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      Benedeto Kirilli sped around a corner and found himself in the outskirts of Trinovante. He wasn’t quite sure how he had gotten here. He didn’t remember the past ten miles or more.

      The rain was heavy, almost blinding, and the dawn—such as it was—hadn’t made much difference in the grayness. The lightstone lamps on the front of his ancient windstone vehicle were on full, but couldn’t penetrate the gloom.

      The vehicle’s roof didn’t fasten well, and he’d had to stop more than once to shake the pools of rainwater off of it. The last time he had done so, he had been near Helia’s Tower. Per his instructions from Lucinda Barkson, he hadn’t gone near the tower, but had veered into the small town of Bonna instead.

      That was the last place he truly remembered. The small inn where he’d managed to beg some tea, some kind of honey pastry, and a small room, which he had paid full price for even though he only planned to be there an hour. He’d eaten in that room, not caring like he usually did about making a mess, feeling unreasonably angry about paying full price. Then he’d gulped the tea.

      He'd already shaken out his hat and pulled an extra pair of gloves out of his backpack. His hands had grown sore from gripping the driving sticks. Then his fingers had gotten cold and wet as he cleared off the vehicle’s roof.

      He had a hunch the roof was covered in puddles again. It didn’t seem to matter how fast he went; the water accumulated. At some point, the weight of it would finally crash through, and he would get doused.

      He had pictured that as he left G’Zen and entered Qavner a few hours ago. The rain had started—a few drops at first, and then this relentless downpour that seemed both unseasonal and unlikely.

      Rain was common in Qavner, but this kind of rain was the stuff of legends, which made him nervous.

      He hadn’t lied to Barkson—what? Twenty-four hours ago now?—when he had said that he knew a lot about the Fey. He’d studied them, sometimes surreptitiously, always with an edge of worry. He’d had a sense of them from the moment he’d heard of them as a child, a sense he’d communicated to his grandfather when Deto had been maybe four.

      Deto had found a drawing of a Fey in one of his grandfather’s forbidden notebooks, had spread his tiny hand on it, and looked up as his grandfather frowned down on him.

      They coming soon, Deto had said.

      His grandfather had gently removed Deto’s hand, and tugged the notebook away.

      No, they’re not coming ever again, his grandfather had said.

      Deto had gotten angry almost instantly, the only time he could remember getting angry at his beloved grandfather.

      No, Deto had said. They’ll be here soon!

      His grandfather had looked at him sideways, as if trying to figure him out, and then had nodded.

      From that moment on, his grandfather had talked to Deto about things he had never mentioned to any of the other grandchildren, not even Helia, who clearly had some magic, or Emberto, who wanted to know everything there was to know about the Kirilli compound in Khēmía, Mount Vitaki, and the caves their great-grandmother had discovered there.

      That had led Deto to find out everything he could about the Fey, even after his grandfather’s death, even after Deto had gotten older, even as it became clearer and clearer (or so it seemed) that the “be here soon” part of his intuition had been wrong.

      Or maybe the definition of soon had been a child’s definition—in the next few hours—instead of a historical one, which meant in a few decades.

      Thanks to some clandestine reports from a friend had leaked him from the Foreign Service Desk, Deto knew that the Fey had an ability to control the weather. The battles Deto had studied at Serebro Academy, which considered the Fey invasion centuries ago as ancient history, always started with some kind of weather anomaly.

      This rain might count as a weather anomaly.

      But the Fey had already gone after the Old Families, already murdered the staff at the Kirilli manor here in Trinovante—and murdered Deto’s father.

      They had gone after at least one of his siblings, Dilshad, and fortunately Barkson had been there to fend them off.

      Barkson and Helia, using one of her inventions.

      Deto had been turning all of this over and over again in his head, all of it except the death of his father, something Deto had never expected.

      He had gone through severe grief when his grandfather had died, but his grandfather had been old. Everyone had said that was the way of things, and maybe Deto had internalized that.

      His father hadn’t been old. Not yet. Older, yes. Old, no.

      And the foundation of everything Kirilli, as well as the solid force that Deto had pushed against for his entire life, vanished.

      Deto’s eyes were wet. He refused to let himself cry. From the tone of the letter that his sister Gussie had sent with Barkson, now was not the time for tears. Now was the time for action.

      Deto slowed his windstone vehicle because he could barely see the road. Trees towered overhead, their solid canopy blocking some of the rain, but making the road even darker.

      He now knew where he was—on the main road toward the manor, the only place Deto had ever really called home, even though he hadn’t lived there in years. He was the only one of his siblings who did not live on a Kirilli-owned property, which Barkson had said probably protected him.

      He shook off that thought, and tried not to drive by rote. There were a lot of driveways and side streets on this road, and the last thing he wanted was for some other windstone vehicle to propel itself at him from the side.

      Anything horse-drawn wasn’t a threat, since horses would be as cautious in this weather as he was, but windstone vehicles often got into accidents with each other in conditions like this.

      He had no idea where he should be going, and that was his fault. Barkson said he hadn’t been listening to her, that he wasn’t following instructions. She had to push him hard to come back to Qavner instead of traveling with her to make sure his brothers were all right.

      And now, he realized, she had been right. He hadn’t really listened to any of the instructions. He should have crossed the Hidden River in Olyx and gone down the west side roads, taking a route that would have led him to Serebro through an unexpected means.

      Instead, he had come to Trinovante, even though he wasn’t supposed to.

      Gussie had written two letters for each of the siblings, and had sent Barkson to deliver them rather than trust the mails. Gussie had felt that time was of the essence, and given what had happened to Dilshad outside of his home, she had probably been right.

      Not to mention the Fey who had shown up near Deto’s rooms in Oxechana yesterday morning, examining Barkson’s windstone vehicle and then disappearing through a portal. Deto wasn’t sure if the Fey were trailing her or had stopped coming after him because they had seen her vehicle.

