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Spring came to the village of Westwood with all the subtlety of a runaway carriage. It tore through the barley fields, sprouts bursting through the loamy earth before the farmhands could finish planting. Toothwort bloomed aggressively in the footpaths, peonies struggled to breathe through the weeds, and dandelions choked the untended festival grounds. Birds nested in every available nook and cranny while goslings learned how to honk and hiss at passersby. Not to be outdone by this display, local barn cats had kittens by the dozens, and every child in Westwood learned to sob pitifully until their parents agreed to adopt another mouser. 

Despite the fact that his mother had no children under twenty years old, Will Fletcher’s family was not immune.

“Absolutely not.” Halpernia Westwood, who’d given up the name Fletcher to marry Murtagh Westwood in a crumbling estate in the middle of nowhere, swept out of the drawing room with her enormous skirts clenched in her hands. “You are to give it to the girl to be done away with.”

“But he’s an orphan, mother!” Louisa Westwood, who’d also discarded the Fletcher name as soon as possible, stumbled out with a tiny orange kitten in her arms. Her golden hair was piled fashionably in whorls over thick netting to give it a domed look, but she was only half-dressed in a nightgown and a robe. The kitten looked entirely nonplussed to be carried around like a doll. “His mother must have abandoned him, or she was eaten by a hawk, or killed by one of those horrible goblins in the Brightwood.”

“Goblins don’t kill kittens,” Will said, but Louisa wasn’t listening. She went howling after their mother through the cramped, dark halls of their country home, trembling as though she were a kitten left out in the grass.

“If Papa were still around, he would help me,” Louisa cried. “He’d be the first to save the dear little thing.”

Will’s stomach lurched, and he set down the book he’d been trying to read. Louisa was too young for Papa to be anyone but their stepfather, the man whose face smiled warmly down from the family portrait in the drawing room. She was also right. He probably would have rescued the kitten for her, but invoking him was a sure way to put their mother on edge.

“I said absolutely not!” Will could still hear his mother’s imperious voice over Louisa’s wailing, loud as a general barking orders at war. The din gradually faded as they marched through the house, leaving Will alone in a rare bubble of silence.

Will looked up at the painting over the mantel. Lord Murtagh Westwood smiled back at him as though he’d been listening to it all, too amused for his own good. He’d been painted in the robes marking him as the king’s wizard, and while he was shown laying one hand on Will’s shoulder, Will hadn’t been there for the sitting. He’d been in a sickbed at the time, the air bright with spells to check his heartbeat and breathing, unable to do more than listen to the voices echoing downstairs. The artist had painted Will with Louisa’s face and his mother’s hair, a strange creature who’d never existed, smiling in a drawing room with warped wallpaper and a sagging roof. 

The estate had been swimming with magic, once. The wallpaper had been carefully etched with runes to make it change color to suit his stepfather’s moods. The set of bells gathering dust in the corner had once sung with clear, high voices. Books had unfolded on their own and flapped across the room like birds, following lines that Murtagh had marked on the ceiling with little brass studs. To visitors, Murtagh’s magic had been a novelty, a once-in-a-generation power that had pushed him up the ranks of the king’s wizards. To his family, it had been a deliberate, calculated act made with runes and complex steps, a puppet show with the strings visible to their eyes alone. 

To Will’s sisters, knowing the steps of a spell hadn’t taken away the charm, but all Will saw were the bones of magic laid bare over every room of the house. Murtagh’s influence draped over everything like a miasma, the ghost of old spells etched into walls and doorways, windows and tea kettles. Without his magic to keep the spells running, they were simply more signs of the Westwood home’s quiet decay.

Lord Westwood wasn’t around to see what had become of his estate, and Lady Westwood was hardly prepared to care for a kitten, let alone a household. Will had no recourse but to do something himself.

Carefully, he made his way to the servants’ entrance. There were no servants to report him to his mother after the cook had resigned, and with Louisa making a fuss over the kitten, what was left of the estate would be thrown into chaos. His mother would cave to Louisa eventually, and his stepsister was probably already finding milk for the creature. She was as softhearted as Louisa, but sensible enough not to make a fuss about it. Regardless, Louisa and their mother could make enough noise for half the village. No one would notice that Will had left for at least a few hours. 

The path to the woods at the edge of the village was woefully overgrown. It had been bare all winter, the grass encased in a thin layer of ice from the nearby creek. Now, weeds reached Will’s knees as he trudged through the mud. Few people had a reason to come to the woods, and if they did want to cross into the Brightwood on the other side, the main entrance was only a few leagues to the east.

