      The light in the room seemed to flare brighter about him, burning in my chest as though it would sear away the working within.

      “More than your connection has been severed. All trace of her has vanished.” His eyes held the promise of an oncoming storm. “Where did Ludne say he was taking her?”

      The Everstone Institution.

      Riven spun as if to depart, without a word of acknowledgment for the mere mortals filling the room. We were inconsequential, it seemed.

      “Wait.” I took a half step forward. “Please . . . what do you intend to do?”

      “Go to the Institution and rip apart as many minds as necessary until they divulge which fae they’re dealing with. Starting with Ludne.” Each word held the edge of a blade.

      A fierce light kindled in Jade’s eyes. Allow me to help.

      Riven gave her a curt nod, but Charles and Mr. Burke exchanged a glance. Then Charles stepped forward. “Whatever the provocation, I can’t allow you to destroy mortal minds.”

      “That’s not for you to decide.” His voice could have frosted flame. “Stand down.”

      Such was the command lacing the words that both men instinctively moved back. But Mr. Burke shook his head. “You know we can’t.”

      “Then you’ve no one to blame but yourself for the consequences.”

      No yield existed in him; this was unquestionably the fae lord who had faced the wrath of Talis and her ancient demesne and come out the victor. If he turned his power upon us, we would surely be crushed. The building pressure in the room crackled in my ears.

      No one moved.

      Over the past weeks, I’d begun to wonder if his dealings with Jessa weren’t as impersonal as both of them liked to claim. And now . . . it was clear he would tear through any obstacle to find her. Yet we all desired the same thing, which meant there must be a path of peace. Before I could think better of it, I took another step toward him. “Lord Riven . . .”

      When his attention targeted me, I faltered. What was I to say? He’d listen to Jessa, if she were here, so perhaps reminding him of her wishes would help. “Surely there’s another way to gain the necessary answers? If so, I’m certain Jessa would wish us to seek it.”

      Some of the unbearable pressure ebbed, yet his expression remained unyielding. “She’s beyond my ability to trace. Which means she’s in grave danger. Our only chance of finding her is to claim every scrap of information the involved mortals have to offer. Then perhaps I can trace the responsible party. She is fae, and those involved in the attack against her now answer to fae justice.”

      What could be said to that?

      Something flickered in his gaze. “I’m going to the Institution. If Redgrave wants to come along to try the diplomatic approach first, he may. They’ll have one opportunity to prove their innocence. But if they lie, the truth will be demanded of them—whatever the cost.”

      I slowed my breathing to an even measure, as if it could still the maelstrom of emotion within, and those about me quieted. Mr. Burke looked troubled, but gave a slow nod, and the pressure ebbed further. Only Charles still bristled.

      Ainslie turned to him, gently touching his arm. “Would you do less, if Elodie had been taken? Or me?”

      His features softened, a sure sign of concession. “My uncle’s name should get us in the door.”

      “Good.” She lifted her chin. “But Ada and I should accompany you and Lord Riven. Jessa might need us.”

      “Ainslie, I don’t think⁠—”

      Elodie arched a brow. “Having other ladies present might incline them toward civility and considering our claims.”

      Everyone glanced at Riven. I thought he would deny us all, but perhaps he agreed Jessa might want us or perhaps he simply wished no further delay. Regardless, he gave a sharp nod. “Then come.”
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      All mortals know fae cannot lie, but fewer know they’re masters of deceit. Oh, we have our tales of fae trickery and treachery, but they’re often held as lore—and though glamour forms the stuff of our legends, most mortals prefer to believe that the appearance of a thing reflects its true nature. We should know better, for such illusions aren’t limited to Other. Mortals wear their masks as well. Yet something instinctive desires to trust the evidence of one’s eyes . . .

      Just as I longed, even now.

      To all appearances, I rested beneath the spreading oaks on the lawn of Caldwell House, and how I wanted to believe it. Yet an unnatural stillness surrounded me, one unbroken by the slightest whisper of plant song or smallest stirring of an evening breeze. My head spun and the air about me thickened, as if the very ether burned my lungs, making each breath a labor.

      Even worse—I couldn’t sense Jade.

      Where the warmth of our connection should flourish, only an empty, aching void remained. How? Something seared the skin of my chest, and I fumbled for it, my fingers clasping a sigil-laced pendant. Though I tugged against the golden bond, I couldn’t break its clasp, and the motion sent pain knifing down my spine, as if the exertion of my will against its own brought punishment.

      Was this pendant the source of the wrongness I sensed? Could it have severed my connection with Jade? And how had I come to bear it?

      My throat tightened.

      Had Mr. Ludne secured it on me after the working stole my consciousness? The notion of his touch against my skin while I remained unaware, unable to move or defend myself, sent the sensation of spider feet skittering across my skin—but it paled in comparison to the Other threat that lurked, one I could not hope to defend against while bound by some unknown working.

      Think, I needed to think. But the thickening miasma threatened to make the task impossible. The ache in my lungs mirrored that in my very bones, clouding my mind. Was it possible that I’d been brought to Caldwell House to witness some atrocity?

      The notion brought me to my feet, despite the dizziness that assailed me. I couldn’t sit by and wait while the fae might stalk my family, might mean to bring them here for sport. My passing prism, secured about my neck, clinked against the golden pendant. Why had they let me keep it? Never mind that, if I could use it, I could make my way back to Avons—and my family.

      With a movement that took undue effort, I lifted the prism high. The cold hues of moonlight spilled through, and . . .

      Nothing happened.

      My shoulders collapsed inward. Of course it hadn’t worked. My captors wouldn’t have left the prism if I could use it to escape, yet still I’d hoped against reason.

      The ordinary, detached appearance of the starry expanse above mocked me. If I trusted to the evidence of my eyes, I could imagine that any moment Ada and Ainslie would glide across the lawn, smiling a greeting . . . but everything about this was wrong. On summer nights, the grounds of Caldwell House resounded with life—the rasp of nightjars calling from the trees, the chirrups of bush crickets rubbing their wings beneath the hedges, and the murmur of breezes rustling in the leaves. Above it all, ever and always, the plants themselves exuded melody. Not so now. The grounds held the silence of the grave.

      What then?

      If not Caldwell House, where was I? I drew in a deep breath and coughed against the searing sensation in my lungs, then forced a shallower inhale. It brought no relief. As far as I knew, passing prisms worked everywhere in the Otherworld and our own, which meant . . .

      Oh, no. Please no.

      The knot in my chest tightened as I allowed my Other sight to take hold. Against the silvery, star-studded sky above Caldwell House, bronzed-gold sigils blazed, whorled workings that bound the space, woven through every element about me, from the stately pillars to the towering oaks.

      A rushing sound filled my ears. I might not be able to read the sigils as Riven did, but I’d seen their like before.

      In a pocket world, the one concealed at the heart of Wyncourt. An ice-cold sensation pulsed through my veins. It had been an impenetrable prison crafted by Lord West, where Lady Avis had been kept for decades, unable to escape despite her great power. She’d been beyond trace of any fae—even Riven.

      My legs refused to hold me, and I sank to the ground, my mouth filling with a taste bitter as wormwood. Above the rushing in my ears, Riven’s words echoed through my mind. Perpetual imprisonment is deemed more satisfying than an instant death. Or even a slow one.

      What did that mean? Did someone intend to hold me here for decades? Centuries? All the mortals I loved could die before I set foot outside this place . . . and while I was imprisoned, my family remained alone and defenseless.

      Though my lungs still burned, I couldn’t stop shivering. I’d thought a temporary surrender to the Vigil would spare them, but perhaps if I’d made a show of strength, I could have avoided this fate, kept them safe.

      Now . . . now even Riven wouldn’t be able to find me. Would he believe me dead? Would Jade? My family? I wrapped my arms about my chest in an attempt to still the soul-deep tremors.

      I’d believed I’d been engaged in mortal games, when my opponent had been fae all along—and the rules wholly Other. The ether stirred about me, tinged with the scents of pine and cedar that did not truly exist in this space. It stung my skin, burned my eyes.

      This was personal, a prison crafted for me. One that mocked all I loved and showed a disquietingly intimate knowledge of my past.

      Who would desire such revenge? Evander, Lord West’s son? Could he have discovered my role in his father’s death? What of the unknown fae who’d bidden Talis to bind me or my sisters? Or was it someone connected to Mother? Perhaps if I opened my senses more fully, I could gain some hint of the one who’d constructed this prison.

      I flung them wide, but only the oppressive sense of Other power filled them, nothing of botanical life or song, nothing of the star-down liminal power I’d begun to touch in the labyrinth. Nothing existed here but the searing sigils, their bronzed gold unyielding, no fault or flaw in their construction to exploit. The power holding this world in thrall had severed something living and vital from me, the connection to botanical life that in some way fueled my own. What then?

      Must I sit here and accept this end? Unshed tears blurred my vision, turning the golden windows of Caldwell House into miniature stars.

      No.

      I refused to consider a future in which I could not act to protect those I loved, in which I must accept being separated from them forever. If my captors had wanted my death, they would have killed me. So they still had some purpose in mind for me, even if only to take pleasure in my pain.

      Could I attract their attention in some way? Learn about them by exploring this world further? How I longed for Jade’s voice, providing reassurance—and breathing threats to my enemies. Longed even more for Riven, and the peace found in his presence. But they, along with everyone else I cared for, were far beyond reach.

      The fae who’d brought me here had cut me off from my allies, but what resources remained? I had a few seeds tucked within my fae pocket and . . . the dawn-dagger. The fact that they’d not been taken suggested none could be used to gain freedom.

      Yet, as if the bent of my thoughts roused it, a strange sense of awareness pressed against my own, vital and alert. I drew the sheathed blade from my fae pocket, then hesitated. As my fingers closed about its hilt, it seemed to cast images in my mind of creation . . . and destruction.

      I knew nothing of the Dracai who’d crafted it, of their nature, purpose, or power. Nothing of what it might do. Riven had warned me that even if one had the power to unravel the workings of a pocket world from the inside, it would mean immediate death as the world shattered. Which meant even if the dawn-dagger somehow retained its potency and possessed the ability to undo the workings, it would destroy me in the process. To act so would be to abandon hope, and it wasn’t time for an act of true desperation.

      A way out must exist; I refused to consider otherwise. I’d hold to my first course. Surely whoever held me here wouldn’t remain absent forever. They’d come—if only to mock or torment me, as Lord West had Lady Avis. And when they did, whatever suffering they inflicted, there would be hope.

      Meanwhile, I’d learn everything I could about my opponent from their construction of this place. I started to tuck the dawn-dagger back in my fae pocket, then paused and secured the sheath to my leg instead, hidden beneath the folds of my skirt.

      As I moved toward the house, a crushing sense of isolation descended upon me. This place should have held life and love and joyous song carried across the verdant sward. Instead, silence pressed in, bleak and oppressive. I’d grown so accustomed to continual companionship—the lively melodies of the plants filling my ears, Jade’s presence in my mind, and the vibrant sense of sun and storm that swirled about Riven—that this felt like its own sort of death.

      For nothing lived here.

      The sound of my leather boots upon the pavers of the portico echoed overloud. I’d half-expected the house to vanish when I descended upon it, but on some level, it was a tangible thing, perfect in every detail, down to the stone pillar Father had chipped as a boy, when he’d attempted to attach a viewing platform for stargazing.

      I nudged the door, and it swung open without creak or resistance. Yet the air did not smell of Caldwell House—it lacked the floral fragrance of lavish bouquets, the leather-and-parchment scent emanating from Father’s study, and the sweet yeast aromas that always drifted from the kitchens below.

      My breath became more labored as I went through room after room, each one a perfect, lifeless replica of my childhood home. How had the fae known? Had they glamoured their way in and spent time in the private spaces of the house?

      Just outside Mother and Father’s bedchamber, I halted. If all this was connected to Mother, would I find some hint of the past within? My fingers closed around the cold brass knob, and I shoved open the door.

      Pallid light shone through the windows, and the moonbeams concentrated in an unnatural way on the bedside table, where they gleamed off something pale.

      I drew closer, my eyes struggling to adjust to the changing light. Something rested on the table, pale and ivory in the gloom, a dark pool spreading beneath it . . .

      With a gasp, I jumped back.

      It was a hand, slim and elegant, with tapered fingers, the dark blood pooling as if it had just been severed from its arm, and on the hand, the oh-so-familiar hand, gleamed Mother’s wedding ring, radiant as the sun.

      Bile rose in my throat.

      Illusion, it was only illusion—it must be. I should creep closer, should examine it to make sure, but I found myself rooted in place.

      Someone taunted me; someone wanted me to fear. Perhaps they watched even now, weighing and measuring my response. I struggled to compose myself, wrenching my gaze away from the ugly trophy. It fell upon something else that did not belong—a painting of exquisite detail, showing the back of a cloaked woman who approached a vast cavern of Otherworldly artifacts. Even in the picture, they emanated power.

      Her hand was lifted, as if she meant to touch them.

      And the hand in the picture matched the one on the table—Mother’s hand. I spun back. But it was gone, and the pool of blood had vanished also.

      Yet the churning in my stomach remained. I forced myself to examine the rest of the bedchamber, but nothing else appeared out of the ordinary—nor in the rest of the house, which I examined from cellars to attics. Emptiness and silence closed in as the sky lightened beyond the window glass. Dawn should bring hope; instead, it brought a reminder that I was utterly alone.

      Had hours passed in my slow progression through the house? Or was time only an illusion in this place? In Lord West’s pocket world, the night sky had stretched overhead during the full light of afternoon in the mortal world . . . so I’d no way of knowing what was real.