      He had finally understood the urgency in that moment. Barkson hadn’t used the word “Fey” in describing any of the attacks, not until he had seen the tall, thin interlopers standing in the carriage park across from Penderson’s Tavern, where he had been living.

      Then Deto had challenged her and she had admitted that these attackers were Fey. She had been afraid he wouldn’t believe her. He had yelled at her about that, which was not his finest moment.

      But ever since he had read the first letter from Gussie, the long one that everyone in the family would be getting, his emotions had been all over the place. That letter, which Gussie clearly meticulously copied seven times, informed him that their father had been murdered (murdered!), the manor attacked, and the staff onsite slaughtered.

      The language had been clinical but unsparing, which he remembered thinking as he read that it was very Gussie. She was in her “management mode.” She wasn’t going to let herself collapse until she was done handling whatever needed to be handled.

      There was mention of attacks on the other Old Families, although no discussion of murder there, as well as destruction of artifacts and collectibles and so much in both the manor and the other Old Families’ homes. He hadn’t paid a lot of attention to that, even though Barkson had mentioned it as well.

      Deto had been thinking about the first letter, not the personal one that Gussie had sent just to him.

      I don’t need you here, she had written to him directly. You have to go to Serebro, check in at Windswept Cottage, and then go to the Academy. I had received a strange missive from the Board of Regents before all of this happened. That letter stated that since none of us wanted to be on the board, the board would find a replacement for us. This surprised me, especially since it came to me directly. I had thought it was a mistake, so I didn’t give it too much thought, although I had planned to discuss it with our father the very morning of his death. Unfortunately, I am not able to enclose the missive here, but you don’t need it. Make sure our seat on the Board is secure and that the Kirilli heritage is being protected.

      He had thought that both odd and unimportant as he read it, which was why he had been willing to go with Barkson. He still thought it odd. Murders everywhere, and Gussie wanted him to go to the cottage that his father kept for the siblings when they were students? A place only used now when the Board was in session?

      It seemed unimportant, as did the seat on the Board.

      But from what he could glean from Barkson, he was the only sibling who had received an actual assignment. The others, it seemed, were told to flee somewhere safe.

      He supposed Windswept Cottage would also be safe, considering how hidden it was in the foothills of the Serebro Mountain Range. So, he had decided as he fled down the dangerous coastal road from Oxechana, he would check in on Gussie first.

      Her tone didn’t fool him. She was deeply upset and probably in incredible danger. Barkson had said that she had given Gussie the key to her place, and told her not to let anyone know where she was staying, but Deto knew Gussie better than almost anyone else did.

      She wouldn’t stay hunkered down. She wouldn’t hide. She probably thought she had a lot to do, and she was going to do it.

      He swerved around a corner and realized he was going too fast again. This part of the road was on a hill, and the city should have been laid out below him, either reflecting in the sunlight or sparkling in the darkness.

      But on a day like this, he couldn’t even see Trinovante. He could barely see. The tunnel of trees had grown tighter, which meant that there wasn’t much of a wind. The rain was pounding through the leaves, bringing some of them down from the sheer weight of the water.

      He had to slow down, especially as he hit the downhill curves. If everything was as he remembered it, there would be dips and holes in the road, unpatched parts that no one cared to fix.

      Not as bad as his drive down the coastal road in Olyx. There he had encountered sections that had mostly fallen away. He’d had to go around them slowly, hoping that one or more of the wheels on his windstone vehicle wouldn’t go off the edge.

      If they had, then he would have tumbled down the cliff face, and no one would have known what happened to him—although eventually someone would have seen the bright gold exterior of this very old vehicle.

      It had belonged to his great-grandmother. She had kept it at Serebro Academy for emergencies. Not at Windswept Cottage, not at the manor in Trinovante, but at the Academy.

      Someone had contacted his father about it when Deto had been a student there, and his father had contacted Deto.

      The vehicle’s yours if you want it. I think you should get rid of it, but I know you like old things.

      Deto had repaired and rebuilt the vehicle, almost from scratch. It had some compartments no modern windstone vehicle had. No modern vehicle had this bright gold color either, a color that didn’t fade with time.

      The only real problem was the roof, and that usually didn’t crop up when he was driving, particularly in Olyx.

      Here, though. Today. He was going to have to clear the water off again when he stopped.

      The vehicle started on the downhill, the wheels slipping on the road. He had to find the sweet spot between too fast and too slow. Driving was now taking all of his attention.

      Which was good. That way, he wouldn’t think about searching for Gussie or what awaited him here.

      A future that he had been preparing for his entire life.

      He had known the Fey were coming.

      He just hadn’t known they were coming for the Kirillis.

      Damn Gussie. She should have known that he wouldn’t obediently listen to everything she told him to do. She should have known that he would come here first.

      She should have let him know where to find her.

      She shouldn’t have had to do any of this alone.
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      The rain nearly defeated her.

      Augusta Kirilli sat inside the carriage, already soaked to the skin. The entire carriage rocked with the force of the water. She couldn’t see outside the windows, not really. The outside was a blurry gray. She could barely make out the side of the manor, and only by color.

      The rain was the most consistent downpour she had ever seen. Not quite torrential, but heavy enough that she could have filled a cup with water in seconds. She felt badly for her driver, Fanis Zeitsev, who had driven her here in this. He would probably want to get the horses into the stable as soon as possible.

      She was going to have to get out.

      She sighed heavily, and wondered what to do. She had brought a change of clothing in an oilskin bag, but she really didn’t want to change inside the manor. Honestly, she didn’t want to go inside the manor ever again.