It was also heavily guarded. While the goblin court of the Brightwood and the kingdom of Morvane lived under an uneasy peace, the truce wasn’t more than twenty years old. The king wanted a registry of everyone who walked in and out of the border, and the last thing Will needed was someone asking why the oldest child of Halpernia Westwood was crossing into goblin country. 

The woods were quiet, dappled with pale afternoon light that slid over soft grass and clover. It was hard to believe that people had died for this patch of ground. To Will, it was an hour’s walk through the trees, but to some king hundreds of years ago, it had been important enough to lose half a generation to war. Then another, and another, an endless stretch of fighting for a border that looked like any forest in Morvane. 

Westwood itself had switched hands a few times, and the woods had been part of the village until Will was a boy, when King Tomas had turned it over in exchange for... something. A trinket from the goblin queen, perhaps. Will hadn’t paid much attention to his stepfather’s history lessons. It didn’t seem like a sensible exchange, but land clearly meant more to kings and queens than it did to everyone else. 

The path through the woods brought him to the edge of Valefyr, a small village. The houses all looked roughly the same, but there were a few touches that showed that goblins lived there. Goblins painted their fences blue for good luck, and they kept their paths and gardens tidier than the humans in Westwood. 

The streets were clean and cobbled, an expense that Will’s mother couldn’t afford to maintain, and the bridges were sturdy and free of toll collectors. Magic shimmered in the corner of his eyes, spells to ward off evil or fire, little runes to prevent rot in a garden or summon butterflies. Trees grew closer to the street, giving Will the impression of being under the eaves of the forest, and little pinpricks of light nestled in the branches like distant stars.

“Will!” For the first time that day, Will smiled. An older goblin leaned on a fence at the end of the street. He was at least two heads taller than Will, with a hint of grey to his skin, talons instead of fingers, and the head of a barn owl. When he wanted to smile, his beak clicked and the feathers at his neck fluffed slightly.

“Hello, Olven.” Will clasped Olven’s arm. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t come for the last few days. My mother was hovering.”

“Ah, yes,” Olven opened the gate for him, leading him toward the smithy tucked behind a comfortable little garden. “My parents were the same. It’s in their nature to love us.”

Will hesitated, his stomach twisting uncomfortably. “I suppose so.”

“Follow me,” Olven said. His eyes sparkled with amusement. “I have work for you. All winter, you’ve begged for this chance. Olven, you said, gracious, kind-hearted Olven. If only you could find it in your power to let me make horseshoes for the rest of my life! And behold, I grant your wish.”

Will groaned. “I thought you had a commission for a sword. Don’t you think I’m ready for something new? Something meaningful?” Olven had promised him that he would teach Will sword-making, but all he’d managed so far were more kitchen knives and nails. 

“A horseshoe is about as reliable as a sword,” Olven said, “except we need it more. Wars and swords come and go, but we will always need horses, my friend. It is a truth of goblinkind.”

“We have horses at home, too,” Will said.

“Good. Then you know not to complain.” Olven slapped Will on the shoulder. “Go, my lad. Help supply the Brightwood.”

“You could just tell me to get to work,” Will said under his breath. 

Olven was, quite possibly, more dramatic than all of Will’s family combined. He wept over ruined metal, gave long-winded monologues about the nature of a beetle’s soul, and laughed with his entire body, pressing his knees together as though he could barely stand. When he’d first met Will years ago, he’d nearly collapsed with excitement. A human boy? And you aren’t covered in blood or frothing at the mouth? A miracle! 

Will’s mother would be horrified to learn that Will was making horseshoes for a goblin smith, but it wasn’t as though Will could apply for a position in their village. His mother took her new title seriously. Members of the gentry didn’t work for a living. They waited for other people to work and took wages from them. If his mother had it her way, they would have nobly starved to death years ago. Will’s late stepfather had a pension from the king, but it wasn’t nearly enough to survive, so Will worked for Olven as often as he could, and Olven sent Will home with sacks of grain for his trouble. His mother didn’t need to know where the grain came from.  

Making horseshoes was dull as dishwater, but at least it was familiar work. Will’s father had been a smith, and while he barely remembered the big, quiet man who cast a shadow in his early life, he felt at home in the heat and noise of a smithy. 

This wasn’t magic. It didn’t rely on a wizard pumping power into a rune or a gesture. There were no tricks to it. It didn’t twist something out of its true purpose; it gave metal its purpose. It was simple. Every horseshoe drew Will further from the shadow of magic in Murtagh’s house and into the dim, warm memory of his father’s forge. The metal gave agreeably beneath Will, and he set quietly to his tasks, stopping now and then to wipe his thick glasses.