      Perhaps that was part of the torment. It felt like it had only been hours, but what if days had passed while I was unconscious? Or while I wandered the halls? I felt neither hunger nor thirst. Did that mean it hadn’t been long or that something unnatural sustained my life? Suddenly, I couldn’t endure this mockery of Caldwell House another moment. I stole down the steps and slipped out the door.

      All I’d gained was the certainty that this did have to do with Mother—and whatever lurked in her past. Someone had hated her and now hated us. Hated me enough to condemn me to eternal pain and isolation—no, not eternal. This would end. I would find a way out, a way to force my opponent into the open.

      Though the sun had risen, thick leaden clouds clustered in the sky, omens of a coming storm. Could it storm here? I settled onto my favorite stone bench, one situated at a vantage which allowed me to see any threat that might approach. The relentless ache in my lungs and muscles clouded my thoughts as the hours passed, and exhaustion numbed my limbs as I attempted to formulate a plan.

      An unnatural wind picked up, and then a strange sound echoed across the clearing, like a bolt being thrown back and the creaking of hinges⁠—
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      In the expanse before me, the outline of a door appeared. I sprang to my feet as it swung open, revealing a very ordinary, very mortal undercroft, its polished sovstone walls laced with iron. I blinked, straining to perceive the forms that moved in the dimly lit space. Another illusion?

      Though I braced for assault, none came. But two figures detached from the shadows and approached. The light from the pocket world spilled over their faces, revealing Mr. Ludne and another mortal gentleman.

      Blight and rot, how could this be? They should not be here, in control of a fae pocket world. Evidently, I maintained my mortal glamour, for neither of them recoiled.

      Mr. Ludne strode forward, iron shackles draped over one arm. “Miss Caldwell. I trust you’ll be minded to cooperate now. If you confess the truth, you may yet be spared—along with those who were meant to be your victims.”

      The sight of his thin, smirking smile sent heat surging through my body. How dare he act as if he were a protector of Byren? Blinded by prejudice, he’d invited fae into Avons, into the Vigil itself, endangering my family and countless others. I choked back the furious words that sprang to my tongue.

      In some way, this pocket world opened to the Vigil, and I needed to understand how—which meant playing along, allowing them to believe me broken. I bowed my head and stood silent as Mr. Ludne clamped shackles of iron to my wrists, bonds that sent spikes of pain up my arms. But I’d endure far greater agonies if it meant leaving the pocket world behind.

      He jerked the chains with unnecessary force, and I stumbled over the threshold. With a glorious rush, living songs filled my ears—the low protective notes of oaks woven with the thrumming evergreen strength of ivy and the vibrant melodies of wild rose. Every instinct demanded I rouse them to defense—that I rend this structure and gain my freedom. Instead, I drew them to myself, weaving green-gold sigils across my skin, a working which drove back the iron-inflicted pain enough to clear my thoughts. They at once turned to Jade. Though the melodies of the plants filled my ears once more, I still sensed nothing of her. Was the distance between us too great? How far had I been taken?

      The unfamiliar man pushed the door shut, then locked it with a fae key—one laced with the same bronzed-gold sigils that wove through the pocket world.

      The fae had given mortals the key—they must have known they’d remove me. So why, why all these games?

      Though the vaulted ceiling arched high above, we were confined in a relatively small space, as if part of the undercroft had been segmented to conceal what rested here. A thick door with iron-strap hinges broke the stone wall ahead, and the unfamiliar man—the keyholder—strode toward it.

      Mr. Ludne gave another abrupt tug, and the chains dug into my skin as I staggered forward.

      The other man frowned at him. “Have a care.”

      Mr. Ludne acknowledged him with a slight nod. Perhaps he answered to the keyholder, for he refrained from undue force as he led me through the door into the undercroft proper.

      As I stepped through, the stench of unwashed bodies assailed me, mingled with the coppery scent of blood and a strange acrid odor. Even worse were the cries, wails of anguish that seared into my very soul. What devilry had held this deluge of suffering back from the small chamber we’d occupied? No sound or scent had penetrated there; here it was a veritable flood. I’d been wrong in my first assessment: this wasn’t an ordinary undercroft, but a prison, its cruelties bounded by the iron-laced stone.

      Mr. Ludne and the keyholder strolled past barred doors as if blind to the horrors behind them, horrors that they inflicted, in the name of protection against fae. Yet I could not look away.

      Another Vigilist approached, addressing the keyholder in an undertone. We halted so they might converse, and my vantage gave me full view of the cell alongside. A restraint harness wrapped around the neck and torso of a slight woman, binding her to an iron pole. Yet it couldn’t stop her from raking her clawed nails along her arms.

      Every time she gouged her flesh, a bright arc pulsed along the iron paling, drawing a hoarse, ragged scream from her throat, and she collapsed—only to bestir herself again.

      “I must go, I must go, I must go.” Her broken murmur reached out and snatched at my heart.

      My gaze skimmed her torn arms and landed on a binding mark, pale ivory against tanned skin. Her fae bargain compelled her, her mortal captors held her—she was torn between one and the other. How could she survive?

      The coppery stench rose up, thick and choking—almost unbearable. How could I abandon her here? A sharp tug at my chains forced me on.

      I stole a glance at the next cell as we passed. A Vigilist stood over an elderly man, forcing some sort of injection into his veins. His body arched in pain, and his screams tore the air.

      And beyond, another woman, this one trapped in a straitjacket with some sort of dreadful iron cage that covered her face and held a ward-stone to her forehead. From the point of contact, ugly red marks spread—and the scent of burning flesh filled the air.

      But only whimpers escaped her lips.

      On and on it went, each chamber holding some fresh horror that I viewed through blurring eyes. I was shaking now, trembling with the effort of restraining the melodies that stirred within. Far, far above, the ivy that clung to the outer walls roused, gathering with militant force.

      I drew in a shuddering breath.

      Wait.

      I must wait if I was to learn the truth, though everything in me yearned to wrench open the doors and free the captives. The scent of wild rose surged across my fae senses, driving back the stench of the dungeon, vigorous and eager to bring life in place of death⁠—

      Wait.

      Just ahead, the keyholder passed beyond the last cell. In his wake, Mr. Ludne and I ascended stone stairs and emerged into a narrow passageway that wended upward to another locked and barred door.

      When the keyholder opened it, we stepped into a bright, well-lit corridor with ivory walls adorned with gilded landscapes. A thick wool rug in tones of scarlet and gold adorned the polished wood floor, the whole giving a homely effect as far removed from the atrocities of the undercroft as a palace from the slums. No cries escaped the prison below to disturb the peace above.

      Yet I could not escape what I’d seen there—it burned sour in the back of my throat, and I swallowed hard against a swell of queasiness.

      At last we stopped in a walnut-paneled study, one whose windows looked out onto a small pasture surrounded by dense forest that kept the Institution in utter isolation. The keyholder settled himself in the leather chair behind the scrolled desk.

      “I am Edward Everstone.” He regarded me with frank brown eyes set in a face only just beginning to seam with age. “And the result of this interview will determine the course of your future. I’d advise you to cooperate.”

      Everstone—that meant he was a descendant of those given charge of the Vigil after it was wrested from the Redgraves. What relationship did he have to the current First?

      “Are you aware of the reason you’re here?” He spoke with a cordial, almost paternal tone.

      It scraped across raw nerves like rose brambles. Whatever guise he donned, he’d allowed the tortures below. We were beyond the point of conciliation. I required the truth, and I refused to play the role of naive young lady any longer. They already intended to condemn me to lifelong imprisonment—or a fate far worse, as I’d witnessed in the dungeon. What more did I have to lose?

      I straightened, wishing my full height was more imposing. “I’m here because of a grudge held by Mr. Ludne. He wished to seize my property, Kilmere, and failed. Now he takes his revenge.”

      True, as far as it went. All he’d unearthed since then had been motivated by his initial failure to claim it, my steadfast denial rousing his suspicions.

      A hiss escaped Mr. Ludne, and Mr. Everstone held up a hand. “We do not operate on prejudice. Rather, we deal in facts. It is the job of the Vigil to pursue truth and to protect the innocents of Byren, no matter the cost.”

      He paused as if I was meant to indicate my acceptance. Instead, I clasped my hands together so tightly the knuckles whitened, willing myself not to react in haste, to wait and listen.

      When I remained silent, his brow furrowed. “Though you may be unaware, you have invited Other forces into your soul, and they have eroded your humanity. It is a grave matter, but we may yet restore your mind and your personhood. It’s why we’ve brought you here.”

      “I assure you I’m in full possession of both soul and sanity. But after what I witnessed below, I cannot say the same for either of you.” I held his gaze long enough that he shifted uncomfortably, and a small ember of satisfaction sparked in my chest. “Whatever you believe about my connection with Other, I assure you that you’re mistaken.”

      Because if they knew the truth of my fae nature, they’d never have risked bringing me from the pocket world.

      The furrow on his brow deepened. “Your denial does you no credit, only proves how fully you’ve succumbed. We have incontrovertible evidence.”

      “I’m certain you believe so.” Even more certain that he had evidence of aberrations impossible to deny, however misguided his conclusions. Beyond the window glass, the oaks thrummed low and ominous. “What then? You mean to condemn me to the torture chambers?”

      He steepled his fingers. “You did not witness torture, but an attempt to deliver the afflicted souls.”

      How could any rational being believe that? I took a step forward, my chains clinking. “Then tell me, Mr. Everstone—how many have you saved?”

      He faltered, his hands collapsing to the desktop. And Mr. Ludne stepped forward. “We’ll be asking the questions.”

      I ignored him, attending only to Mr. Everstone, softening my voice. “What if I could prove to you that a better way exists? One which would give some hope of seeing them truly restored to themselves and to their families?”

      Mr. Ludne gripped his raven’s head walking stick. “Every word from your mouth condemns you further. Only Other would seek to prompt a release of this plague on our society.”

      Mr. Everstone shook his head. “I’d like to believe you mean well, Miss Caldwell—yet we’ve seen how your condition progresses when unchecked.”

      “And what have you seen?”

      “We’ve witnessed fine, upstanding men and women whose personalities have been corrupted and altered beyond recognition.” A ragged sigh escaped him. “Fae-touch and its ensuing madness was bad enough, but this is untenable. We do what we must to safeguard those who pose a danger to themselves and others, however trying the process.”

      “Safeguard? Is that what you call it?” He was blind, willfully so, and I could no longer restrain the fury rising within. “If you’re looking after the welfare of those in your Institution, then the fae are the most merciful race in all the worlds.”

      Fast as the strike of a serpent, an iron stick collided with my temple, the pain sharp, almost blinding. Blood trickled from the cut in my forehead, and the world spun about me. I willed it not to heal, not to betray my fae nature.

      Not yet.

      “Ludne,” Mr. Everstone snapped. “If you cannot control yourself, I must insist that you step out. Other forces cannot be driven out in such an uncivilized fashion.”

      But evidently, they could by the use of voltaic torture and other barbaric devices. I checked the scathing retort, the desire to release the greening strength that swelled within. I needed to learn more of these afflicted souls—and of the fae who’d wielded the Vigil as a weapon against me.

      With effort, I steadied my voice. “You believe me succumbed to fae influence, but would a madwoman converse with you in such fashion?”

      “Fae-touch leads to madness, but those whose personhood has been claimed by Other do not suffer so. Which means such souls have gone unnoticed far too long, spreading their destruction far and wide through society.” Mr. Everstone fixed a monocle to his eye, examining me as he might a specimen found in the field. “Nevertheless, we grant each of the afflicted an interview in an attempt to find the mortal hidden within. I hope that I can reach the true Jessa Caldwell—that Other has not wholly subsumed your mortal soul.” He peered closer. “Can you hear me, Miss Caldwell?”

      I rocked back. It seemed they truly believed they’d found mortals not only fae-touched, but actually possessed by Other. “Such a thing cannot be.”

      “Yet here you stand, brash and brazen in a way unfitting any mortal lady.” Mr. Ludne practically snarled the words. “You’re undaunted by all you’ve seen, as you were undaunted by Kilmere—and determined to keep its secrets. You’ve allowed some fae force to reside within you, to twist your personality into something unnatural.” His winterberry eyes became colder still. “Whether or not you deserve such aid, we will drive it out.”

      Before I could respond, he spun toward his superior. “Everstone, surely you see her case is beyond hope. Such deceit and defiance—this conversation will gain us nothing. It is just as he said. Something of unnatural power has taken root in her, something worse than all the rest. She refuses to dislodge it, so we must do our best on her behalf.”

      He? Did Mr. Ludne refer to the fae responsible for the pocket world? For the pendant about my neck? Had this fae orchestrated everything from the beginning? “If you’ll just listen⁠—”

      “Quiet, Miss Caldwell.” Mr. Everstone frowned. “You’re doing yourself no favors.”

      As they debated, I connected to the ivy that swayed outside the window. Once I’d required physical contact to draw the images forth, but after what had taken place in the Otherworld, in the labyrinth, the connection came as naturally as slipping on a glove. The perception of the ivy became my own, and as my thoughts bent toward the truth, it revealed what it had witnessed in this space.

      A lean, darkly beautiful fae lounged across from Mr. Everstone as he read through a thick sheaf of papers.

      I jolted. The fae must have appeared in mortal glamour for Mr. Everstone to receive him, but the perspective of the plant revealed his true features.

      After a time, Mr. Everstone set the papers on his desk with a frown. “Alchemists don’t ordinarily pass off information free of charge, much less that which condemns their own work.”

      “Yet I am no ordinary alchemist. And I regret my involvement in certain . . . experiments.” The fae allowed a significant pause. “I believe alchemical workings have opened the door to influences deeply damaging to mortals. Perhaps you’ve already witnessed such cases.”