      But she had hired cleaners and she needed to supervise them. They had been instructed to wait for her in the stable. Apparently, according to the constable’s office, these cleaners specialized in cleaning places where something awful had happened.

      Until this week, Gussie hadn’t even known that such people existed. She wished she had never known that.

      She resisted the urge to put her face in her hands. She hadn’t lost control yet, and she wouldn’t, not until all of the work was done.

      She tugged on her soaked pants and stared out that window. It would take her a good five minutes to get from the carriage inside the broken doors of the manor, and that’s if she went directly. Because she had told the cleaners to wait in the stable, though, she wouldn’t be able to go directly.

      She wouldn’t even meet them on any kind of proper footing. She was still wearing Lucinda Barkson’s clothing, because Gussie didn’t own anything that would be suitable to work like this. The pants suited her more than she realized. She used to think less of women who wore them. Now she understood why they did.

      She would buy Lucinda more clothes when she got a chance. And maybe something similar for herself. Gussie felt like a different person than she had last week. She almost couldn’t imagine herself in skirts any longer.

      Of course, she couldn’t imagine much about her future at the moment. She was trying to get through each hour and doing her best not to think about what had happened.

      It didn’t help that she still felt under threat. The short conversation she had had with the surviving Fey in the jail at the Constabulary hadn’t reassured her at all.

      There are millions of us, the woman had said. You’ll never be able to stop us.

      Gussie let out a breath. Procurator Cilka Lupei, who had taken Gussie to that cell, had rejoined, It looks like we already have.

      But both of them knew that even though some Fey had been stopped here in Trinovante, there were millions of Fey. Until this week, Gussie had thought they all lived across the Infrin Sea. She had thought the Protectorate was safe.

      She had been wrong.

      Why does the Fey want to get rid of Kirilli magic? Lupei had asked the Fey woman.

      We don’t, that woman had said, obviously lying. We want to destroy all the magic on Dorovich before we invade.

      Those words had gone round and round in Gussie’s head ever since she heard them. And that was after she had sent Lucinda to find her family and warn them that they were under threat. She should have had Lucinda warn everyone they were under threat. She should have⁠—

      Gussie stopped and took a breath, then shivered with the damp chill. One thing at a time. She wasn’t in control of everything. She wasn’t in control of anything, except the Kirilli estate.

      And this was part of that.

      At the moment, she would have to trust that the Constabulary would inform the various arms of government that should start preparations for whatever they needed to do to handle these Fey.

      Her shivering had gotten worse. She needed to get inside the manor, and she would need to change clothes there, if only to protect herself from getting ill.

      Even then, she wasn’t going to be able to change out of everything. Her undergarments were her own, and she had been washing them out every night so she could wear them in the morning. Now they were as sodden as the rest of her.

      And her boots. They had molded to her feet, and were mostly useless. She was getting blisters. But her large feet didn’t fit into the pair of boots that Lucinda had left behind.

      At some point, Gussie was going to have to go to her own home and see if the Fey had shown up there. She had been reluctant to do so. She had gone on the day of her father’s death and dismissed her entire staff, telling them not to return until she contacted them.

      She had to hope they listened better than Zeitsev, who refused to leave her. She had ordered him to go to his family three days ago. After he had checked in on them, he had returned to her side.

      She had yelled at him—actually yelled—but he remained steadfast.

      “Gooor, Miss,” he’d said. “I ain’t leavin’ ya to them creatures. They’re na gonna get near ya, na while I’m here.”

      She let him have his delusion. He’d seen what she had seen. He had been with her when they found the ruined manor, with the staff in the kitchen. The entire place smelled of blood. The bodies showed sign of torture.

      People she had known her entire life had died hideously while in service to the Kirillis. She had gathered funds immediately and had silently thanked her father for making her work with him on the practicalities of the Kirilli estate. She had been able to give money to the families of all of the dead.

      But she knew from hard personal experience that money wasn’t what these families wanted. Sure, the money meant that they wouldn’t have to worry about shelter or their next meal, but it would never bring their loved ones back.

      She was terrified that she would find the same mess at her home, even though she had ordered the staff away. She didn’t believe that Fey woman when she told Gussie and Lupei that the Kirillis weren’t the target; that magic was. The Fey had said that Gussie “dripped” magic.

      She had no idea what that meant.

      She had no idea what any of this meant.

      She was staying at Lucinda Barkson’s apartment. It had been Lucinda’s idea. In fact, Lucinda had ordered her to.

      Gussie had found Lucinda at her favorite tavern, and had asked her to locate Gussie’s siblings and give them two letters each, one informing them about the events here, and the other telling each of them how to use their skills to help the family.

      Gussie wasn’t sure what she would have sent if she had known about the threat to all of Dorovich.

      She hadn’t told any of them to return here. In fact, she had asked them not to, which was creating problems of its own.

      Her father’s colleagues at Kirilli, Capalidi, Konstandt, & B’Levin, the accounting firm her father had been a partner in, had wanted the reading of the will to take place immediately, but she had held them off.

      She said it would take weeks to locate her siblings, and they needed to be present. The remaining partners had pushed her, though, and so she had scheduled the reading for a month out, and if it didn’t occur, she would waive the reading.

      She had no idea what would happen in a month.

      She barely knew what would happen today.

      She wiped a hand over her face. She still felt odd, dripping all over the leather interior of the carriage. It was her carriage, not her father’s, not that it mattered. Almost everything Kirilli was coming to her first. Her father had distributed most of the other inheritance to his other children while they were still alive.

      She’d seen the will. She’d consulted with him as he drafted it. She had argued against giving her the largest portion of the estate.

      He had said, Once you have it, you can do with it what you will. But as far as I’m concerned, you are The Kirilli, with all of the good and bad that this particular title implies. You will be the one the rest of the family turns to.