“Spring!” Olven cried, his feathers rising gently in the hot air from the forge. “The cool breezes! The flowers blooming! The bugs in the earth! Don’t you feel it, boy? It makes you want to go outside and roll in the grass.”

“Not particularly,” Will said.

“You are too worldly for a boy who hasn’t reached thirty yet,” Olven said. “Not to worry, you’ll learn. Don’t forget to drink your water, now. I knew a boy like you, wouldn’t drink his water, and he shriveled up like a husk. His father threw himself into the river the next day, you know. He swam out of it again, of course, but we were all quite shocked.”

“I... I don’t...” Will couldn’t find the words to respond.

“Speechless?” Olven nodded sagely. “I know. Many are.”

Will drank his water and stayed in the back of the forge, away from the side that faced the street. Visitors tended to stare and whisper when they caught sight of him. The war hadn’t been long ago for the goblins either, and while Will remembered watchtowers burning and farms being raided, he’d overheard goblins whispering of desecrated temples and empty villages. They also might inquire with the guards at the border, and Will was wary enough of being spotted, but Olven kept him too busy to be of much notice. 

Finally, when the sun sank below the rooftops and the lights pulsed in the trees, Olven called Will over.

“I suppose I am done with you,” he said cheerfully, handing Will a bag of flour. “Come back tomorrow and you can do it again.”

Will smiled. “Thank you, Olven.”

“You are a good boy.” Olven patted Will’s cheek. “Short and dour, perhaps, but we cannot all be like me.”

“Maybe one day,” Will said.

Olven clicked his beak. “If you’re lucky!”

Will left the woods in considerably better spirits than before. The sack of flour weighed him down, but he didn’t mind, and a few hours of peace and quiet was worth the telling-off when he returned home. He cut through an unused field and wondered what Louisa had done with the kitten. That would be one more belly to account for until it could start chasing mice, and kittens were weak, fragile things. Her attempt at altruism could still lead to heartbreak. 

He was walking in a daze, working out how to manage the milk budget, when a figure stepped directly in front of him. He stumbled, nearly dropping the flour, and a firm hand gripped his arm.

“I thought I’d find you here.” 

Will’s smile died. Ella, his stepsister, frowned down at him with her father’s big brown eyes and the mass of yellow hair, a grim specter of disapproval in an otherwise pleasant day. 

“You thought you’d find me in a field?” Will asked. 

“I thought you’d be walking out of the Brightwood,” Ella said, nodding to the trees at the edge of the cabbage fields. “Is that where you’re getting the flour? What are you doing there? How did you even get through the border?”

Familiar resentment bubbled up like steam. No amount of quiet in Olven’s garden could prepare him for Ella’s sanctimonious lectures. “I’m not doing anything. I was at the market and stopped to visit a friend.” The old nastiness that only came out at home crawled to the surface. “I know you’re too noble to make any, but some people like to talk to each other without trying to form the king’s inquisition.”

Ella’s nostrils flared, and she dug her nails slightly into Will’s skin. “Why are you always so horrible? I’m worried about you. You can’t walk into goblin country alone. It isn’t done.”

“Then I didn’t,” Will said. “Mystery solved.”

“And you can’t trust what they give you. They could poison you. You can’t afford to get sick again, Will.” 

“How wonderful that you’re here to watch my every move,” Will said. “Some of us are trying to keep this family alive.” 

“And I’m not?” Ella raised her lovely voice as sharp and vicious as Will. “Do you think taking food from goblins will save us when we’re dying of whatever poison they’ve laced in that bag? My father isn’t around to guard your sickbed, Will!”

Will’s breath hitched uncomfortably in his chest. 

“I suppose you can starve, then,” he said, “if you’re so damn set on it!”

“I’m looking after you, you wretched—”

“Oh, good job,” Will spat, trying to move around her. “Very gracious.”

“Spoiled—” Ella grabbed his arm again, but Will shook her off.

“Says the wizard’s little princess!”

“Ungrateful—”

“Yes, that’s right,” Will shouted. “Maybe his pension would be bigger if we’d only thanked him enough! Maybe he’d be alive if I’d gotten to my knees in gratitude when I was vomiting my lungs out! What a novel idea!”

Ella’s eyes went wide. At first, Will thought he’d finally gone too far. Murtagh had been her father, after all. She’d been so eager to become Will’s older sister when her father had married Will’s mother, and Will couldn’t seem to stop throwing her good intentions back in her face.