      Mr. Everstone inclined his head. “We’ve come across several of late. You suggest alchemy is to blame for leaving these individuals open to Other?”

      “I believe it’s conceivable. Consider what else has changed.” His fingers drummed lightly against his leg. “Yet I’ve come to warn of more than general dangers. I must caution you against a particular threat that exists in the form of a young lady—one Jessa Caldwell.”

      “A young lady, you say . . . one of the gentry?”

      “Unfortunately. She’s well positioned to infiltrate society and spread the taint of Other. You should consider her far more . . . altered than those afflicted by fae-touch. One might say close to wholly Other, in fact.”

      Mr. Everstone stiffened. “A daughter of the gentry who evinces no outward sign of affliction won’t be easy to claim.”

      “Then gather your evidence, man.” He leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “What matters more to you than protecting Byren? Will you leave her with the liberty to prey on innocents?”

      His mouth tightened. “Certainly not.”

      “Very good. I’m relieved to see you won’t disappoint.” With that, the fae gave a small bow and departed, leaving Mr. Everstone slumped in his chair, paging through the papers.

      After a sense of days passing in a blur, Mr. Ludne strode in. “We failed at Kilmere.”

      “How? The task was simple enough.”

      “Jessa Caldwell, the current owner of Kilmere, set herself against us. There are things that don’t altogether add up.” His eyes frosted. “I’d like permission to investigate her further.”

      “Caldwell, you say? I have received a report that she’s among the altered. Perhaps the worst of their number, though I’ve yet to find any evidence in support of it.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. Felton suggested to me her father has already come under fae influence. He nearly succeeded in causing a great deal of trouble.”

      “If she’s managed to influence him already, we have true cause for concern. Act with care, but quickly. If she’s gathered allies in high places, we’ll need incontrovertible proof,” Mr. Everstone said. “For the creature within her to have kept so well hidden, for her to present an illusion of full sanity and mortality—I cannot overstate the danger.”

      Again, the blurring sense of time passing, and then . . .

      “I have it.” A smile twisted Mr. Ludne’s face as he handed a box to Mr. Everstone. “I have it all and more.”

      Mr. Everstone examined the contents, hidden from the vantage of the ivy, then he exhaled. “Thank the Infinite. Get the orders signed by the Magister and bring her in. You can take this.” He scrawled his signature on a document. “The one who informed on her warned me we’ll need to take special precautions. He provided some alchemical devices to help properly secure her and prevent the Other in her from taking over.”

      With chilling detail, Mr. Everstone unfolded the plan provided him by the fae responsible for all this, right down to a carriage he believed crafted with alchemical workings. How much glamour had gone into forging that belief?

      Mr. Ludne clutched the golden pendant in his hand and stood. “I’ll soon have the creature in custody.”

      The creature . . .

      Me.

      They believed this with absolute certainty. Short of glamour, nothing I could say would sway them otherwise, not even the confession I was fae. What was to stop them from pursuing the rest of my family next, bringing them here with accusations they were under my influence?

      My stomach churned as though I was a storm-tossed river reed. By virtue of my fae nature, I had options—the others held here had none. They were at the mercy of those determined to root out Other, no matter what cruelties they must inflict. I was the only one outside the Vigil who’d glimpsed what was happening here, perhaps the only one with the ability to do anything about it. How could I let this stand?

      “Very well. Take her to⁠—”

      “No one will be taking me anywhere.” The words escaped, though my plan had not yet fully formed. Both men gaped at me. “Whatever your intent, what you’re doing here is wrong. You must know that, or you wouldn’t keep your deeds hidden in darkness.”

      “That is quite enough.” Mr. Everstone pressed to his feet. “You can come quietly or⁠—”

      “You have a chance to make this right.” The ivy rustled, its song mingling with the melodies of wild rose, their vigor becoming my own. “Release me and all those you keep into my care. I promise I’ll do everything in my power to mend those afflicted.”

      “Such arrogance from the creature within her. It seems we must drive it out by force.” A smile played about Mr. Ludne’s lips, as if he relished the thought. In his own small, petty way, his cruelty matched that of the fae.

      Cold pain spiraled up my arms from the iron bonds. Despite the stomach-churning wards, I could glamour the two of them and make my escape, but that would mean leaving the mortals trapped between Vigil and Other.

      An unthinkable act.

      Even if I meant to return for them, I didn’t know what I’d face next. There was no guarantee I could return in time to spare them. Yet if I freed them, there would be no going back . . .

      There was already no going back. The snares set had tightened about me, leaving me only one choice—submit to death or reveal the truth.

      And the time to choose was at hand.

      Face grim, Mr. Everstone reached for an alchemical device that looked like some sort of weapon, and Mr. Ludne clenched his iron-headed cane.

      My chin lifted. If it cost all I had, it did not matter. What was I given strength for, if not for this?

      I opened my senses wide, and the forest beyond filled them—the ever-greening strength of holly and yew, the stately power of the elms, the steadfast resolve of the ivy, and weaving through it all, the impassioned song of the wild rose, closer and closer still, consuming all with its sweet-spice fragrance. The gathering power pulsed in my veins, burning away glamour, and the men before me faltered.

      Wait—

      This couldn’t be like the bau. I wasn’t here to take lives, not even those of the Vigil—it wasn’t my right to claim them. Yet already my control frayed as the vigor of the wild rose rioted in my veins, quickening with the desire to act.

      Dimly, I perceived Mr. Ludne signaling to Mr. Everstone as vibrant threads of power took shape around me. Power without experience to guide it, Lady Maeve had said. And she was right.

      My limbs quivered with restrained force. I meant to destroy and protect all at once, to rip apart wards and walls and chains without destroying those bound by them. Was such a thing possible? It wasn’t a release of uncontrolled power, but perfect precision—and greater strength than I’d ever wielded before. The dawn-dagger warmed against my leg, filling my mind with images of making . . . and unmaking.

      And at once I knew.

      As Mr. Ludne lunged toward me, I snatched the dagger from its sheath, a vivid crimson flame overlaying my vision. He staggered back as a powerful awareness swept over me. It peered deep into my soul, swift and licking as flame, as the dagger quickened beneath my fingers, pulsing with life.

      It perceived all the power exposed to it, all the power channeling through me, and it exalted. Its flames danced down the iron shackles, crumbling them to dust, undaunted by the resolve of cold metal. Yet the heat never touched my flesh.

      Mr. Ludne fell farther back, shouting for aid.

      And a pulsing voice drummed in my temples. Who are you? Who? Who?

      What in the Crossings? I shook my head. If I hesitated, everyone would be lost. I attended only to images of what must come—the Institution dismantled, the Vigilists bound, the captives freed—and then I flooded my mind with songs of the plants.

      As I bid, thick coils of ivy and thorn-bristled vines of wild rose burst through the windows, limned with something akin to living flame, the efforts of the dawn-dagger undergirding my own.

      Within the chamber, the vines wove about Mr. Ludne and Mr. Everstone, binding them in place, then rushing onward, ever onward, the aerial roots of the ivy and the thorns of the roses sinking deep into stone, rending, tearing—yet not with wild abandon, rather careful precision.

      The tinge of flame at the edge of my vision lent me clarity as I directed hundreds of different sources, each with its own endeavor—some to unmake, some to protect, some to bind. Its focus kept me from becoming consumed as my connection spiraled outward, drawing the oaks, the elms, the dancing willows, and the never-wearied evergreens to myself. Their awareness became my own as I reached further, drew more of them to myself than ever before.

      The flame danced along the vines and over the ward sigils, unmaking them, liberating the stones themselves. My natural vision dimmed further, consumed by shades of Other, threads of power so vibrant that they blinded me to all else—the vibrant pink threads of the rose and the glorious emerald of the ivy weaving together with the threads of every living thing in the forest beyond.

      Oh yes, the forest yearned to reclaim its own. Its desires mingled with mine; I bound its purpose, and together we acted. Root and vine dug deeper and spiraled higher all at once, first removing the roof above our heads, then separating stone from stone to dismantle the entire structure. Impressions poured into me from every branch and bough, overwhelming in intensity.

      One by one, the stones of the Institution were separated, caught and snared by living bonds, pulled apart until the undercroft was exposed to the brilliant sky above and the cells themselves unmade. The forest quickened, and gentle limbs drew forth the prisoners, cradling them close, swaying with soothing song, while thick ropes of ivy plucked the Vigilists from their stronghold and bound them in place. Coils of rose and ivy wove about me, sheltering me in a protective circle, then lowering me to the ground, their wild strength thrumming through my veins.

      As if in response, the dawn-dagger pulsed in my grip. If my affinity burned through the strength of my body, the dawn-dagger kept me from snuffing out—it desired this splendid task of unmaking, it did not want to sleep before completion of its great work. Not even when the whole was dismantled. I sensed the plants subsiding, yet the dawn-dagger hungered for more.

      It had experienced a surfeit of unmaking, now it yearned to craft something new—and it would claim whatever materials it could find. Its heat simmered in my veins; its power held me in place.

      I tried to release the dagger, but I couldn’t let go, couldn’t return it to its slumber. It sought to use me, to measure me, and if I fell short, to bend my strength to its own ends, its desire to bring form . . . or take it.

      I inhaled the spice of the wild rose, filling my mind with the mortals who needed help, with my family, to whom I must return. The vibrant songs of the forest flooded my soul, and I drew from them something vital and warm, not the consuming flame of the dagger but the soft heat of leaves absorbing summer sun. We shared a quickening resolve to grow and flourish and protect, a barrier against the will of the dawn-dagger.

      Abruptly, it yielded, and the threads binding us severed as I tucked it in its sheath. Without the structure it offered, the impressions of hundreds of plants flooded my mind unrestrained, a kaleidoscope of imagery and awareness laced with green and gold, the essence of blossom and bough exposed in mesmerizing array. Every pulse of blood through my veins matched more closely the thrum of life within root and stem and branch . . .

      Oh, it was beautiful. So beautiful that it stole my breath. No barrier existed now between the life of the forest and my own—it was an extension of me, and I of it.

      Yet even as I sank deeper into the glorious sensations, something tugged at the edges of my awareness, then burst upon me with the full radiance of dawn—it was light, rich and golden, drenched with the scents of sun and storm. My breath caught.

      Riven?
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      The sun-and-storm sensation intensified, the brush of Riven’s power across my own breaking the hold of the forest, calling me back to myself. And I became suddenly aware that wild rose and ivy still tangled about me in an impenetrable cage. The vines bristled, determined to protect, clustered dense enough that ordinary sight couldn’t pierce beyond their weave.

      Nor could I compel their release.

      I fixed my attention on the interlacing hedge within my mind—an aid I’d not used in some time—to separate further from the glorious life of the forest. As the intensity of its songs receded, my vision cleared. Yet without its greening strength, exhaustion swallowed me, clouding my thoughts, collapsing my frame.

      No, not yet.

      I sought the vibrant thread of the wild rose, its intoxicating fragrance teasing my senses, the determined thrust of its canes pulling me to my feet once more, but only just. I couldn’t summon the strength to untangle the weave about me, couldn’t consider what I would do if some threat remained.

      As I hovered between fae sight and mortal, brilliant strands of light caressed the vines, urging them to release, lending me strength. I exhaled. If Riven was near, then it was safe.

      I was safe.

      The tension coiled in my muscles released. Perhaps I did not need to work to untangle the cage, but simply hold to this sense of Riven and safety and . . . let go.

      Slowly, slowly, the cage of thorns unraveled.

      And no barrier remained between me and Riven, nor the sunlit sense of his presence that drenched the clearing. I could not pull my gaze away from his face, the familiar lines of it reassuring me that this, this was real, not the crushing isolation of the pocket world. I’d won free, and he’d found me, and I was no longer alone.

      A concealment glamour wove tight about us as he took a half step closer, and something in his expression stole my breath. “I never should have left you.”

      “You couldn’t have known—and you’re here now.”

      “But it should never have come to this.”

      “It’s fine . . . I’m fine.” Yet despite the warmth of his presence, I couldn’t stop shivering. The cold in my core radiated outward, as if the expenditure of power had left my body unable to warm itself.

      Without a word, he slipped off his jacket and draped it over my shoulders, his scent and the lingering heat of his body enveloping me. Tears stung my eyes, only held back by Jade weaving between my ankles. I hadn’t sensed her approach; even now, her voice in my mind remained silent, our connection gone. Jade?

      She pressed her body closer still, and I flung my arms around her neck as she shifted into true-form, her stalwart bulk upholding me, Risha’s blue-tinged light bathing us both.

      Can you hear me, Jade?

      No response came, and my chest tightened. Something still severed the mental bond between us. I tugged at the pendant, and its heat seared my fingers. “I can’t hear Jade. I think the pendant’s affecting me somehow, but I can’t remove it.”

      “It’s warded against its wearer breaking its hold.” He lifted the chain, and his jaw tightened as he surveyed its sigils. Then gold threads of light danced across it, shattering the pendant into dust borne away on the wind.

      My Jessa. The relief flooding my mind was a tangible thing. I don’t intend to allow you to leave my side ever again.

      I leaned against her, inhaling her sweet-grass scent. Oh, Jade, I missed you more than words can say.

      Then I glanced up at Riven. “How could the pendant influence our bond?”

      “It held workings to block your connection with Jade and suppress some of your essence, enough that few could trace you. But it shouldn’t have been sufficient to conceal you from me, not entirely.” All hint of emotion vanished from his face as he became once more the fae arbiter, intent on justice. “What happened?”

      “They put me in a pocket world.”

      The pressure in the air about me dropped, pricking down my spine with the intensity of a coming storm, and his eyes darkened to the shade of shadowed fir. “Where was the access?”