      At other times, he had talked to her and pressed upon her that should she ever marry, she would need some kind of legal agreement to keep her family name and to ensure that the man she married would have no access to anything previously owned by the Kirillis.

      She had told her father that it wouldn’t matter. No one had ever been interested in her. It hadn’t even mattered that she was a member of one of the richest families in all of Qavner, maybe even in the entire Protectorate. No one found her attractive—either physically or mentally. She even had trouble making friends.

      And then she had gone and sent one of her few friends to make sure that nothing bad had happened to her family.

      It wasn’t until Gussie had tried to sleep on that first awful night, in an apartment that smelled of Lucinda’s two leather coats, that she realized she might have sent Lucinda to her death as well.

      Gussie had gotten up at that moment, telling herself that she refused to believe anything bad would ever happen to Lucinda. Lucinda could take care of herself. Lucinda had survived some mysterious events in her past. Gussie’s brother Corrin, never one to give a compliment, had said that Lucinda was the toughest person he had ever met.

      Gussie let out a breath. She couldn’t stop now. She had to take care of things here, and then she would worry about the other details.

      That Fey woman had told her that the Fey had destroyed magic in the Kirilli manor, that all the destruction Gussie had found had been done to destroy the magic that was here.

      Gussie still couldn’t quite figure out what that meant.

      She looked out the window and sighed. If she didn’t get out soon, Zeitsev would come and open the door to see what was delaying her. He needed to focus on moving the carriage to the carriage house and then taking care of the horses.

      She hadn’t told him this morning to take her directly to the stables. She had met him at that grimy tavern, just like they had met the past three mornings. Lucinda had instructed Gussie not to let anyone know where she was staying, telling her that she had to walk to and from the apartment.

      She was doing that, despite the rain. Zeitsev had even stopped asking her where she was staying because she had bluntly told him that she wasn’t supposed to tell anyone.

      Gooor, Miss, ya kin tell me, he’d said.

      She had shaken her head. Those Fey, they hurt people, and then people give up secrets.

      He had leaned back as if she had struck him, but he had seen what she had. He didn’t try to deny what she saw. He didn’t say anything at all, as he contemplated her words.

      Instead, he had nodded, then shook his head.

      Ain’t nothing the same now, he had said. It takes time ta put my brain on it.

      Mine too, she had said, thinking it was a great understatement. She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to this.

      And she certainly wasn’t going to get used to it by sitting in the carriage, ruining the interior with all the water dripping off her. She rubbed a hand over her face again, then grabbed the oilskin bag.

      She would change inside the manor after all, maybe even go without undergarments until hers dried out. She had never done that before, but she had never cleaned up a murder site before either.

      She wasn’t sure what she was looking for. More family treasures the Fey hadn’t found? Something important, like the notebooks she had taken to the Vault the day of her father’s death?

      She wasn’t sure, but she had a feeling that there was more in the manor than she had initially thought. It would take time to secure the manor so that no one could break in or squat in it.

      It felt odd to her to just leave it empty, but it also felt odd to ask a brand new staff to learn how to work for the Kirillis.

      She had too many decisions to make, and she wished she weren’t making them alone. But she would do so until this emergency was over, until she felt it was safe to summon her family here.

      She straightened her spine and grabbed the door handle. Then she shoved the door outward.

      The rain grew louder, almost deafening. It sounded threatening, which bothered her. The weather had been odd for almost a month, including a terrible yellow fog that had persisted until the night that everyone else said her father died.

      She tried not to think about the discrepancies. She saw her father the morning after his death. So did Zeitsev.

      And then her father had faded away.

      She swallowed hard. Even though she was soaking wet, she didn’t want to step into that rain.

      But she leaned out, felt the chill water run down the back of her neck and into the blousy shirt she had put on. She had stopped wearing coats in the rain, because all they did was add weight and they didn’t keep her warm.

      She grabbed the thin little railing on the carriage side and took the two steps down to the driveway.

      Zeitsev had parked the carriage in this exact spot the morning her father had died, the morning they found the mess here at the manor.

      She tried not to look at the manor, not yet. The trees on the path leading to the main house loomed in the wet, like black monsters waiting to attack anyone who walked by.

      She shivered, wishing she were less fanciful, that her imagination would settle down.

      But she doubted that would happen anytime soon.

      She saw movement, and realized it was Zeitsev. He had climbed down from the driver’s bench. Apparently he had been about to fetch her.

      He was a small man, wiry and tough. He was wearing an oilskin cape and a wide-brimmed hat. His boots were made of some kind of material that repelled water. He clearly wasn’t as wet as she was.

      He had taken to carrying a pistol and a knife everywhere. He had asked her to carry a pistol as well, but she didn’t have the heart to do so. If someone wanted to come after her, so be it. She wasn’t going to fight all that hard.

      But she didn’t tell him that. She didn’t tell him how tired she was and how very sad. He probably sensed it anyway.

      “We gotta git ya inside, Miss,” he said.

      “I’ll be all right. I have to meet the cleaners first.”

      She was about to tell him that she was going to the stable when something gold caught her eye.

      She frowned, then peered forward, trying to see through the cold gray rain.

      Past the trees, beyond the rolling mounds of land, by the gate, she had seen gold. Not just any gold, but a familiar gold.

      Surely that wasn’t…

      Then the crunch of gravel under wheels grew louder and louder. Zeitsev turned, reaching for his pistol, but Gussie put a hand on his arm.

      She recognized the sound of that vehicle on the gravel, the pace at which it was being driven.

      Only one person drove like that.

      Her brother Benedeto.

      “Asshole,” she muttered.

      “What?” Zeitsev asked.

      “Not you,” she said. Then she nodded forward. “That’s Deto. I told him not to come here.”

      But since when had Benedeto listen to anyone, particularly her?