With a surprising burst of strength, Ella grabbed him by the waist and threw him to the ground. They rolled in the grass, the flour sack splitting between them and rising like a miserable white cloud. Will opened his mouth to shout at her, but his voice faltered as a roan gelding thundered through the grass where he’d been standing. Its rider had long white hair that swayed over an expensive riding jacket, and he seemed utterly uninterested in the people he had nearly trampled to death.

“We were standing in the middle of a field,” Will shouted, shaking flour out of his hair. He fumbled for his glasses in the grass and shoved them on, blinking hard.

“I think something’s wrong with him,” Ella said. 

Will was about to argue on principle, but unfortunately, Ella was right. The rider was barely hanging on to the reins, and his horse seemed spooked and nervy. 

“I’m so sorry!” That voice came from behind Will and Ella, a young man on a black horse, his pale hair hanging in his eyes. “He won’t stop! I can’t catch up with him!”

Will got to his feet, sighed, and extended a hand to help his stepsister. Ella ignored it, standing on her own. The roan horse was trying to buck its rider, who swayed and gripped the saddle horn with a shaking hand. His hair was longer than his friend’s, and it hung over his face as he bowed over the horse’s neck and slid to the ground. Will’s lingering outrage vanished. A fall from a horse could be deadly, and the man on the ground was eerily still. 

“No!” The other man urged his horse toward his fallen friend. Will followed numbly, trailing flour like dust while the gelding trotted off down the field.  “Is he dead?” Ella’s voice was strangely small. hadn’t been there when her father died, but Ella had seen it all—a sudden fall from the saddle, two hearts broken before he hit the ground. Despite the fact that they could barely look at each other without hissing like fighting cats, he felt the impulse to comfort her.

“He’s breathing,” he said. Ella pressed a hand to her chest as though she’d forgotten to breathe herself.

The other rider clambered off his own horse. “I don’t know what happened. It might be his heart.”

Ella gasped faintly.

Will approached the body in the grass. The man lying there was long-limbed, dressed in expensive riding clothes and polished boots. Rings glinted on his clawed fingers, and his lips were twisted in a pained scowl, revealing sharp teeth. His skin was a dusky gray-green.

“He’s a goblin,” Will said. While some humans crossed to the Brightwood, no one ever came the other way. Most goblins didn’t look so human, either. Many were animalistic, like Olven, or had features that reminded Will of trees or bushes twisted together in the shape of a face. 

“What does that have to do with anything?” the goblin’s friend snapped. He knelt at the goblin’s side and started unbuttoning his shirt for him. “I know we startled you, but I don’t know what I’ll do if he’s dead.”

“He’s breathing,” Ella repeated, and the man flashed her a nervous smile. Ella’s cheeks went a furious pink. “Or I think so. Can I see him? My father was something of a doctor.”

“He was a wizard,” Will said. “That’s not the same.”

Ella gave Will a look sharp enough to cut him to pieces. “He was a doctor to you.”

“He may need a wizard,” the man said, too distracted to realize that Ella seemed two seconds away from murdering Will. He pulled the goblin’s shirt open, and Will froze in horror.

Someone had hollowed out the goblin’s chest. It was cunningly done, with a smoky glass panel magically woven into his skin to reveal what moved beneath—a complex working of gears, magic, and blood, all centered around a mechanical heart. The brass heart was coated in the runes of a spell, and a magic webbing did the work of the muscles, veins, and flesh that had been removed to place the heart there. 

“Who did this to him?” Ella whispered. Her hands trembled over her mouth, and she sank to her knees next to the goblin’s friend, her face dangerously pale.

“Whatever did this is weakening,” Will took a knee on the man’s other side. It had to have been a powerful and layered spell, but Will could see the magic that had made it starting to fade. Before long, the spell would die just like the spells in the Westwood estate, turning the goblin’s body into yet another cold, dead husk. The mechanical heart would drop through his body, too heavy without the spell to keep it aloft, and the goblin would die.

This wasn’t something a blacksmith could fix. It wasn’t a hinge, a gate, or a horseshoe in need of shaping. This needed magic, and the truth of it filled Will’s chest with a fear that threatened to choke him.

“You should take him to a wizard,” he said. 

“How do you know it’s weakening?” the man asked, a note of panic in his voice. “I thought that only wizards could detect magic.”

Ella glanced at Will, her brows furrowed. Will looked away. “I’m not a wizard. I have enough magic to see it, but this is too complicated.” 