      “Beneath the Institution⁠—”

      Riven vanished, and through the edges of the glamour he left behind, I beheld what I had wrought. Where the stately ivy-cloaked Institution had once staked its claim, only a ruin remained. Its undercroft lay exposed to the heavens, and the quiet pasture had given way to verdant forest, dense enough to conceal a host of wyvern. Only a small clearing had survived the encroachment of trees, its ground torn by the tumult of roots and covered with vine-choked stone. Gentle limbs still cradled the former prisoners, their forms now at rest, while the Vigilists remained bound, the weave of branches about them thick and unyielding.

      My stomach hollowed. I’d done this—and it left me cold deep within. I’d meant to set the prisoners free, knew what it would require, but beholding it now? The oak above me murmured, its branches stirring restively, though no danger remained.

      But perhaps that wasn’t true.

      I’d woken a new threat, never mind that it had enabled my escape. In its sheath on my leg, the dawn-dagger pulsed, its will still tugging at my own. It had woken and would not fully return to its slumber, but it could not break free of the sigiled sheath that bound it, not unless I released it

      As soon as possible, I’d divest myself of the blade.

      My gaze swept toward the forest, and I perceived another glamour at its edge. As I bent my attention on it, it shifted to reveal Ada and Ainslie, standing pale and motionless.

      Worse yet, they weren’t alone. Elodie, Mr. Redgrave, and Mr. Burke accompanied them, their features strained as they absorbed the desolation surrounding them. Had I destroyed the tenuous confidence they’d placed in me? I’d told them I’d not harm mortals—then they were met with this scene of destruction. Oh, why had they come?

      At first, it was only to be Riven and Mr. Redgrave. Or rather, that happened after the others protested Riven’s plan of storming the Institution and ripping apart the minds inside to find you. But the rest—they insisted on coming, in the end. They felt it would make a peaceable outcome more . . . plausible. Her tail lashed the ground. For the record, I favored Riven’s approach. As it turns out, none of them were needed.

      I might not have required you to free me from the Institution, but . . . I clutched the silken jacket closer. If Riven hadn’t come, the power I’d wielded to do all this might well have consumed me. Even now, it edged my vision in vines of green and gold. I don’t know what would have happened had Riven not been here to draw me from the hold of the forest. And I would not want to face this without you.

      Such wielding of power takes its toll. Her pupils dilated as she surveyed me. For now, you should sit down before you collapse.

      But the others . . . I sank onto a fallen chunk of sovstone. They’d risked their reputations for me, only to come upon all of this. I should go, should explain.

      I just needed to summon the strength. At my feet, the ivy swayed in the breeze that stirred the trees, a melody of strength pouring forth. I skimmed my fingers across its glossy leaves, its resolve becoming my own as I pressed upright.

      But before I could move toward the mortals, Riven returned. “The pocket world is gone. Reclaimed by whoever set it as a snare for you, most likely the moment you began to dismantle the Institution.”

      “Did they leave any trace?” The wind pulled loose curls in front of my eyes, and I tucked them away the best I could, flinching when the motion tugged at the dried blood on my temple.

      Riven halted, his attention locked on the now-exposed wound. Light raced over me once more, this time seeking rather than strengthening. Then he gently tugged my hands from beneath the folds of the jacket and examined the burn-like marks the iron had left on my wrists. “Who did this?”

      “Mr. Ludne. He thought⁠—”

      But Riven had already moved past the edge of the concealment glamour, stalking toward the elm beneath which Mr. Ludne and Mr. Everstone were bound. I hurried after him, forcing my aching limbs over the piles of broken stone and uprooted soil, fire ferns brushing my ankles as I passed.

      Mr. Burke and Mr. Redgrave made some motion to Elodie and my sisters, clearly urging them to remain behind and avoid potential danger—how I hoped they’d listen, for I did not know what to expect from the confrontation to come. I’d rather them all well out of it. But the men closed the distance at a rapid clip, clearly worried about what Riven might intend. Though they might be at cross-purposes, Riven kept them shrouded in glamour of their own. When not filtered with my Other senses, it caused them to appear as vague, amorphous figures, impossible to identify—so their presence here couldn’t be used as evidence against them. Whatever his aim, he remained in perfect control.

      “Ludne.” No veneer of mortal softness concealed the raw fae power, the elemental Otherness emanating from Riven. A storm charge crackled in the air, tingling across my skin and halting Mr. Burke and Mr. Redgrave in their tracks.

      With a gleaming strand of light, Riven pulled the vine-entangled Vigilist to his feet. “You broke your word. Now you owe me a full account of your deeds.”

      Broke his . . . Oh. At some point, Riven must have bound Mr. Ludne in bargain, perhaps when he’d interrogated him about the listening stones. I could imagine Mr. Ludne issuing careless promises to gain his own way, unaware that he’d be held to account.

      “Kill me and you’ll get nothing.” Mr. Ludne’s hatred of fae lent itself to a mask of defiance, yet his unsteady voice betrayed him.

      “You mistake me.” Though Riven spoke low, power resounded in each word. “I have no need to kill you. Not when I can rip every thought from your mind and leave you in a worse state than those you imprisoned. How do you think your kind will treat you when your mind is shattered? You’ll find no mercy from your fellows, no more than you extended to the afflicted.”

      Mr. Redgrave collected himself enough to march forward. “See here⁠—”

      With one storm-charged glance, Riven silenced him, then turned back to Mr. Ludne. “Fortunately for you, our bargain will force your confession. No intrusion into your mind required.”

      A pity. Jade fixed a cold stare upon the two bound men. Since he was ready to break yours.

      Mr. Ludne had gone white to the lips. “I have no bargain with you.”

      “Are you sure?” Riven arched a brow. “Let’s put it to the test. Tell me of your dealings with the Caldwell family. Who supplied evidence against them? Who provided the holding cell and the pendant which you used to restrain Miss Caldwell?”

      Mr. Ludne shook his head, beads of sweat breaking out across his brow, his face creasing in agony.

      My stomach twisted, and I turned away, fighting the urge to bury my face in Jade’s side. However necessary it was to claim the truth, I’d had enough of force.

      In the end, no matter how he fought against it, he couldn’t violate the terms of his bargain. Words erupted from him. “An alchemist—he regretted his misdeeds and offered to help us. He warned Everstone she was dangerous, told us we had to use the pendant, the special cell, or the taint in her would destroy us all.”

      “Quiet, Ludne,” Mr. Everstone snapped. “That’s an order.”

      But Mr. Ludne couldn’t stop, any more than he could alter the inexorable course blazed by the sun across the sky. He continued to talk, telling of a Collector who’d come forward to lend his efforts to gathering evidence—for a fee, of course. Though Riven pressed, Mr. Ludne knew nothing of the Collector’s identity. He’d always appeared cloaked, his name and purpose concealed. Mr. Ludne spoke also of Holden’s participation in his investigation—how he’d spent several sessions closeted with the Vigil, giving account of every aberration he’d witnessed in my behavior, proof that I was no lady, that something dreadful had tainted me.

      Something sank within as I recalled Holden ushering Mr. Wells from our house shortly before I’d departed for the Court of Dusk. He’d allowed the Collector access to our household. Though Mr. Wells had taken time to warn me against the danger Mr. Fuller represented, I’d little doubt he was also the Collector who’d worked with Mr. Ludne, only I couldn’t fathom why. An opportunity for financial gain? Or more fae manipulation at work?

      On and on, Mr. Ludne poured forth venomous accusations, suggesting I’d performed all manner of misdeeds. He seemed to take pleasure in the account of how Uncle Milton had confessed he’d always thought something was wrong with me. How his wife had despaired of ever making a lady of me, how she feared I’d go the way of my mother, who’d never been strong in the mind, as everyone knew.

      But when Riven pressed him about the fae in alchemist guise, he could offer no more. “Everstone dealt with him. I never met the man.”

      Riven turned to Mr. Everstone, cold and implacable. “And you—what account do you have to give?”

      Despite the pallor of his skin, he remained silent. Riven inclined his head toward me. “Do you want me to find the truth on your behalf?”

      Yes . . . no. Why was he even asking?

      He has no bargain with Mr. Everstone, but given the assault against you, you have a right to demand the truth.

      I see. I did not, but I knew enough about the geas binding Jade to know she wouldn’t be able to explain more of the rules governing the interactions between fae and mortals. What would happen if we walked away without the rest of the truth?

      More will suffer, including your own family. We don’t know how far fae have infiltrated the Vigil—this is our opportunity to find out.

      She was right. We required information to protect those whom the Vigil preyed upon, even to protect Byren from fae, but the notion of compelling the truth pained me. Perhaps he could still be reasoned with. I took a step toward him. “Please, Mr. Everstone, just tell him about your dealings with this alchemist.”

      “I don’t treat with monsters.” He glared at me, then spat at my feet. “Less those who present in the guise of mortal innocents. You’ll get nothing from me, even if it means my death.”

      But if we did not obtain the truth, it would mean the death of many others. Lips trembling, I nodded at Riven—and he stalked forward.

      “I assure you, there are things far worse than death.” His voice was deadly quiet. “Far worse than the paltry tortures you inflicted on those in your power.”

      The sharp light about Riven bleached Mr. Everstone’s hair, washed the color from his face. He shuddered like a leaf caught in a tempest—and the last of his composure vanished as Riven approached. “You have dealt with Other. Now Other will deal with you. Speak.”

      Such compulsion laced the word that every mortal in the clearing shuddered. Even Risha darted for cover. And a confession wrenched from Mr. Everstone, one containing every detail of his dealings with the so-called alchemist, the web of deceit this fae had woven about him, all to force Mr. Everstone to his bidding as it concerned me—and as it turned out, many other matters as well, though Mr. Everstone’s knowledge had its limits. It seemed the resolve of the Vigil to keep secret all the incursions of fae wasn’t entirely a natural reluctance to admit failure. How much more had the fae tampered with, hidden behind the scenes?

      As the implications dawned on the others, grim lines etched themselves into the faces of the gentlemen. Elodie pressed her hands to her chest, tears shimmering in her eyes. For the three of them, this breach of the Vigil was personal. The Redgraves had given their lives to stewarding the true Vigil and keeping mortals from falling prey to Otherkind. They shared a vow with Mr. Burke to protect Byren. To realize how easily fae had infiltrated the Everstone Vigil, had used the so-called bastion of protection as another weapon—how must they feel?

      At last the flow of information ceased, and Riven released his hold. Mr. Ludne and Mr. Everstone slumped against their bonds, and Riven turned toward me, wrapping us in glamour. “What do you want to do with them?”

      What now? We had the truth, and it was worse than I’d imagined. All I wanted to do was hide in the depths of the forest, gather those I loved and take shelter far from all of this—an impossible desire. I lowered my gaze to the broken ground at my feet, the bright green of the spindled moss a sharp contrast to the dark loam of the soil beneath. “They were manipulated by Other.”

      “According to their natural bents—their own lust for power and control, their willingness to justify any means to achieve their ends. I’ve touched their minds, in small part. Their motives are not as pure as they claim.” His voice had no yield. “If they divulge what they’ve witnessed today, it will end any chance at peace for you or your family, at least in this world. You’ll be hunted, your family’s future stripped away. Nor will they cease to persecute other mortals. I saw what remained of their efforts below.”

      I shuddered. “What then? You want to take their memories?”

      “It’s a fitting consequence. Do you deny it?”

      “With all they’ve seen . . . it would shatter their minds.” As they’d shattered the minds of many. Blight and rot, Riven was right. If left at liberty, they wouldn’t stop. Fatigue muddied my thoughts, leaving all things unclear. “How can it be my right to decide what fate they deserve?”

      “Inaction is a choice of its own.” His face remained an impassive mask. “Are you willing to leave your family at risk? The Vigil now knows what matters to you, else Ludne couldn’t have held your family over your head the way he did. In their way, the Vigilists are as ruthless as any fae.”

      It was true, yet seeing their fear twisted my stomach. “Isn’t there some other way?” One I could live with, one which did not put me in the position of judge and executioner—for to snuff out a mind ended a life as surely as killing the body. “What if I offered them a bargain? A chance to choose?”

      “What sort of bargain?”

      “One which grants them their lives in exchange for a geas concerning everything they’ve witnessed—and binds them never to pursue the fae-touched again.” They already believed me capable of all sorts of evil; I didn’t doubt they’d think me capable of murder. In this, their beliefs about fae could serve as an advantage.

      “If you do, the Vigil will realize everyone here has been compromised. The investigation into you and your family will continue, even if you claim the evidence they’ve collected.”

      “That would hold true in any case. Even if we claimed the memories of every Vigilist here, it wouldn’t lift the cloud of suspicion—Mr. Ludne did his job too well. If I’m to clear my name, it will require another path.” One which I could not see clear, not yet. I inhaled, filling my lungs with the wild-spice scent of the rose. “But I can choose not to leave shattered minds in my wake, at least.”

      He inclined his head. “Then you are resolved to bargain?”

      “I am.” The leaves above us shivered. How I hoped this was right, that I had chosen to balance justice and mercy . . . When I’d decided to embrace my Other nature, I’d accepted that bargains and bindings must become a routine part of my life, however much I might prefer otherwise. But I dreaded the notion of another painful confrontation with the Vigilists.

      “Jessa—” Riven surveyed me, his brows drawn. “What you did here—you’ve spent a great deal of strength already. Will you let me claim their bargains instead?”

      I could have protested, could have insisted I’d manage, but the truth was I felt hollowed by exhaustion, scraped raw in the deepest places of my soul. Riven offered the means to avoid facing their hatred once more, but . . . “It seems a great deal to ask.”