      She didn’t want to deal with him. She didn’t want to see him. She didn’t want to explain everything and fight with him and tell him to go away.

      Of all of her siblings, Benedeto was the last one she wanted to see.

      He knew her best. He knew her every mood.

      He was a complete force of nature, someone who got along with people only when they did what he wanted and, damn him, he rarely knew what he wanted.

      The gold windstone vehicle appeared through the gloom, the lightstone lamps on its front carving a path through the rain as if it were made of darkness rather than water.

      “Go, take the carriage to the carriage house,” she said to Zeitsev. She didn’t want him to see the interaction between her and her brother.

      “Oh, no, Miss, I ain’t leavin ya til we’re sure it’s Mr. Benedeto,” Zeitsev said. He still had his hand on the pistol’s hilt.

      She was oddly grateful for Zeitsev’s determination. She wasn’t sure how to tell him that no one else could drive Deto’s vehicle, let alone drive it with that level of recklessness and panache.

      The vehicle swerved on the last part of the road, pulling up a good three vehicle lengths away from the carriage, probably to avoid scaring the horses.

      That too was a sign that the driver was Benedeto. No imposter would think about protecting the horses and the carriage and everything else.

      The driver’s windscreen came down, and Benedeto stuck his head out. His hair was shorter than she had ever seen it and he was freshly shaved, which was also a surprise. His dark eyes found hers, and they were filled with disapproval.

      “Shouldn’t we be parking in the carriage house out of the rain?” he asked.

      Disapproving, difficult, hard to manage. That first sentence had all of it.

      “See?” she said to Zeitsev. “It’s Benedeto.”

      And then she laughed.
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      Gussie looked like she had drowned and someone had propped her upright. Deto had never seen his sister look so thin and frail. And she was wearing pants. Gussie never wore pants.

      She wasn’t wearing a coat either, despite the chill and the severity of the downpour.

      All of those factors played in his head as he brought down the windscreen and asked why they weren’t in the carriage house.

      Then Gussie laughed. Just a single bark of a laugh, but it had an hysterical edge to it.

      Gussie was on her last nerve.

      He had made the right decision to come here.

      “I mean it,” he said, as the rain dripped off his face and onto the driver’s seat of the vehicle. “We need to go to the carriage house.”

      Why hadn’t they thought of that? Had something awful happened to it as well?

      He couldn’t tell from here. In this downpour, he could barely see the side of the manor. The other buildings were shadows in the unusual daytime darkness.

      The gloom seemed to have gotten worse as he got closer to the manor. Some of that was the canopy of trees in this old neighborhood, but some of it was the lack of lightstone streetlamps. He had thought there were dozens in this neighborhood, but the closer he got to his father’s home, the fewer there seemed to be. And there were none on the property.

      He remembered helping his grandfather decorate them during the various holidays as a boy. The lightstone lamps across the property were one of his grandfather’s pride and joys.

      The lack of light had bothered Deto, made worse by the fact that he really wanted to see what was going on. As he came up the driveway to the manor, he couldn’t see the front door, which the letter had said was ruined, but he could see some of the shutters hanging off the windows. He had thought he had seen some ruined parts of the landscaping, but that might have simply been from the rain. There were puddles where he had never before seen puddles.

      Then he had crested the drive, and was startled to see the carriage parked away from the carriage house, and a woman standing in the rain. For a moment, he had thought it was Barkson, even though he knew it couldn’t be. But she was the only one he knew who wore pants like that.

      This woman had been taller. The man next to her was short, yes, but seemed shorter because the woman was so tall.

      There were tall women in Trinovante, but none quite as tall and thin and imposing as his sister Gussie.

      Although this version of Gussie wasn’t imposing at all.

      The man had his hand on a pistol, which was a good thing. He was also wearing the oilskin cape and hat favored by carriage drivers.

      So he had to be someone who worked for Gussie. Deto was operating under the impression that all of the members of his father’s staff were dead.

      Both the man and Gussie looked startled at Deto’s appearance.

      “Well?” Deto said. “Move.”

      The man looked to Gussie for approval. She nodded.

      The man climbed back into the driver’s bench and disappeared. After a moment, the carriage moved forward, but it didn’t go to the carriage house. It went toward the stable.

      Apparently he figured the carriage house was too much trouble for the carriage, particularly when a windstone vehicle was going to be parked there. Most windstone vehicles spooked horses. Deto certainly didn’t want that.

      He waited until the carriage had moved on before stopping next to his sister.

      “Get in,” he said.

      “No,” she said. “I’m soaked. I’ll meet you there.”

      The laugh was gone from her now. She looked years older than the last time he had seen her, almost like their mother as she was in the middle of her final illness.

      “Get. In,” he said through his teeth. Damn stubborn woman.

      “No.” She made a shooing gesture with her hands. “It’s just a short walk from here. I’m already wet.”

      She didn’t wait for his answer, but stalked off as if the rain didn’t bother her at all. Maybe she had just reached that stage of wetness where more did not matter.

      Her back was still straight as she walked. She clutched an oilskin bag in her left hand. He hoped that bag had extra clothes in it. She couldn’t spend all day that wet.

      He drove past her. The stable was beyond the carriage house. The carriage was pulling into there now.

      The carriage house was a tiny replica of the manor only without what his grandmother used to call “the fripperies”—the carved doors, the beautifully designed shutters, the occasional and surprising decorative designs on the building’s side.

      The carriage house was large enough to hold several windstone vehicles and four or five carriages, but it looked small compared to the manor. The carriage house looked small compared to the stable as well.

      The large carriage house doors, the ones that vehicles could drive through on the way to their assigned parking areas, were closed and, it appeared, padlocked. He no longer had a key, if he ever did. The staff always had the doors partly open, at least during the day.