Will didn’t do magic. He hadn’t cast a spell once in his life, and he wasn’t about to start. He’d managed to keep what little magic he had a secret from his sisters, because he knew they’d want him to reopen the study if they found out. That would inevitably lead to someone from the palace noticing him, possibly even recruiting him to study under a proper wizard. Inquiries would be made, exams given, questions asked. Will’s life would be pried apart, and there would be no more quiet mornings in Olven’s smithy. “If you can find someone with enough power, they can strengthen the spell for you,” Will said, still refusing to look at Ella. 

“Could you try? I wouldn’t ask if I weren’t desperate,” the man said. “I don’t know you. For all I know, you could kill him. But he’s dying, isn’t he? I thought he was complaining because I wanted to ride, but... I’ll pay you. Handsomely. Just give him enough to make it to a wizard.”

“Will wouldn’t kill him,” Ella said. Her voice had the same gentle tone she reserved for Louisa and baby birds. “Right, Will? Maybe you don’t... don’t have enough magic to be a wizard, but it should be enough for this.”

Will knew that it had to hurt that he’d hidden his ability to see magic from her. Still, the thought of magic wrapping around him again made Will uneasy.

“Maybe I can strap him to my horse,” the man said, when the silence stretched on too long.

“We have a carriage at home,” Ella said. “My stepmother won’t mind if we explain.”

The closest wizard was in the capital, half a day’s ride from Westwood. Even with a carriage, they probably wouldn’t make it in time. Will looked down at the mechanical heart throbbing beneath the glass, and his stepfather’s words came back to him, low and calm.

“Brass is the best metal for this. It’s conducive to magic.”

His stepfather stood over Will, adjusting a spinning brass sphere hanging over Will’s bed. The pain bled through him, fierce and hot like blood draining from a wound, his pulse pounding in his ears. 

“Just a little more, duck,” his stepfather said. “You’re safe here.”

The sphere turned. A river of magic gleamed in the air, flowing up and around the sphere and coating his stepfather’s hands like paint.

“It’s too much.” His mother’s voice, faint through the roar of pain. “You said it wouldn’t hurt. You swore, Murtagh.”

“Hush. It will pass.”

The sphere turned. The river surged. Will felt his heart hammer against his chest like a child trapped in the dark, struggling to get out. But there was no stopping the river. So long as the brass sphere turned above him, the magic would strengthen, a maelstrom in the heart of his stepfather’s study.

A lifetime later, Will watched a human man bend over his friend with tears welling in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Luc,” the man whispered. “I didn’t know.”

Ella reached out and covered the man’s hand with hers.

Brass. Will tried to remember what he’d heard as a child, lying under the brass sphere with the world shrinking into a bright spike of pain. Brass was conducive to magic. It was malleable, a sponge for power. Will didn’t need to use much to give the goblin a little time.

“You said his name is Luc,” Will said. “Is that his full name?” 

The man blinked. “I don’t... I’m not sure...”

“Names have power when casting magic,” Will said. It seemed like common knowledge, but perhaps there were some things that only a person raised in a wizard’s house would know. A powerful wizard could work dangerous sympathetic magic with someone’s name and a lock of their hair. “Did he trust you with his?”

“I know it,” the man said. “But I can’t just give it out.”

“If his name can help Will with a spell,” Ella said, “then it can’t hurt to try. We won’t misuse his name, we swear.” She squeezed the man’s hand, and he let out a shivery little sigh.

“It’s Lucan.”

“Lucan, right.” Will felt sweat pricking the back of his neck. He could do this. One spell, and that would be enough. He’d go back to working for Olven, who didn’t need Will to use magic to shape metal, and the door to his stepfather’s study would remain firmly locked. 

He reached for his magic, expecting it to be thin and small, a shimmering speck of what it had once been. Instead, he dipped too easily into what felt like endless depths, and magic shone in his hands like the lights in the trees of the Brightwood. He’d expected pain, but his magic didn’t feel like the terrible river from his childhood. It was warm, like sinking into a hot bath on a cold day.

He laid his hands on the glass.

“Lucan,” he said. He let his magic sink through the glass and into the spell keeping Luc alive. “Come back, now.”

At first, all he felt was the warmth of his magic. An insect buzzed near Luc’s head, a dark shape crawling through the high grass. Trees rustled gently in the wind at the edge of the field. It occurred to Will that hundreds of soldiers had died in Westwood, perhaps in that same field, their mortal hearts failing as they bled for a scrap of earth. It seemed like such a lonely way to die.

The heart shifted ever so slightly, and Luc sucked in a rough gasp of breath. His eyelids fluttered. The heart started beating stronger, perhaps a touch too fast, but no longer stuttering to a halt. 

“It’s working,” his friend said. “Luc, Luc, can you hear me?”