      The slightest tinge of gold lightened the shadows of his eyes. “Which is why I didn’t wait for you to do so.”

      “Riven, I⁠—”

      Jade nudged my arm. If you won’t accept for your own sake, then consider that we need to end this swiftly, before we attract more attention.

      I had to admit, Riven was far more imposing than I, and therefore likely to conclude this business quicker. Right or wrong, what I’d have to work to prove, his mere presence would achieve. “I would be very grateful for your help.” Reluctantly, I removed his jacket and extended it to him, my skin pebbling at the sudden rush of cool air. “You’ll want this.”

      “Keep it for now.”

      With that, he moved toward the Vigilists, and I turned to where my sisters and the other mortals clustered beneath a stand of ivy-tangled oak. Wearily, I rubbed my temple, dried blood flaking beneath my fingers.

      Jade gave a low growl. Wounds inflicted by iron take longer for fae to heal.

      Wonderful. I surveyed the raw marks on my wrists, then tucked them back beneath the shelter of Riven’s jacket once more. We’d have to figure out what must be done with the victims of the Vigil, currently cradled in tree boughs that lulled them into a state of semi-slumber, but first, I needed to talk to my sisters. I crossed the clearing toward the others. When I stepped through the glamour Riven had left intact to protect their identities, they hurried forward.

      Ainslie caught me in an embrace that stole my breath. “When we learned fae had taken you, we feared the worst. I don’t know what we would have done if . . .”

      With a quick shake of her head, Ainslie pulled away while Ada gently pressed back my hair. “You’re hurt.”

      “I’ll mend.” Her gentleness was a balm to my soul. I clasped her hand. “When did you arrive?”

      What I truly wanted to ask was: how much had they seen? And how did they feel about it? If the tension bristling from Mr. Redgrave was any indication, all was not well.

      “As you were destroying the Institution,” Ada said softly.

      Something sank within. They’d witnessed everything.

      “Lord Riven bid us all stay at the forest’s edge. He deemed it a danger to approach.” Ainslie’s gaze flickered toward the tumble of broken stone. “Otherwise we would have come to you sooner.”

      “He was right to be cautious. As for the rest . . .” Mr. Redgrave stepped alongside her. “What does Lord Riven plan to do with the Vigilists?”

      “Bind them in geas, no more.”

      “And if they don’t cooperate?”

      “They will.”

      His lips tightened.

      “If you have something you want to say, then say it.” I kept my voice soft. We couldn’t afford a fracture in trust at this juncture.

      He gave a curt nod. “I am aware you take the welfare of mortals seriously; I witnessed as much in the Otherworld. But I would know—why all this destruction?”

      Ainslie spun toward him. “How can you ask after Jessa was hauled from our home and . . . and . . .” She flung her arms to encompass my disheveled appearance. “. . . quite clearly mistreated?”

      “If I understand fae abilities aright, she could have glamoured them into releasing her. Instead she chose this course.” Mr. Redgrave kept his voice steady, the calm to her tempest. “I’d just like to understand why.”

      Uncertainty etched itself into Elodie’s features also, and Mr. Burke—his kestrel-sharp eyes swept my face, and I could not discern his feeling. Though Mr. Redgrave was the only one to voice his concern, I suspected they all wanted to know—even Ainslie, despite her swift defense.

      How often had I shared their uncertainty? I’d experienced it every time I brushed against the power of Other, every time I realized just how vulnerable mortals were. This Institution was meant to be a bastion of the Vigil, warded against fae—and I’d torn it down alone and unaided.

      A shuddering sigh escaped me. I didn’t owe him an explanation, but I would offer the one I would have desired in his position. I explained what had transpired after Mr. Ludne hauled me from the house, omitting the details about the pocket world and its tie to Mother, which I’d later share with Ada and Ainslie. When I came to the undercroft, a tangible horror gripped the others.

      “That . . . it’s deplorable.” With the color washed from her face, Elodie appeared more like a porcelain doll than ever, yet she did not shrink from the truth. “How could things have come to such a pass?”

      “I cannot answer for that, but I didn’t want to leave the prisoners, and this was the only way I could see to gain their release as well as my own.” I fixed my gaze on the ivory blossoms that now unfurled above the ruin. “Perhaps if I were more experienced, I could have been more precise, but I . . . I did the best I could manage.”

      “I know what they’re like. You were left little choice. And you kept everyone safe, which is more care than the Vigil would have taken if the roles were reversed.” Mr. Burke surveyed my face, and his jaw tightened. “But you . . . are you well?”

      “Not particularly.” The words slipped out unguarded, drawn by his concern.

      Ada and Ainslie exchanged a glance, their distress clear. I shouldn’t have let that much escape.

      Mr. Burke frowned. “Then perhaps⁠—”

      I shook my head, ignoring the lance of pain the motion brought. “It’s a discussion for later. We still have a great deal to sort before we can depart.”

      “Indeed.” Mr. Redgrave glanced at the ruins. “While we have opportunity, we should collect evidence of the Vigil’s misdeeds, along with any documentation that would support the fae connection. I don’t suppose you still have the pendant?”

      “Riven destroyed it.”

      “Very well. We’ll do what we can.”

      Mr. Burke straightened. “I’m with you. If my superiors can be made to see what’s happening within the Vigil, it might change things.”

      “I’m coming too.” Elodie rubbed at her chest as if it pained her. Then she lifted the edge of her skirt so she could climb over the rubble to join her brother. “We’ll cover ground more quickly that way.”

      As they moved toward the exposed undercroft, some of the tension ebbed from my body. Despite what they’d seen, they’d thrown themselves into my troubles—and as difficult as it was to accept help, their presence here accomplished things I could never have done alone.

      Ada extended a hand, catching my arm and pulling me close. Just for a moment, I laid my head on her shoulder, blocking out the exhaustion and pain. I hadn’t needed their aid to dismantle the Institution, but I’d desperately needed them in the aftermath, each in their own way.

      And they’d come.
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      As the voices of the exploratory party drifted back from the undercroft, I forced myself to stir. It wasn’t only the chambers belowground that might hold evidence, but the written records of the Vigil—if they remained. Could they have survived the destruction?

      At my suggestion, Ada, Ainslie, and I went to search, starting in the general direction of Mr. Everstone’s office. We eventually found an entire collection amid the wreckage of ironwood cabinetry, somewhat the worse for wear, but still readable, and further on, record books scattered beneath broken stone. Risha darted among them, her light flickering bright as I bound books and folios with vines, an immense bundle that we could draw through a passing with us. Perhaps we could find something of importance later, when I had time to examine them properly.

      If I still had time . . .

      Relentlessly, I pressed down any thought of the future, any consideration of how I might escape the snares set on every side. Later, once we were no longer exposed, then I would think of what must be done.

      When we assembled once more on the remaining scrap of lawn, the three who’d examined the cells below were quiet, their faces drawn as they huddled beneath the sweeping branches of the gathered elms.

      Ada surveyed them. “What did you find?”

      “I’d no doubt of the truth of Jessa’s account, but seeing the devices firsthand . . .” Mr. Burke’s eyes became as dark as the iron-laced stones below. “They aren’t fit even for the foulest beast.”

      Beside me, Jade tensed. I’m not altogether certain the Vigilists don’t deserve a measure of their own medicine.

      Adding wrong to wrong will remedy nothing. An image of the woman clawing her own flesh unfurled on the canvas of my mind, and my shoulders tensed. Though I cannot deny the temptation.

      Jade nuzzled my arm, her sweet-grass scent drifting over me. Now they stand some chance, at least.

      My gaze drifted to the bargain-bound woman, still cradled in working-woven boughs. Despite her captivity, she did not struggle, but continued to rest in a semiconscious state.

      “How can the Vigil imagine they’ll escape the consequences of these deeds?” Ainslie asked.

      Elodie clasped her parasol—the one that doubled as a weapon—close. “Could it be they have the secret support of the king and Magistry?”

      “I cannot speak for the king.” Mr. Burke clenched his hands, as if he considered dismantling the few remaining stones of the Institution. “But I’m well enough acquainted with the Magister to be convinced he knows nothing. I intend to ensure he receives a full report, one that cannot be ignored.”

      A full report? Sudden fear constricted my breath. “And what will you tell him regarding the . . . other things you observed today?”

      “The truth, in its strictest form.” He met my gaze steadily. “I went to investigate the matter of your imprisonment and found the Institution destroyed, along with evidence that they’d unlawfully treated those in their keeping. Assuming you don’t tell me your ultimate destination, I can safely report your whereabouts unknown.”

      Sweet rose-laced air filled my lungs. “Thank you.”

      “Think nothing of it.” Mr. Burke assessed me, and his brows lowered. “I only wish I’d been able to warn you before Ludne came.”

      “And yet some good has come of the fact you could not.” Elodie’s gaze flickered between me and the dark gash of the undercroft. “I cannot wish anyone to suffer mistreatment, yet if Jessa escaped the efforts to apprehend her, it would have condemned those prisoners to death.”

      “And having gone so far as to secure an order of detainment, Mr. Ludne would have surely claimed my family if he couldn’t find me.” A shudder passed over my body. “Still, I’m very sorry to have caused such trouble for everyone.”

      Though Mr. Burke made light of it, I’d put him in a difficult position with his superiors, to say nothing of the Redgraves . . . and the risks all of them had taken, venturing into unknown danger.

      Elodie tentatively reached out and squeezed my hand. “It’s right, among friends, to shoulder troubles together.”

      Ada cast her gentle smile on Elodie. “Well said.”

      “In any case, I’m thankful for it—and all of you.” I brushed a persistent sprig of ivy away from my gown. “Since we’re having a forthright discussion, I have a question for you, Elodie. It’s my understanding that your family has maintained connections to the Everstone Vigil for strategic purposes. You knew nothing of their methods?”

      “Charles and I did not.” The brilliant blue of her eyes clouded over. “As for those who have cultivated positions within the Everstone Vigil, I cannot say. I’d prefer to believe they’d not stand by and watch such misdeeds, but if our First commanded it—if he said we could not intervene without betraying our hand—I suppose it is possible.”

      “One duty conflicts with the other.” Mr. Redgrave looked from Elodie to Ainslie, his words slow, weighty. “But you can be sure we intend to press for information now.”

      Before I could reply, Riven appeared alongside us, the light of passing gleaming across the tree trunks and casting sharp shadows. “The Vigilists have been removed to the heart of the forest, their bargains secured. The time it will take them to make their way back to civilization will allow us to make our way clear without interference.”

      My gaze skimmed over the twenty-odd souls who remained in the clearing, lulled to sleep by the gentle melodies of the trees. Something in me sank. What was I to do with them? Not only these, but those who still awaited us at Kilmere, all so very broken by Talis, perhaps beyond our ability to repair.

      As if his thoughts followed my own, Riven said, “We might as well bring those you freed to Kilmere to join the others. Then we can deal with all of them at once.”

      “Is there hope of restoring them?” Ainslie surveyed the afflicted mortals, her shoulders tight. No doubt their plight stirred memories of her own. Mr. Redgrave shifted, closing the distance between them, his hand brushing hers, and the tension in her posture eased.

      Riven shrugged. “It’s difficult to say. Each will need an individual examination. Whatever your Vigil thought, they by no means share the same condition.”

      The wind shifted, carrying the dank notes of the undercroft toward us. My stomach churned. “We should go at once, so they suffer no more than necessary.”

      Riven surveyed the rest. “Do you all intend to come?”

      “Of course,” Ainslie said. “We mean to see this through.”

      After nods from the others, the rich, golden light of passing swept over us. When it faded, the crumbling moss-covered walls and old-growth trees of Kilmere loomed before us. We crossed at a low point, the unconscious mortals now held by palanquins of light, which Riven had apparently fashioned even as he pulled us through the passing. How long did it take to develop that sort of swift control over one’s powers? To effortlessly fracture them in multiple directions?

      As we traversed the ruin, the scents of stone and sea mingled with the earthy aroma of moss and lichen, a homely bouquet that strengthened my weary limbs. Then the living awareness of Kilmere itself washed over me, joined with the sprightly notes of goldleaf basil and the sonorous songs of rowan, hawthorn, and pine, all extending a welcome.

      And my spirits lifted slightly. If the impossible had been achieved here before, transforming Kilmere from death-bringer to life-giver, who was to say these mortals couldn’t still be spared?

      Once more, we made our descent down smooth stairs of stone, through branching corridors, and into the sprawling wing where we’d concealed the other mortals. They slept still, but fitfully now. Riven had warned that his workings would wear off in a few days, that it was too much a risk to hold them in slumber longer, after what they’d endured—and it was evident in the way they writhed in their beds.

      The palanquins of light deposited the new sufferers alongside the old, along with the records from the Vigil. Seeing them assembled, I wanted to run and hide in the heart of Kilmere. After all that had happened in the labyrinth and the crypt, to then return to so much need and suffering, so much danger on every side . . . A deep current of exhaustion swept over me, threatening to pull me under. I sighed. Did my time spent unconscious count as sleep?

      Jade chuffed. I think you know the answer to that.

      Riven says fae need less sleep.

      Less doesn’t mean you can forgo it altogether. And fae restore themselves in other ways, which I doubt you’ve done.

      I will sleep—later, once we’ve attended those in need. Their number daunted me, still more the fact that these represented only a tiny fraction of those claimed by the Vigil—much less Other. We couldn’t safely keep them in stasis much longer, but I wasn’t equipped to treat their ills. What now?

      Ada smoothed a blanket over the nearest woman, the sapphire of the ring she inherited from Mother glittering. “How can we help them?”

      “I’m not sure.” The stench of mortal suffering—of sweat and dried blood—battled for dominance over the scent of ancient, immortal stone. The elderly woman on the bed across from me moaned, and my heart twisted. “Riven, is there anything you can do?”