      His heart clenched. The staff. They had been a part of his life for as long as he’d been alive. He had no idea if they were all gone, although Gussie’s letter implied that they were.

      Nothing was damaged here that he could see. The shutters were intact, the door a solid barrier to entry. Why hadn’t the staff run here and hidden?

      Or maybe they had. Maybe there was damage inside, and someone had closed and locked the doors later.

      He made himself breathe. He already knew that this day would be filled with surprises, and few of them pleasant.

      He had to brace himself for that.

      He stopped his vehicle outside the double doors and opened the vehicle’s door so that he could get out and see if the padlock held.

      The rain sounded as bad as it was, pounding on the driveway as if trying to drill through it.

      “I got it,” Gussie said as she walked past him.

      So he stayed in the vehicle and pulled the door closed. It was already soaked. He’d have to tell her about the weather, and the Fey connection.

      He wondered if she would listen to him now about the Fey, about magic, about all of it.

      She stood in front of the double doors, padlock in one hand as she used a key on it with the other. The oilskin bag hung off her right arm. Then the padlock gave. She pushed the doors with both hands and they swung open.

      Lightstone lamps came on inside, just like they were supposed to, and it seemed as if she gave a sigh of relief.

      He wondered if she had come in here at all since she had discovered all the death in the manor.

      She stepped to the left. He drove past her into the high-ceilinged drive. There were wide stalls on either side, built about the time this vehicle had been built, back when some believed that windstone vehicles had to be corralled like horses were.

      The guest corrals were on the right, and he took the first one, parking nose in as deep as he could go. Then he put the vehicle in park and listened to the wind leak from the vents. As the sound dissipated, the thunder of the rain outside made its way in here.

      He checked to make sure the driving sticks were in the proper place—they tended to slip these days, which was something he had planned to get fixed months ago—and then he opened the door again.

      The rain was louder than ever. The air around him was deeply humid, almost as if it had been raining inside. The door leaked water all over the stone floor. He would have to be careful not to slip.

      He got out slowly, unfolding himself from the vehicle, feeling aches and pains in his back and knees. He had been sitting a long time. He hadn’t gotten out since Isara, and then he hadn’t moved much.

      He felt like an old man. That was what panic and no sleep did.

      He turned to see Gussie closing the double doors. The sound of the rain faded. She turned around and sloshed over to him, her boots making a squelching sound with each step.

      He hurried toward her. They weren’t a family that touched each other, but he didn’t care. He needed to hug her.

      She must have seen it in his eyes, because she shook her head slightly. As he got close, she raised her hands to ward him off.

      “I’m soaked,” she said.

      “I don’t care,” he said, and wrapped her in his arms.

      She wasn’t just wet, she was cold. And shivering. She remained rigid for a moment, not putting her arms around him or even leaning into him. He was about to let her go when she softened. Her arms slipped around him, and she pressed her face into his shoulder.

      She shook even more, and then he realized that she was crying. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen Gussie cry. Maybe when they were kids, but usually not even then.

      She had been the one to slap his arm when he cried. She would tell him it wasn’t so bad and he needed to buck up. He resisted the urge to say anything like that now. He couldn’t tell her it was all right or that everything would be okay.

      It wasn’t all right. He had no idea if everything would be okay.

      He just let her sob, and blinked hard to make sure he didn’t join her.

      Then her hands left his back, and she stood up. She pushed at his chest. He let her go. The entire front of his shirt was soaked. The air had gotten much colder just from the wet.

      “I told you not to come here,” she said with a lot of force. She was angry now.

      Gussie often got angry after she showed any vulnerable emotion. The other siblings always let him handle her in this state.

      “I told you to go to Serebro,” she said. “I need you to go there. You should have gone there directly.”

      “Trinovante’s on the way,” he said. He was pleased at how calm he sounded. He had planned that, knowing that the fact he had ignored her directive would make her furious.

      “Not if you really wanted to get there quickly. You could have driven on the west side of the river all the way from Olyx.” She crossed her arms and backed away farther. “That’s what I wanted you to do.”

      He nearly snapped back, Then you should have planned my route, but he managed to catch that just in time.

      Bickering was their normal method of communication. He just didn’t think it would be constructive right now.

      “I know,” he said. “But I had to see what we were up against.”

      “I told you in the letter. I told you what happened,” she said.

      “But not why,” he said.

      She waved a hand, almost as if she could wave this all away. “Why doesn’t matter. We’re in the middle of it now.”

      She took a deep breath, and a series of thoughts seemed to cross her face, all of them different. Anger, calm, then anger again, mixed with a bit of sadness.

      She swallowed hard. “I trusted you to go there. I need you to.”

      “I will,” he said, “after I make sure you’re all right.”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not,” he said. “You’re not making the right decisions. You’re soaked and cold and not wearing a coat. There’s so much⁠—”

      “I am making the right decisions,” she snarled. “You have no idea what’s going on. You can’t come in here and take control, Deto. I need you to go to Serebro. I’m worried there are problems there as well.”

      “Those can wait,” he said.

      “They cannot.” She took a step toward him. “Father was always worried about the Regents and making me learn what I needed to know, and I didn’t, Deto. I didn’t listen to him. It was his main focus.”

      She stopped, as if she thought of something else. Then she shook it off.

      “Just before he died, I got some kind of notice from them, saying that a representative would be designated for the Kirilli seat. I was going to talk with Father about it—” Her voice broke.

      Deto started to move toward her, to hug her again, but she waved him back. Then she cleared her throat, as if the break had nothing to do with emotion.

      “I was going to talk with Father about it,” she said a bit more calmly, “and some other estate matters, that morning. That’s why I came here. We were going to have breakfast.”

      Her voice wobbled at the end of that too.