“Lucan,” Will said again, with one more push of power into the spell. 

Luc opened his eyes. They were a pale violet, the color barely visible in a thin ring around wide pupils, and when he looked up at Will with his white hair spilling over the grass and his cheeks flushed, it struck Will that he was the most beautiful man he’d ever seen.

Then, with a low, guttural snarl, Luc threw himself at Will, pinned him to the ground, and wrapped a clawed hand around his throat. 
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Chapter Two
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Will had never thought that he would die covered in flour in the middle of a cabbage field. As a boy, he hadn’t thought he would live past fifteen. He should have been grateful to make it to twenty-five, cabbage field or no, but Ella had been right about one thing. Will was an ungrateful brat. While other, more selfless men would roll over and let an injured goblin strangle them to death, Will reacted with the rage of a wild creature and the reckless strength of a man who’d spent years working the bellows of the forge. He grabbed a fistful of Luc’s hair and yanked as hard as he could, dragging Luc’s lovely face inches from his own. He was dimly aware of Luc’s friend and Ella shouting and struggling to drag Luc away, but all Will could hear was his low, rich voice in his ear.

“You dare,” Luc said, claws pricking the skin of Will’s throat. “Every one of you, touching me, saying my name, as though it belongs to you.”

“He was saving your life,” Ella cried. Luc glanced down at his open chest, his heart pulsing blood through his body as magic held together his missing pieces. His grip loosened just enough for Will to suck in a pained breath.

“You’re fucking welcome,” Will said. 

“You think I should thank you for putting your hands on me?” Luc practically spat the words. “You’re some kind of wizard? One of the king’s servile little beetles, crawling in the muck while they play with forces they couldn’t possibly understand?”

“Actually, no,” Will said, trying unsuccessfully to wriggle loose. “Thanks for asking.”

“He isn’t normally like this,” he heard Luc’s friend say. “Luc, see reason. I know you’ve had a shock, but the fellow did keep your heart beating. And he isn’t a wizard, he lives with one. Or lived?” 

“My father passed away ten years ago, sir,” Ella said, as quietly as a well-bred girl whose stepbrother wasn’t being throttled by the most attractive goblin in Morvane. 

“Oh. I’m terribly sorry.”

Will caught Luc making the same disbelieving expression he always made at Ella. A flicker of shame appeared in Luc’s eyes, and he released Will’s throat.

“Don’t touch me again.”

“I assure you,” Will said, “if this is what happens when I save you, I’ll let you die next time.”

“I’m sorry about Will,” Ella told Luc’s friend. “He has a horrid disposition at the best of times. You can call me Ella.”

“My friends call me Ramon,” Luc’s friend said, bowing over Ella’s hand. 

“I’m fine, thank you,” Will said, getting to his feet. Luc gave him a sharp look and strode off toward the gelding, which was happily tearing up dandelions at the edge of the field. Ramon tried to reach for him, but he moved swiftly out of his grasp. “You could have warned me that he’d try to kill me.”

“I’m as surprised as you are,” Ramon said, watching Luc anxiously. “It must have been the shock. I’ll be sure to come round with him to apologize when he’s recovered.”

“No,” Will said, a little too quickly.

“We have guests,” Ella said, smoothing out her dress with both hands. 

Will caught Ella’s eye. With Will disappearing to run off to the Brightwood and most of the servants gone, he knew that Ella was left with the lion’s share of the chores. If an attractive, wealthy young man called on the house, Will’s mother would probably send Ella off to the kitchen to prepare tea while Louisa grimaced and tried to parrot her etiquette lessons. 

“They’ve taken over most of the house, I’m afraid,” Will said, as Ella gave him the stare of someone trying to invent telepathy just to say, don’t you ruin this for me, William Fletcher. 

“Perhaps I’ll send a letter, then,” Ramon said. He winked at Ella. “To thank the charming young lady who helped rescue my friend.”

Ella blushed deeper still and mumbled so softly that Will barely heard her say, “The Westwood estate, my lord.”

“Oh!” Ramon’s expression brightened. “Wizard Westwood was your father? I met him when I was a boy. He used to make those lovely little illusions of a running horse.”

“A unicorn,” Ella said, “with stripes on its back.”

Ramon beamed. “That’s right. He must have made it with you in mind. You have the look of someone who would tame a unicorn.”

Will preferred being strangled to listening to Ramon compliment his stepsister for looking like a virgin. He went to check on the fallen bag of flour, but the wind had tossed the rest of it over the field. He stared down at it dispassionately, wondering if Olven would understand if he explained that he’d been run down by a dying goblin on horseback.