      “Right now, fae power sustains their lives. Once that’s removed . . .” The cold fae-lights set in the stone played across his face. “They might not be strong enough to survive. Some of those bound by Talis evinced signs of fatal damage.”

      “Can we just leave the workings on them?” Mr. Burke asked.

      “That holds its own risks. The longer fae influence binds them, the smaller the chance they can ever return to themselves.” The lights flickered and dimmed. “A half-life in permanent stasis is no mercy.”

      Ada caught her lower lip between her teeth. “But surely . . . with all the powers fae possess, there must be some means of healing.”

      Riven folded his arms. “I possess no such affinity. And fae medicine would destroy mortal bodies.”

      Yet I refused to give up on them. I looked down the line of beds, considering. “You said before that the use of Other power to distill the medicinal properties of plants in this world should facilitate mortal healing.” It had worked for Ada, though she could not be considered mortal. “Perhaps I can craft a tonic to support their bodies, one that allows a better chance of surviving the working’s removal. It’s a risk, but . . .”

      “What other option do they have?” Elodie asked. “Some chance of survival is better than none, don’t you agree?”

      I did, though I wished the chance did not rest on me.

      “If they’re physically strong enough to rouse, we could better assess their true condition.” Mr. Burke scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “In absence of an alternative, I say we move forward.”

      The others nodded, but Riven remained silent. Why did he say so very little? Did he suspect the mortals were beyond help? Ordinarily he was forthright, even with truths I did not wish to hear.

      “This is a great number to attend.” Mr. Redgrave gestured down the row of beds. “How can we assist?”

      Reluctantly, I surrendered the warmth of Riven’s jacket back to him, as it did rather impede movement, then I pulled my sketchbook and a pencil from my fae pocket and quickly drew images of goldleaf basil and the other plants I desired. “If the rest of you will collect these, I’ll tend the physical injuries of those claimed by the Vigil.”

      They murmured agreement. Riven stalked toward the nearest bed. “Before you do, I need to place a stronger working upon those from the Institution. One that will hold them until they’ve received the tonic.”

      Though he’d offered his aid, something in his demeanor still left me unsettled.

      “I believe I saw some baskets in one of the chambers we passed.” Elodie glanced toward the doorway. “Will Kilmere permit us to take them?”

      The air quickened about me, a swift reassurance offered by the fortress. “It will allow you to do whatever I’ve requested. Have no fear.”

      With that, everyone except Riven, Jade, and Risha departed. In silence, Riven moved among the victims, strengthening workings on the newcomers while I followed behind, anointing visible injuries—cuts, burns, and bruises—with amelior salve.

      Jade shadowed me, still in true-form, her breath warm on my neck. When I nearly tripped over her tail, I halted. You don’t have to follow quite so closely, you know.

      I’ve nearly lost you twice in the past few days. I’ve no intention of increasing the distance between us, not for a good long time. A few centuries might suffice.

      I rested my head on hers. I’m sorry.

      It’s not your fault that powerful fae have chosen to pursue you. Her green eyes gleamed. But I would know what you intend to do about it.

      I . . . I can’t think about that now. I moved to the next bed, smoothing salve over the raw sores. For the moment, the afflicted need tending. That’s enough.

      Just ahead of us, Riven halted before the bargain-bound woman. “We’ll have to let her go. To place a working counter to her binding could destroy her.”

      “Then she’s to be abandoned to the mercies of the fae?”

      “Perhaps not.” He surveyed the binding mark more closely. “This looks simple, poorly wrought. And she’s quiet now, which I wouldn’t expect.”

      “I noticed that also. She fought against the bonds of the Vigil, but once my workings constrained her, she was at rest.”

      “I have a possible theory.”

      With a word, he roused her. Her eyes fluttered open, clear and bright, but when she saw Riven, she shrank back in the narrow bed, making herself as small as possible and burrowing her head beneath the covers.

      His face remained impassive. “To what are you bound?”

      “To . . . to surrender myself to the fae.” The wool blanket muffled her words. “I must go. Must go. Go now.”

      “That is all?”

      “That is what he said. I must pass to Other, must go to the fae . . . must go . . .”

      “You have fulfilled the terms of your bargain. For I am fae, and you have come to me.” His voice gentled. “You will not be harmed.”

      “I . . . I will not be harmed.” Bit by bit, she eased the blanket away from her face. A heavy sigh escaped her, and her eyes fluttered shut as Riven’s working settled over her, drawing her into peaceful slumber.

      He stepped back, his jaw set. “Whoever bound her didn’t take care with their wording. Some fae consider mortals so dull that they expend little effort in crafting their bargains.”

      “To her good fortune.” I surveyed the rest. “What do you think will become of them?”

      “Their odds aren’t favorable, but their chances are better here than elsewhere.” Despite the quiet of the chamber, tension emanated from him, evident in the set of his shoulders and the controlled clip of his words.

      I knotted my hands in the folds of my gown. “Then . . . what’s wrong?”

      “Your focus isn’t where it should be. You’re hiding behind the needs of others to avoid facing the decisions you must make.” The light about him crystallized into brilliant shards, each one sharp as a blade. “Equip whomever you’d like to attend the mortals. Then have done and make ready to depart this world.”

      Very carefully, I twisted the lid back on the salve and tucked it into my pocket, avoiding his gaze. “Riven, I can’t just leave Byren, not without attempting to clear the slate for my family⁠—”

      “After everything that’s happened, you think remaining here is still an option?”

      “I think I must try.”

      “And what have your efforts availed so far? If you’d left the mortal world sooner, it wouldn’t have come to this.” The cold light sharpened the planes of his face, honed the edge to his voice. “What good do you think you’ll do them dead? Or eternally bound?”

      “I . . .” I turned away and tugged a blanket over a mortal woman, trying to conceal the tears that burned my eyes. “I can’t abandon them.”

      “But you’re fine with dragging them into danger?” The scent of impending storm seared the air. “This world has no place for you. Can’t you see that?”

      Pain frigid as iron seized my chest. And I had no words, no strength left for a defense. Was he right? Had I allowed my desire to keep a home here to blind me to all else?

      “It’s past time you left.” His voice had no yield. “Hiding from the truth won’t make it go away.”

      My hands tightened on the edge of the bed, the carved stone digging into tender flesh. “Don’t you think I know I’m at fault? That I’ve caused nothing but trouble for those I love?” The words ripped from me, jagged and raw. “I can’t undo what’s past, the harm I’ve caused. I want to make it right, I just don’t know how.”

      The storm charge ebbed. “Jessa, I⁠—”

      “I have the baskets. I believe we’ve found everything you requested.” Elodie glided into the room, as composed as if she’d been selecting flowers for a drawing room arrangement. Then she stopped short, glancing between us. “Perhaps I should come back another time?”

      “No.” I straightened my shoulders and accepted the baskets. “Thank you. I’ll just take them to the compounding room while Riven finishes here.”

      Without giving either a moment to reply, I fled. I was running away. I knew as much, but I couldn’t bear further chastisement—however justified it might be—let alone force myself to consider the choices ahead.

      As I hurried down the halls of Kilmere, a warmth swirled about me, not harsh and hostile as it had once been, but determined and protective, as I imagined the eld dragon might have been before his death. Yet even that small comfort couldn’t keep the tears from dripping down my cheeks. I dropped the baskets on the stone table, then collapsed next to Jade, burying my face in her fur, clinging to her fiercely. Why does it have to be so hard?

      My Jessa. Her steady breath soothed. There is no answer for such questions.

      I know. I just . . . I just wish I knew the path to take. The door creaked, and I straightened hastily—but it was only Ada.

      “Oh, Jessa.” She knelt on the floor next to me, pulling me into her arms, undoing my efforts at control. Quiet and sure, she held me as my tears soaked her gown, gesturing away someone who appeared in the doorway. And Jade stood behind us, an immovable bulwark, her grass-sweet scent drifting about us, enlivening and imparting courage.

      When I straightened at last, Ada smoothed unruly curls from my face. “I cannot fathom how dreadful it must have been, but you’re safe now.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “What then?”

      The tenderness in her gaze was so reminiscent of Mother that my breath caught. “If I’d left sooner, much sooner, perhaps I could have spared all of you this. The Vigil never would have claimed me, they never would have examined the rest of you⁠—”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps they would have found another reason to come after us, and we would not have had your resources to draw on. You cannot be sure of the future, and I don’t want you to go. None of us do, whatever may come. We’re stronger together.” Ada withdrew a lace handkerchief from her sleeve and pressed it into my hand. “We can find another way.”

      I swiped at the remnants of tears. “Riven . . . he believes otherwise.”

      She arched a delicate brow. “And he’s the sole arbitrator of truth?”

      A choked laugh escaped me. “In his court, yes.”

      She blinked. “Truly?”

      “Truly.”

      “Well, that doesn’t mean he knows everything. Besides . . .” She fidgeted with the folds of her gown. “I don’t think he’s entirely objective about the matter.”

      “I assure you you’re much mistaken. He’s made his argument quite clear, and . . . there are grounds for what he said.”

      You’re hiding behind the needs of others . . .

      The cutting words echoed in my mind, and my eyes slid shut. He’d always perceived more than was comfortable, but he’d not wielded it against me—not like this. What had changed?

      You didn’t see him when he learned you were missing. Jade rumbled low in her chest. It doesn’t give him any right to speak as he did, but perhaps⁠—

      “More than one thing can be true at once, but we shan’t argue.” Ada leaned back against the thick leg of the stone table, its fluted carvings arched above her head. “All of this has caused me to realize some truths of my own. When Jade told me Other had claimed you, I didn’t know what to do. She pointed out that I was powerless to act, and it was true.”

      “Ada—”

      “I need to say this.” Her melodious voice held notes of strain. “Aside from our venture into the Otherworld, I’ve allowed you to deal with everything Other, allowed you to navigate and interpret it for us, to assume all the risks, so I could delay my own decision and avoid facing what I might be.” She drew her knees to her chest. “I know you’ve always found the rules of society constrictive and difficult to follow, but for me, they’re a comfort. Everyone behaves in predictable ways, even if not the most desirable. It’s . . . orderly and peaceful, which makes the confinement bearable. Other is . . . well, Other. It’s cruel. Powerful and capricious. Beyond predicting.”

      How many times had I felt the same? I clasped her hand, and my thoughts drifted back to the glorious forest Riven had brought me to. “It has beauty also, places of life untouched by cruelty.”

      “Logically, I know it must be so. Morwen is a kindly soul, and I’d like to think there are many who share the nature of nisi. But her sort don’t hold power there. I’ve seen what it’s cost you to embrace your fae nature—and it’s a price I don’t know if I’m able to pay.” Her hand trembled in mine. “Apart from the Otherworld itself, I fear what might be inside me and why Mother thought it necessary to bind it. What if it’s something dreadful? Something I cannot control?”

      Most of the time she kept her fears buried beneath her ever-serene exterior, but now she’d entrusted them to me. How could I abandon her to face them alone? The pulse of Kilmere, its dragon-warm breath, surged around me. “I don’t know her reasons, but I don’t think Mother worried about what you’d become. Whatever you find, we’ll face together—as you once told me.”

      Hope kindled in her eyes. “Then you’ll stay?”

      “Long enough to help you gain the truth of your nature, if I can.” I stretched out my legs on the smooth stone floor. What I needed most was a moment to think, to weigh and evaluate what must be done. “And there are things that happened in the pocket world that I must discuss with you and Ainslie together before I can consider leaving.”

      “With the help of the Redgraves and the others, we can contrive to clear your name, and the Vigil will be forced to leave you alone. Then you need not go at all.” She straightened. “Though he wanted to come with us, Lovell stayed behind to that end—to leverage his contacts and help Father overturn the order of detainment.”

      “And I’m more grateful than I can say. But even if we succeed—and I hope we can, if only to remove the taint of suspicion from the rest of you—there are other considerations. Other reasons I must go.”

      The vibrant scent of the goldleaf basil drifted down from the table above and settled between us. And Ada shifted. “Not yet, surely. Such weighty decisions shouldn’t be made in haste. You’ve carried a great deal alone. Now let us help you consider the path forward.”

      “It all feels so abominably jumbled. If . . . if I abandon this world without clearing my name, I’ll never be able to freely return. The choice will be taken from me. And your reputations will remain blackened.” The marks the iron shackles had left on my wrists sent a pulsing ache up my arms. “Worse yet, you’ll be at risk of further persecution from the Vigil. They could easily accuse you of helping me evade the law, unless I remain long enough to see the accusations overturned.”

      “There, see.” Her chin lifted. “You have reason to stay, if that is what you wish.”

      “I can’t let you all face imprisonment for my so-called crimes, but I . . . I fear Riven is right about the rest. I’m drawing the attention of the fae to you, endangering you by my presence.” I did not know how to balance the two issues, but somehow, I must find a way forward. “The fae who influenced the Vigil to pursue me won’t give up easily.”

      “You speak as if you’re a danger, but you’ve kept us safe time and again.”

      With such argument, I’d justified my decision to stay—and it had led to this. I traced the intricate pattern shading the stone with one finger. “If I go, they might lose interest and leave you alone.”

      “It is a great chance to take, either way.”

      And the cost if I chose wrong—it did not bear considering. “In some way, what happened with the pocket world and the Vigil connects to Mother. Before I make any final decision, I think we need the truth about her past. And if there’s anywhere in this world we can find answers, it’s Thornhaven.”

      “Then we shall go, and we shall take this one step at a time.” With a graceful motion, she rose from the floor. “And we shall do it together.”