      “I never thought the Regents were important,” she said, “but he kept saying they were, and now we have this. They want to put someone else in our seat, and I’m not sure what’s happening, especially with Father’s murder. The partners at Father’s firm announced his murder without waiting. I wanted to wait, but they didn’t, so everyone in the Protectorate knows. I need you to go to Serebro, Deto. I need you to check on Windswept Cottage, and then I need you to go to the Academy.”

      “The Regents might not be there,” he said. “Meetings are called⁠—”

      “I know how they work,” she said. “But you’re a Kirilli and our father is dead, so if nothing else, you can call an emergency meeting.”

      “Not if he designated you,” Deto said.

      She waved her hand again, as if that didn’t matter. “Just do it, Deto. I need you to do it. I need you to do it. Please.”

      Her voice broke again.

      He took another step forward. He’d never seen her in this state, not ever.

      “I didn’t ask the others to do anything. I made sure they stayed away from Kirilli properties.” Her voice was rising. “Fillipa, and Dilshad, and Ghita, they all have children and those children need to be safe. They need to be safe. Helia, she’s alone, so I wanted her to get away too, where no one could find her. Corrin—I would have asked Corrin, but I’m not even sure where he is. Last I heard, Razbitay, but I don’t know. And Emberto, oh God, Deto, he’s at the compound and if the Fey came the way they came the last time, then…”

      She put her hands over her mouth, her body shaking again. She turned away from Deto so he couldn’t get near her.

      “And then,” she said in a tear-filled voice, “I send one of my only friends to give them all letters, and I didn’t think, Deto. I didn’t think about what Lucinda was facing. I just thought she could do it. I thought she might be⁠—”

      “She is doing it,” Deto said. “She’s doing really well. She got everyone to safety. Helia went with Dilshad’s family. Ghita and the kids are safe, and so are Fillipa and her kids.”

      He didn’t tell Gussie what else he knew, about the attacks and the loss of Ghita’s husband.

      “And Corrin?” Gussie asked. “Emberto?”

      “I don’t know about them,” he said. “She was heading there next. But you picked the right person, Gussie. She’s tough and she can handle herself. She got me out of Oxcana safely. She’s amazing.”

      He wasn’t sure what else to say.

      Gussie’s shoulders went down. She kept her head bowed for a long moment, and then she took a deep breath, and nodded.

      “I didn’t want you here,” she said again in a small voice. “I can’t be emotional right now. I just can’t. There’s too much to do.”

      She waved a hand toward the back of the carriage house.

      He looked, but didn’t see anything except closed doors.

      “I have cleaners waiting in the stables,” she said. “I’ve got to get them started.”

      “Cleaners?” he asked.

      She shook her head, then shrugged almost helplessly. “I can’t hire staff right now,” she said.

      He said, almost before she finished, “I’m sure we have the funds⁠—”

      “It’s not about money, Deto.” Her voice went lower. “I can’t—I won’t—hire staff right now.”

      He let out a small breath.

      “And before you ask,” she said, “I have no idea if it’s safe for them to work here, but I’ll be here. Watchmen are going by every hour or two. I’ve given them permission to come on the property, so that if they see something wrong, they can go get help.”

      “Not jump in?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “They’ll need help. You didn’t see it. You don’t know, but it’s…they’ll need help.”

      He just realized what she was doing. She was protecting him.

      “Gus,” he said softly. “I can help you with this. I can handle what happened. You’ll need⁠—”

      “I need you to go to Serebro,” she snapped. “Stop trying to take over. I have this under control.”

      She barely had herself under control, but he didn’t say that. He didn’t dare.

      “I’m not trying to take over,” he said, even though, if he were honest with himself, he might have been. “I do need to know exactly what’s happening, though. What you’ve been through. And I’ll want to see that missive you got from the Regents.”

      She closed her eyes for a brief moment, as if she didn’t want to think about that. Then she opened them and took a deep breath.

      “It’s at my place,” she said. “I haven’t been back there since that day.”

      “Your staff⁠—”

      “Dismissed,” she said. “Until I call them back. We’re all in danger, Deto, don’t you get that?”

      He was beginning to. Everything was worse than he had thought, and he had thought it was pretty bad.

      “Please, Gus,” he said, “tell me what’s happening. The more I know, the more effective I’ll be in Serebro.”

      She stared at him. He thought for a moment that she didn’t understand what he was talking about, that she was past understanding anything at all.

      Then she nodded.

      “I’m going to get the cleaners started. Then I’m going to change clothes. I’m not going to tell you what happened. I’m going to show you.”

      It sounded ominous. It probably was ominous. His stomach twisted. Did he want to see this? He would never be able to dismiss it, never be able to pass it off as an aberration.

      The destruction, the murder sites, they would always be part of him.

      “All right,” he said. “I’m coming with you.”

      “You’re going to regret this,” she said.

      That was his last chance to back out. The family had a low opinion of him after the past several years. They probably thought he wasn’t up to this. He wasn’t even sure if he was.

      But he was going to do it anyway.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I probably will regret this. But I’m going to do it anyway.”

      “All right then,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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      The stable smelled refreshingly like home. The straw, the scent of horses, the faint odor of manure, all of it smelled like freedom and a lost part of her youth. Maybe a lost part of her life.

      Gussie held the door for Deto, who had pulled a hat and some kind of coat out of his windstone vehicle. He had also taken a pistol from his backpack. She hadn’t dissuaded him from doing so.

      Zeitsev had parked the carriage as far back into the stable as he could. He had moved the horses to stalls and he was in the process of rubbing them down, trying to warm them up.

      Everyone—horses, humans—everyone was cold.

      A group of people Gussie didn’t know were huddled near the carriage. They had buckets and mops and carryalls that she had been assured would be filled with the right equipment.