“That was yours?” Luc walked toward him with the offending horse, which seemed about as remorseful as his rider. 

“No,” Will said sarcastically, “it came from the sky. I just happened to be walking under it when you rode me down.” He paused, looking at Luc’s chest. Luc had done up his buttons again, hiding the glass panel from view. “If I hurt you, it wasn’t intentional. I’ve never used magic before.”

“It was fine,” Luc said. He stood there for a few seconds, staring at his expensive boots. “It’s already fading. I’d forgotten what it felt like.”

“Pain?” Will asked, curious. “Is that what your heart does? It removes pain?”

“It isn’t my heart,” Luc said, and turned to lead his horse back to Ramon.

Will watched them from the mess of spilled flour. The sun was sinking below the horizon, and a cold wind blew over the fields, making Ella’s long hair wrap around her face. Ramon raised a hand to push it out of her eyes, and when Luc approached, he smiled with a warmth that made Will’s chest ache. They looked like old friends, Ramon snaking an arm around Luc’s waist, Luc leaning into his touch as Ramon and Ella fussed over him. If Will could only suppress the sardonic brat that took hold of his tongue every time someone came close, perhaps he could be a part of that. Instead, he stood off to the side, waiting for Luc and Ramon to walk their horses toward the village.

Ella strode over, holding her hair back out of the wind. “Weren’t they noble?”

A kinder man would have agreed. “When one of them isn’t trying to kill me.”

“He did apologize,” Ella said, which was untrue, unless Luc had apologized to her. “Thank you, by the by. I don’t think I could bear it if Ramon arrived at the house when I’m up to my arms in soap suds. I know we don’t always get along...”

“Ever,” Will said, ruining the moment again. He sighed and started off toward the estate. “You did save me from being trampled.”

“But Will—” Ella hurried to keep up with him. “You’ve had magic this whole time? You could have opened Father’s study. You know he wouldn’t have minded. He adored you.”

Will was thankful for the darkness sweeping over Westwood, hiding his face in shadow. “It would be too dangerous, Ella.”

“But magic isn’t dangerous. It’s wonderful.”

“You’d think that,” Will said. “You’re the daughter of a wizard, after all.”

“And you’re the son of one,” Ella insisted.

“Stepson,” Will snapped, with too much force. Ella blanched. “And not according to the king, in any case. Women can’t practice magic, can they?”

“What does that have to do with...” Ella went silent for a few paces. “Oh. Oh, it’s been so long, I’d forgotten.”

Will supposed that was a compliment. Ella had only been around eleven or so when Will stopped going by his old name. Ella’s father had moved Will into his study to better monitor him, and after fighting him like a polecat every time he came close, Will had agreed on one condition.

“If I’m going to die, I might as well die as a boy,” he’d said. His mother had been shocked by the ultimatum, but his stepfather had barely reacted. He’d long since stopped assuring Will that he wasn’t about to die, so perhaps he’d been tired of fighting him every step of the way.

“The goblin court allows it,” he’d said to Will’s mother, once again talking over him as though he weren’t in the room. “But I suppose one’s gender doesn’t matter so much when you look the way they do.”

“James.” Halpernia’s voice had been strained. “The king has views on the gentry obscuring their children’s sex.”

“Well, he owes me a favor or two if it comes out, and there’s no reason for anyone to know. Let the boy do what he likes.” 

It hadn’t taken much to convince Will’s mother after that. She may not have understood the intricacies of goblin customs, or even human ones, but she claimed to love her children. Or she loved most of them, Will thought. She’d never warmed up to Will’s stepsister, no matter how agreeable Ella tried to be. 

Being called Will hadn’t meant much when he’d been confined to his bed. Afterward, Halpernia told guests that her eldest daughter was still in the sickroom upstairs while Will passed himself off as a distant cousin. 

“I never understood the law against witchcraft,” Ella said as they cut through a small farm toward the road. “I asked my father what separated a woman’s magic from a man’s, and he went into this long-winded lecture about soft magic and hard magic and different methods of detecting it. He said that a woman’s magic is too intuitive. It doesn’t follow the runes you need to channel magic properly, so the spells fail.”

“That sounds like him,” Will said. “But I didn’t use runes back there, and Luc seemed fine.”

“But there were already runes in the spell,” Ella said. “You were just giving them power. That’s what magic is, most of the time, laying a path for magic to take. I don’t see why...” she paused delicately, “what lies between one’s legs... matters in the slightest.”

“Well, aren’t you a radical?”