      With that, she slipped from the room. She’d accepted my argument because it aligned with her own desires. But Riven was unlikely to concede so readily.
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      Despite the specter of looming confrontation, I couldn’t afford to indulge my emotions any further now—not when the mortals awaited aid. Wearily, I crossed to the stone shelving.

      On a ledge sat an assortment of basins with clear stoppered pipes descending from them. I selected the largest, along with several jewel-toned bottles from the shelf below, the familiar rhythm of gathering supplies bringing a measure of peace. Back at the table, I placed a selection of basil along with an equal portion of agrimony and a sprinkle of heartsease into the basin. The spiced-fruit scent of the agrimony harmonized with the sharp notes of goldleaf and pungent heartsease, promising restoration. Yet I’d very little strength left to draw forth their healing properties.

      Jade sprawled out across from me, Risha alongside her, both of them watchful. Perhaps Kilmere itself might assist?

      It’s worth a try. Though I know very little of what it can do. I crossed to the wall and pressed my hands against it, seeking to bolster our connection. Its awareness filled my senses, no barrier between us now that it had accepted me as its mistress. Its vast strength, forged from many fae and remade anew, rushed into my body, pressing back the crushing weight of fatigue.

      So fortified, I returned to the herb-strewn table, the resonant hum of the collected leaves filling my awareness. Setting my purpose, I drew forth and condensed the power within. Threads in varied shades—rich gold, pale yellow, vivid purple—spilled forth from the leaves and coalesced into a resinous liquid, which dripped into the bottle I’d placed below.

      Swifter the second time and the third, I repeated the process, Jade’s presence an anchor against the swirl of color and song that came as I surrendered to my Other senses.

      At last, it was done. I blinked, clearing my sight, and began to seal the bottles. When I placed the stopper on the last one, I glanced up—and nearly dropped it.

      Riven lounged in the doorway, watching me, his expression masked. How long had he waited in silence?

      Jade stretched, her claws scraping against the stone floor. Since you began to craft the tinctures.

      Why didn’t you say something?

      Her ears flicked back. I didn’t think it prudent to distract you.

      My fingers tightened around the bottle, and I lowered my head to escape his too-perceptive gaze. “Forgive me, I didn’t realize you were waiting.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I merely wanted to let you know that I went to Avons and informed the rest of your family that you’re safe—that you will come when you can, but it will be another day or two, at least.”

      Oh.

      After all that had happened, I’d not even considered how worried they must be. What sort of daughter just . . . forgot? My eyes slid shut for the briefest moment. “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head, and I tucked the jewel-toned bottles into a basket. What now? The last thing I wanted was to return to our interrupted conversation. The mortals still needed care; I could justify slipping away, and I didn’t think he would press the matter. Not yet, at least. But some things must be faced, however painful.

      I concur. Which is why I’ve already sent for Ada. She’ll engage the others to administer the tonics.

      How very . . . thoughtful.

      I live to serve. She yawned, her fangs flashing. But I warn you, I won’t allow him to hurt you again.

      He wasn’t . . . He just . . . Oh, never mind. Clutching the laden basket to my chest, I turned toward Riven. “Ada is on her way to fetch the tincture, and I wondered . . . once she comes, could we perhaps take a walk?”

      If we must talk of difficult things, I didn’t want to chance another interruption.

      “If you’d like.” His features remained expressionless, and I wished he’d show some hint of emotion, some sign of what he thought . . . what he meant to say.

      Before the silence could grow too fraught, Ada appeared, and I entrusted her with the basket, instructing her to administer only a drop to each mortal and wait to see the effects before offering a second drop. I hesitated. “Perhaps I should come, just to ensure it does no harm.”

      “Is there anything you could do, should the medicine fail to help?”

      “I suppose not, but⁠—”

      “Then we can manage as well as you. You’ve given a great deal already.”

      With that, she glided down the stone corridor, leaving me alone with Riven. In silence, we traversed the underground passages until we emerged above. Voices drifted across the grassy expanse, so I changed direction, heading toward the seaward wall. The remains of a watchtower jutted up against the sky, promising both shelter and privacy. Proper or not, we required it, and none of those gathered here would look askance.

      An ash tree had grown up alongside the tower, the spread of its canopy rustling above our heads as we ascended the stairs. They opened onto a landing, enclosed by a crumbling wall, that overlooked the sea, its aged stone encrusted with lichen and sea-thistle.

      I halted before the wall, attempting to sort my thoughts—gather my courage to say what would surely meet with disapproval. But try as I might, I could not find a way to begin.

      Finally Riven broke the silence, his gaze fixed on the waters below. “What I said earlier was . . . ill-judged.”

      My breath caught. This wasn’t what I’d expected; fae didn’t often admit to any fault, however small. “Yet you were right that my reluctance to leave caused all of this⁠—”

      “Stop, Jessa.” The crash of sea on stone underscored his words. “There are far too many variables at work to judge with any certainty. I should not have cast blame.”

      “Fae cannot lie,” I said softly. “You spoke what you felt, and . . . it’s worse to think you’re trying to conceal your true sentiments now. I know you’re angry, and you think I’m recklessly endangering others and⁠—”

      “I think you’re struggling to find a path forward in difficult circumstances.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “I know what I said, but it’s not—” The low, guttural cry of a murre cut off his words. And he braced against the stone wall, as immovable as if hewn from the cliff itself. “If this hadn’t been part of some game, if the fae had truly wanted to keep you, I could have done nothing. Once you were in the pocket world, it wasn’t in my power to find you, much less to intervene. That is . . . difficult to accept.”

      Jade leaned against my side. Hmm. Perhaps he can be forgiven for making you cry.

      I twined my fingers in her fur, its soft warmth a stark contrast to the barren isolation of the pocket world. I’d come so close to never seeing him again, never seeing any of them. The cry of the murre split the air once more, and I tasted the salt of the sea on my lips. Riven wasn’t the only one who had difficulty accepting the truth.

      His hands tightened on the wall. “If you’re in the Court of Gold, I have a better chance of keeping you safe.”

      Safe.

      The word beckoned, as warm and alluring as Riven himself. And I began to understand. If all of this was about his concern for my well-being . . . “You have always made me feel so, even when we are at odds. Yet I would rather have accord between us.”

      “As would I.”

      “You were right that I have been hiding from things that feel too painful to contemplate.” A breeze swirled in from the ocean, shivering through the spined bracts of the sea-thistle, and I wrapped my arms about myself. “Also that my family suffers because of me.”

      He braced against the wall, turning his back to the water. “That part wasn’t fair.”

      I swallowed against iron-sharp pain. “But it’s true.”

      “It is both true and not.” Star-down liminal power gathered along the border of sea and stone, brightening at his words. “Without you, Other would have destroyed them. Claimed Lovell and Ainslie. Shattered them with griefs and terrors they could not understand. Yet now you also draw Other to them, pull in dangers they cannot hope to survive. And you’re no longer in a position to protect them. The attention you’ve drawn has . . . changed things.”

      At my side, Jade tensed. And the low murmur of moss and lichen became a roar in my ears. “What do you mean?”

      “When you vanished, Risha couldn’t reach me at first because I was in an audience with my king. Among other things, he wanted answers about you—and all that happened in the Court of Dusk. I withheld what I could, but he learned enough.” His shoulders tensed beneath his silken jacket. “Talon’s patience has reached an end.”

      The cold sea air seemed to cut right through my summer gown as the star-down flecks of liminal power clustered thicker about us. “What does that mean?”

      “That if you don’t act soon, the choice will be taken from you.”

      “That’s why you pressed so hard earlier.” Because I faced a threat not only from the unknown fae, but also his own king.

      He gave a clipped nod. “If you remove to the Court of Gold before he forces your hand, you’ll have more leverage in your dealings with him.”

      “And if I don’t . . .”

      “His attention will turn to your family and your world.” The lowering sun cast shadows across his face. “And the outcome will be . . . regrettable.”

      The piercing melodies of the buckthorn below tangled in my chest, and the relentless crash of wave against stone battered at my senses. “I see.”

      “Right now, you’re vulnerable. You have no court alliances. Nothing to bring to bear against him. Without leverage, your dealings are unlikely to be pleasant. Fae monarchs are used to controlling all in their sphere and claiming whatever they desire.” He pressed away from the wall. “Indicate that you want to treat with him, and it could give you some advantage.”

      “But I don’t understand why he wants me. Why he even takes an interest.”

      “Among other things, he sees you as a potential asset.” His jaw tightened. “One which could present an advantage to our court—or harm it, if claimed by another. You’ve proven yourself against several dangerous adversaries, and your actions in the Court of Dusk caught Astra’s attention. Now Talon is determined to make the first move.”

      Of course. The monarchs of the Courts of Gold and Silver were rivals in all things, so why would Talon sit idly by and allow Astra to claim any advantage, however small? “What sort of move does he mean to make?”

      “At first, he was minded to summon you at once. By force, if necessary.”

      A simple matter, because given his abilities, Riven could readily find me—could compel me to do his bidding. And if Talon had ordered him to bring me in, he would have had no choice.

      “I suggested that you’ve no interest in forging an alliance until you’ve gained more clarity about your past, a matter which interests him greatly as well. I also pointed out that with the threats against you, you might be persuaded to remove to the Court of Gold for your own protection—if he does not attempt to force an alliance first.”

      I traced the domed umbel of the thistle, its fine spikes retracting at my touch, its thorn-sharp determination bolstering me. “And was he amenable?”

      “After I reminded him that I’ve taken the time to gain your confidence and anything that you discovered would come to me first.”

      Whatever he’d told Talon, he’d been careful to cover for me in all his dealings. But I’d put him in an untenable position, caught between our friendship and his oaths to his king⁠—

      “You’re quiet.” His eyes shadowed. “Do you fear I’ve betrayed you to him?”

      “Of course not! I know you’re oathsworn to your court, but I also know you’ve done everything in your power to protect me from your king.” At what cost? The songs of the ash overhead burned brighter, fiercer, until they seemed to join with the very pulse of my own heart. “I only regret that I’ve put you in such a position.”

      Riven shrugged, as if it meant nothing.

      “I know that little choice remains, but . . . is there any way I can gain a few days?” I asked.

      “Jessa—”

      I hurried on. “Some of my reluctance to abandon this world does stem from fear. I don’t want to leave everything I love behind.” And I couldn’t shake the feeling that once the Otherworld claimed me, I wouldn’t be at liberty to return—that I’d be caught up in forces beyond my ability to control. The sea-thistle shuddered, its leaves curling inward. “Yet I can’t leave my family to manage this alone. I need to know that the Vigil—and the fae involved—won’t come after them in pursuit of me. And I need to discover the truth about Mother, if possible. The fae who crafted the pocket world had ties to her.”

      His attention sharpened. “What did you learn?”

      I told him of the duplicate Caldwell House, of the gruesome replica of Mother’s hand and the strange painting.

      “That changes things. Talon desires to know about your past and your court of origin. If you have a legitimate lead, it could buy us time.”

      “The encoded book that Mother left mentioned Thornhaven multiple times. In some way the two are linked, and I believe Thornhaven—and whatever the book holds—will contain answers. But will that be enough to satisfy Talon?”

      “If I have a binding agreement that you’ll come to the Court of Gold, regardless of what you uncover, I think he’ll concede, if only for a few days.” The light sharpened about Riven. “At this juncture, he’d still rather you come willingly. To give you the illusion of choice.”

      “And are you . . . willing to present the argument to him?”

      He hesitated, assessing me. “If you are certain of this course.”

      I gripped the weather-smoothed stone with cold fingers. “You still don’t agree?”

      “I agree that discovering the truth about your mother could inform your dealings with the courts—and provide a lead to the fae who incited the Vigil to pursue you. But to stay in the mortal world, even for a short time, exposes you to this fae’s schemes. If you removed to the Court of Gold at once, you’d be beyond his reach. Even if Talon did not mean to make a move, I’d counsel you to depart now.”

      “Even if it means never finding out who was responsible for the pocket world?”

      “There are other possible ways to trace him. To stay means greater risk.”

      “And greater potential reward.”

      The faintest hint of amusement gleamed in his eyes. “Using my own words against me?”

      I couldn’t restrain a smile. “I thought perhaps it would discourage argument.”

      “A reasonable assumption.” He sobered. “Yet it’s easier when I’m the one taking the risks.”

      I cast him a sidelong glance. “Easier for you, perhaps.”

      Almost anything was better than waiting, powerless to help, while those close to you risked their lives.

      Which is why if he suited his own desires, you’d be in the Court of Gold right now. He could have boxed you in, told you that you’d no choice but to remove at once. Yet he’s going to argue for your choices before the king, even against his own wishes. Jade surveyed Riven, unblinking. Yes, I do believe he can be forgiven.

      Oh, Jade. I have nothing to forgive him for. In fact, as you’ve just pointed out, I owe him more than I can ever repay and⁠—

      Jade chuffed. Is that what you believe I wanted you to note?

      What else? I turned toward Riven. “Will you have to leave to address the king?”

      “I can send word. I think he’ll concur that it’s wisest for me to remain to best protect his interests.” Riven took a half step closer. “Three days?”

      Three days. It was so terribly short, and yet . . . to knowingly bring down the wrath of a fae monarch would be worse than all the rest. “A week?”

      “Agreed.”

      With that, a rich golden binding mark swirled about my upper arm, warm and comforting.

      And Riven inclined his head. “Aside from the severed hand, was there anything of note in the pocket world?”

      “Not that I could perceive, but it was difficult to think there. It seemed that even breathing the air hurt.”

      “Being under the influence of another fae’s affinities—having their power overshadow you in even the smallest of ways—does far more damage than a physical assault. And it takes longer to recover.” Concern shadowed his features. “A pocket world has a milder impact than a targeted working, but you shouldn’t press yourself unduly in the days to come.”

      So she shouldn’t go about dismantling the rest of the Vigil?

      A slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “It would be ill-advised.”

      “Don’t worry. Right now it feels as though it would take more strength than I can summon to just walk back down the stairs.”

      “Then don’t just yet.” Riven lounged against the wall. “The worlds won’t fall apart just because you’ve stopped for a moment.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” The ash dipped a branch low, providing the perfect bench from which to regard the sea—and Riven. I settled upon it, my weary body welcoming the support.

      Quiet laughter drifted toward us, and I peered through the branches of the ash. Across the north quadrant of the ruin, Mr. Redgrave and Ainslie strolled. Kilmere offered an opportunity for them to escape any requirement of chaperones, much as it did me. Her arm was tucked securely in his, her eyes alight with joy, despite our difficult circumstances. It was all I could ever want for her, yet a quiet breath shuddered from me.

      “Are you worried for Ainslie? Redgrave won’t readily let her suffer harm. His feelings for her carry no shade of deception or uncertainty.”

      “It’s not that. I just . . . I always thought that when the time came for my sisters to wed, I would be there with them.” A twist like that of thorns tangled within. “I suppose I’m struggling to reconcile the future I always envisioned with the one that’s unfolding.”

      And if I were honest, I also ached for something more—for the security of the love Ainslie shared with Mr. Redgrave and their agreement to pursue a future together, despite the obstacles they’d surely face. Why was I even considering such things, when everything about my own future was fraught with peril? Images of the undercroft and the shattered Institution impressed themselves upon my mind, and my hands dug into the furrowed bark of the ash. “What I did today at the Institution . . .”

      “It suited you.”

      I rocked back. “Becoming a destructive force?”

      “Protecting those unable to protect themselves. Using your affinities on behalf of those who may never know, much less be in a position to return any sort of favor.”

      “It wasn’t entirely disinterested. I needed to gain my own freedom.”

      He shook his head. “Redgrave was right. As soon as the Vigilist released you from the pocket world, you could have glamoured them and left—it would have been far less risky. Own what you have done.”

      I tilted my head. “As you’ve owned all the ways you’ve protected me and my family, to the detriment of your own interests?”

      “The two are not the same.”

      He might deflect, but he couldn’t deny it. Would I ever know what covering for me, helping me, had cost him? I absently plucked a samara from the ash tree, tucking the seed into my fae pocket. Perhaps I could begin to repay him by not pressing a matter he wished to drop. So I looked to the sea instead. “You once told Mr. Burke that the depths of the ocean in your world belong to the merrows and the other seafolk.”

      “So I did.” He settled against the wall. “Do you wish to hear of them?”

      I nodded and leaned back into the cradling boughs of the ash. Its soft songs drifted about me, mingling with the quiet resonance of Riven’s voice . . .

      At once, I returned to myself, aware of a hush broken only by the susurration of the sea and the quiet melodies of the surrounding plants.

      Riven regarded me, golden flecks dancing in his eyes. “Is my company so very tedious?”

      Warmth rushed up my cheeks. “I’m sorry, I didn’t intend . . .”

      “I don’t know if such a grave offense can be forgiven.” He folded his arms across his chest, but his eyes still kindled with amusement.

      “Perhaps we can come to some arrangement.” I tucked away the smile that threatened to surface.

      His gaze traced my face. “I imagine we can.”

      Warmth of a different sort blossomed in my chest, but before I could summon a reply, Kilmere funneled voices to us. “I don’t know where they are. It’s been hours.”

      “Perhaps we should set forth a search.” That was Mr. Burke. “We don’t know how far the ruin can be trusted.”

      “Blight and rot.” I scrambled to my feet. The sun, sunk low on the horizon, painted the water in the soft hues of dusk. “We need to go back. Everyone will be tired and hungry, and I’ve no notion where we might procure a meal.”

      In short order, we rejoined the others, their fatigue as evident as my own. After a brief discussion, Riven left to fetch several hampers of food from Withern. They vanished with surprising rapidity as Ada and Ainslie reported on the reception of the tincture I’d prepared for the mortals. While not a cure for their deeper afflictions, it appeared to have eased their pain—their breathing was more even, their coloring had improved, and their visible injuries were healing at an accelerated rate. Perhaps it had imparted the strength they’d need to survive the removal of their fae-workings.

      Given the lateness of the hour, we agreed to wait until morning for any further discussion. At the conclusion of the meal, I asked Kilmere for accommodations, and it led us back to the stately bedchambers I’d glimpsed before. It wasn’t altogether proper for ladies and gentlemen to have bedchambers alongside each other, but what did proprieties matter now? Where I’d bound myself to go, they would hold no weight at all.

      I studied the golden binding mark upon my arm, the seal of my word. How could I ever manage to conclude all my mortal affairs in a single week?

      Not by driving yourself beyond the limits of your body. Jade shifted into lesser-form so she could curl up with me upon the bed. Sleep, and we’ll consider the problems on the morrow.

      I pulled her close. Very well.
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      Something rustled in the darkness, and I drew the dawn-dagger from its sheath. The blade became a living flame in my hand, crimson-gold and searing, the iron will that forged it testing me.

      Who are you?

      Who? Who?

      And I could not answer, for I found I did not know. I was being unmade, and what might be made once more I could not yet perceive . . .

      The flame burned up my arm, searing flesh from bone, yet I could not relinquish my hold.

      With a gasp, I woke.

      There was no dawn-dagger, no flames, no burnt flesh, only Jade and the velvet darkness of Kilmere and the endless rush of sea on stone.

      Jade blinked at me, her green eyes bright. What’s wrong?

      A dream. I rubbed my arms to chase away the lingering sensation of scorching heat.

      Her pupils narrowed. No liminal suggestion should be able to reach you here, within the protections of Kilmere.

      I don’t think it was a liminal dream. It didn’t carry the same level of detail. But there was something about it . . . I forced the dream images back into my mind, for Jade’s review.

      She rumbled low in her chest. I don’t like the dream or the dagger. Do you intend to speak to Riven about it?

      I slumped back against the downy pillows. Some power of Kilmere had kept them fresh and pristine, though they’d sat untouched for centuries. I don’t know. It is another matter in which his king would doubtless take an interest . . . and I don’t want to give him something else he must try to hide.

      If you don’t intend to use it, I suppose we can wait and see. Perhaps once you’ve sorted matters with his court.

      Perhaps. Yet I did not believe the situation with Talon would be so readily sorted. In truth, I did not see how it would be sorted at all, without my agreement to surrender to fae precepts—but I kept that thought locked behind the barrier I was growing more adept at maintaining.

      Though Jade soon curled up on my chest and returned to sleep, I couldn’t settle so readily. With the dawn-dagger as much a danger as an aid, I couldn’t afford to rely on it. I needed a better understanding of my own affinities, and though I’d gained more knowledge of the botanical component, I hadn’t attempted to touch liminal power since my confinement in the labyrinth. Not that it had been that long; it only felt like an eternity. Accessing it there, with all the liminal power Talis had drawn to the labyrinth and the demesne, had been easy—but since then I’d only glimpsed it once, on the watchtower.

      What did I know of liminal power, anyway? From the way Riven had spoken—and Talis—I inferred that the liminal realm was an actual place, one through which fae traveled, one in which they could even choose to remain, albeit at great risk. They could manipulate its power to persuade others that possibilities were realities, to create compelling illusions—even to plant vivid, lifelike dreams.

      I also knew that liminal power was stronger in times and places between, upon situations where people or things had dual states of being . . . and Kilmere, anchored in the mortal world yet Other in nature, suited perfectly.

      As if that realization wakened my sight, I became aware of small flecks of star-down clustered about the bed, illuming the dark space. Had they existed here all along, beyond my perception? Or had my conscious awareness opened up a passage for them to traverse?

      Mulling that as well, I slowly slipped back into slumber. When I woke sometime later, I shoved upright, gathering the impression of midmorning sun from my brief contact with Kilmere’s stone. Jade perched on the edge of the bed, licking a paw.

      Why didn’t you wake me?

      She scrubbed the paw over her face. You needed sleep.

      As that was unarguable, I hurried to dress. Sleep had brought some clarity: before I left to seek the answers I needed, I must hold a council of war. I couldn’t hope to achieve what was necessary alone, however much I shrank from the notion of the requests I must make. Still, they had come by their own choice, so perhaps they would agree.

      Though my garment from the day before bore stains and small tears, I’d nothing else mortal to wear, only the garments Riven had provided for the Court of Dusk, which I’d stored in my fae pocket. So I donned the damaged gown and went in search of Riven. Kilmere directed me to the watchtower, where he stood surrounded by sylphs, awash in light.

      I halted at the top of the stairs. “Does the presence of so many signify something serious?”

      Risha’s wings brightened. “No more than Lord Arbiter’s usual business. He has many who answer to him.”

      And he had matters to address with the king, so I would wait for them to disperse before approaching. I leaned against the ancient wall, soaking in the bright morning sun, which radiated from the fae-forged stone, and seeking out the faint star-down traces of liminal power. Could I hold to both ordinary sight and fae at once?

      My vision blurred, and I drew a hand over my eyes. When I opened them once more, Riven stood before me.

      “Trouble?”

      “Only in trying to sort my affinities.”

      “I wish I could tell you more. Particularly as it might make the difference between life and death.” A razorbill sliced through the air and down into the waves, shedding restraint. His shoulders tightened. “Take advantage of any moment you can to practice.”

      “I intend to try.” Not that I expected many such moments over the next few days, with all that lay ahead.

      Before I could venture forward with my proposal for the mortals, Riven said, “May I examine your sketchbook?”

      I blinked, trying to remember if the one in my fae pocket contained any drawings of Riven. “Of course, but why?”

      “A theory.”

      “One which you cannot share?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Very well.” My best hope of answers rested with him, so I handed it over.

      He flipped through its pages, lingering longest on the sketches which held elements that had made it to the page without my conscious awareness. “I’d spend more time with this, if you can.”

      With a nod, I accepted the book, then tucked it back in my fae pocket. Did my drawing link with my affinities in some way? Jade had told me once that affinities joined to express uniquely in each fae, so no two botanical affinities, for example, manifested in the exact same way. But I’d little notion what sorts of ways affinities might be expressed—nor even how many existed.

      I abhorred the limitations set by the court geas that bound Riven and Jade, but since I couldn’t alter them, I returned to my original purpose. “I’d hoped to discuss the mortals. Although I’d like to depart at once for Thornhaven, I can’t go without setting caregivers in place—and seeing if we can mend them when they wake.”

      “Are you prepared to leave them once we’ve awakened them, no matter their condition?”

      “I know what I must do.” No matter how painful the prospect. Warring responsibilities tugged at my heart, and flecks of star-down brightened at the edge of my vision. “Would you be willing to go for Dreda while I speak to my sisters about Mother and the pocket world?”

      He raised a brow. “You think she’ll accompany me through a passing without question?”

      “Yes, if I send an explanation. She already knows about the situation here and has agreed to help.” I skimmed my fingers across age-scored stone. “We’ll also need provisions to feed a great many, assuming they’re not fit to depart right away.”

      Assuming they didn’t die. The stone dug into tender skin, and I pulled my hand away.

      “I located Kilmere’s storehouses early this morning,” Riven said. “The Court of Ascent intended this stronghold to house and feed an army, and it still can. Workings have preserved everything in storage.”

      “It’s fresh after all this time?”

      He shrugged. “It’s habitual among fae. All outposts and demesnes are kept so.”

      After all, who would want the inconvenience of bringing food to your once-every-five-hundred-years home?

      I stifled a laugh. Not fae, it seems.

      Riven waved off the last of the sylphs. “Talk with your sisters, and I’ll bring Dreda.”

      I withdrew my sketchbook from my fae pocket and scribbled a note of explanation to Dreda, then handed it to Riven, who departed at once.

      I moved to the edge of the watchtower, seeking Ada and Ainslie, and Kilmere impressed upon me their movement through the corridors below. A few moments later, they emerged from the central keep, Ada carrying a small basket. They settled themselves upon a mass of boulders with a breathtaking view of the sea—and the growing bank of clouds in the distance. Slowly, I made my descent with Risha perched on my shoulder and Jade two paces ahead.

      As soon as she spotted us, Ainslie waved us over. “There you are! Come break the fast with us.”

      I clambered up on the boulders beside her and accepted the flaky roll she extended me, but set it on my lap rather than taking a bite.

      Ada clutched the basket close. “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it?”

      “Not wrong, precisely. Only I must tell you what I learned in the pocket world . . . and afterward.” I unfolded the scant facts of the connection between Mother and the unknown fae, as well as the unwanted attention I’d drawn.

      “Well.” Ainslie stared at her pastry, then set it aside. “That rather takes the savor out of things.”

      Ada nodded, her face pale. “I’m sorry you had to face that alone, Jessa. But the hand . . . it could not be real, surely. I mean, someone would have taken note if . . . if Mother’s body was missing a hand when it was found. Such a thing could not be kept secret. Could it?”

      “We’ve never seen the report on her death, but I find it difficult to believe. Still, even if it was only a glamoured replica or illusion, it suggests a personal, specific hatred.”

      Ainslie shivered. “What could she have done to draw so much wrath?”

      “That’s what I hope to find out.” I wove my fingers through the dragon-head ferns that thrust their way between the clustered rocks. “Ainslie . . . the book Mother left, where do you keep it?”

      “With me now.” She patted the beaded silk bag at her side. “It’s small enough that I can keep it in my reticule, and after everything that happened with the Vigil, I didn’t want to chance someone coming upon it.”
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