The crickets in the bushes stopped singing as full dark crept over the countryside. Stars spread over the sky, the moon a pale crescent, and the high roof of their home cut a black silhouette against it all. A fat, jewel-toned beetle flicked its wings at them from a moss-covered bench and took off, buzzing softly, toward the house.

“I can get the key to his study,” Ella said at last, “if you wanted to look inside. I won’t tell anyone.”

Will didn’t answer. 

“It’s all right to miss him,” Ella said. “You were closer to him than almost anyone. I don’t  begrudge you that, even if you think I do.”

It probably stung that he had spent more time with Ella’s father than she had, toward the end. He knew she was holding it out as a peace offering. He just couldn’t accept it. 

“Mother will probably be furious,” he said, keeping his gaze straight ahead. “Let me try and calm her down.”

Ella sighed, but thankfully didn’t press the subject. Will pushed open the front door, greeting the cold, dark hallways of their family home in time for his mother to come sweeping down the stairs.

“Girl!” She cried, turning her hard gaze to Ella. “Where have you been? I’ve been calling all night for water and—oh!” Her face fell into the pitying, simpering expression she always made when she saw Will. “My darling, what happened to you? You’re a mess! Did that wretched girl do something to you? Oh, oh, let me see you...” She grasped Will’s face in both hands, and Will glanced at Ella. 

She fled wordlessly, leaving Will behind with his frantic mother, a suitable sacrifice in the chaos that was life in the Westwood estate. 

***
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“Are you certain that you’re all right, Luc?”

Lucan leaned back in his chair as Faramond of Gratton, crown prince of Morvane and the most good-natured creature ever made, pretended to swing a sword at invisible adversaries. Ramon was an atrocious duelist, but no one had the heart to tell him that, and he grinned as he stuck ghosts through the heart and spun like an inebriated dancer. His light hair was pushed up in a coif, which bobbed nervously every time he tried to lunge.

“I’m only bruised a bit, that’s all,” Luc said. Warm sunlight from the window draped his back like a cloak. King Tomas liked to say that goblins preferred the dark, but Luc was drawn to warmth, clinging to the hearth in winter and sunning himself like a cat in the spring. He tipped his head back to let the light fall on his face.

“Yes, you do seem more like yourself now.” Ramon flopped into a chair beside him. “That was a nasty shock, I won’t deny it.”

“Mm.” Luc pushed Ramon’s hand away without looking, correctly assuming that he would try fussing over his heart. “Leave it, Ramon. That country wizard put enough magic into it to last me a while.”

“Strange, though,” Ramon said. “You’d think the Westwoods would tell us if they had a wizard in their household. Lady Westwood is always petitioning my father for money these days, and I heard she’s been selling their farmland to the Godens. Rather gauche of her.”

Luc glanced at Ramon sidelong. The trouble with being a prince, he thought, was that no one cared to teach princes anything practical. Ramon knew how to waltz and do the quadrille. He spoke several languages fluently, had a fascination with a rare variety of finch, could recognize a set of teacups from Telmar by touch, and had a truly dizzying knowledge of every noble household in Morvane. However, he didn’t know anything about how the country actually worked. He knew nothing of economics or trade, and while sausages and eggs arrived on his plate like magic every morning, he hadn’t a clue how any of it got there.

Admittedly, neither did Luc. But Luc wasn’t a prince of anything, not anymore.

That should have bothered him. It had bothered him, as he’d lain on his back in a field not three leagues from the Brightwood. That strange wizard’s magic had flown into him, searing through his body like a wildfire, and bitter resentment had boiled through his body. It had been like a physical wave of rage, cold and hot at the same time, building in one terrible rush as his false heart pounded and his lungs heaved. 

Luc hadn’t felt anger like that for almost twenty years. 

He tried to call it up again, thinking of the way his claws had pricked that man’s skin. Will, Ramon had called him. A small man, with black hair and a round face fixed in a scowl, hands flexing over his heart. Touching him. Wizards were always touching him. Opening him up, playing with his guts, calling him a good boy, a patient boy, such a sweet companion to dear Faramond.

Will hadn’t considered him good or patient. He’d fought back like a cat in a sack, and every sulky look and sarcastic comment had stoked the fury inside Luc, stirring emotions he hadn’t felt since he’d been a boy.

“Who was that man?” Luc asked. “The one who saved me.”

“Will? I think he’s some relation to that jolly girl,” Ramon said. “The pretty one. Gosh, Luc, the way she smiled! I never thought that I cared much about dimples on a woman before, but I do when they’re on her. And she’s the daughter of the wizard who saved you the first time. Lucky chance, isn’t it?” 
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