      Lupei, who had recommended them, had implied that they would use more than simple tools to clean out the rooms.

      The tragedy won’t be visible to strangers when this crew is done, she had said.

      More than anything, it was the phrase not visible to strangers that convinced Gussie. She knew she would always see that kitchen filled with the bodies of people she loved. But strangers wouldn’t.

      She didn’t tell Lupei—she didn’t tell Deto either—that she was going to replace everything in that kitchen, maybe even board up the room and build a new one. She hadn’t decided yet.

      One day at a time, as she told herself. One day at a time.

      Deto stayed by her side. She waved him back. She didn’t want to confuse the cleaners about who was in charge.

      He stood awkwardly near the carriage, as if he didn’t know what to do with himself.

      He hadn’t yet asked her what had happened, not in detail, nor had he asked why they were meeting the cleaners in the stables instead of in the manor proper. She would have told him, if he had asked, just how simple the calculation was: nothing had happened in the stables. Those Fey creatures hadn’t made it to the carriage house either.

      Both of those places looked like they always had, as if the world around them hadn’t become dark and scary and filled with blood.

      She shuddered. Her sodden clothes made her feel like she had gained a serious amount of weight. Deto was right: she was going to have to change, and do so soon.

      But instead of heading to the manor, she walked over to the cleaners. There were six in that group, all of them shorter than she was, half of them female, most of them older.

      Their faces were lined with sorrows she couldn’t even imagine. She couldn’t imagine doing their work. She knew that death happened all over the city, and sometimes it was messy and not everyone had a staff to take care of it.

      She stopped near them, holding up a hand in greeting.

      “I’m Augusta Kirilli,” she said. “I met some of you at the constabulary, but not all of you.”

      She looked at the unfamiliar faces, all of them belonging to the younger members of the group.

      “I warned those of you whom I met about the severity of the destruction and the violence here, and I know the constables told you as well. I would understand if you want to leave before you start, or if you’re unable to finish. It’s…”

      She didn’t know how to finish that sentence. They were all staring at her as if they’d never heard someone brief them before.

      Maybe they hadn’t. They usually worked for the constabulary.

      “It’s hideous,” she said. “And while I’m glad you’ll be doing this, I’m sorry that I had to ask you to do so.”

      “’Tis all right, missus,” said the woman she had met at the constabulary. Her name was Lotte Berven, and she had to be twice Gussie’s age. “We seen things ye canna imagine.”

      Gussie didn’t want to imagine it. She had seen enough. And these cleaners saw such things every day. And yet Lotte Berven managed to be polite and compassionate.

      Gussie hadn’t seen that at the constabulary. There it had been all business. Lupei had negotiated a fair price for the work, and then Gussie doubled it, because she knew how awful this was going to be.

      “All right then.” Gussie straightened her shoulders. “I’ll be here while you work. You’ll start in the kitchen, and for the most part, I won’t need to be there. But when you move into the family areas, I’m going to want to see if anything can be salvaged, so I’ll be working alongside you.”

      “Missus, ye should prob’ly let us do the work,” Lotte said, her voice soft. “We’re used ta the vile sides of it. Yer not.”

      “I know,” Gussie said. “That’s why you’re taking care of the kitchen. The rest of the house was ruined, but there isn’t any blood that I know about. I’ll be all right there.”

      That was a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep. But she was going to try to be all right.

      The next few days would be hard. She had to remember that she was going to take them hour by hour.

      “I’m going to take you to the kitchen,” she said, “and then I’m going to change clothes.”

      She ran her hand in front of her dripping garments, and smiled ruefully. At least, she hoped the smile was rueful.

      “I have no idea how long some of this will take you,” she said, “but⁠—”

      “I’ll find ye, Missus,” Beven said. “I’ll keep ye informed as ta when we’re near ta done. The kitchen is where…”

      She didn’t finish the sentence, apparently on purpose.

      “Everyone died, yes,” Gussie said, unsure how she managed to sound so calm. “And not pleasantly. I want everything removed, from the floorboards to the equipment to the wallboard. I don’t think the room is salvageable.”

      “Ye’d be surprised, Missus,” Beven said. “We can make it seem like new.”

      Gussie shook her head. “I’m not sure I want that. I’m thinking of rebuilding, maybe a new kitchen, maybe in a different part of the manor.”

      Beven tilted her head slightly, as if she was going to contradict Gussie, but stopped. Then she took a deep breath.

      “I’ll show ye our progress, Missus, and ye can decide as we go along. This is na the time for decisions.”

      “Yes,” Gussie said, with a smile she didn’t feel. “That’s what everyone tells me.”

      And yet, everyone wanted her to make decisions, dozens of them, every day. Even Deto was forcing her to make decisions, when all she had wanted was for him to take care of Serebro.

      “I’ll fetch my brother,” Gussie said, “and then we can go to the manor.”

      She turned away from the cleaners, but didn’t go directly to Deto. Instead, she stopped next to Zeitsev.

      “You don’t have to wait for me,” she said. “You can come back later in the day.”

      “Na, Miss,” he said. “The other horses, they need tending. This place needs a bit a work. It’ll feel good ta get it all done. Sides, the rain ain’t somethin’ I wanna travel in more than necessary.”

      She let out a small laugh, amazed she could even make the sound.

      “I don’t blame you,” she said. “Thank you.”

      She knew he had already been tending the other horses at her home. She suspected he’d been here by himself since the day of her father’s death. Some of her staff was still working, even though she had told them not to.

      They all seemed to think the outbuildings were safe, because they hadn’t been touched. But she didn’t.

      She knew nothing was safe right now.

      But she wasn’t going to try to stop him. In the past few days, she had learned she only had so much energy. She needed to pick her battles. This was one she wasn’t sure she could fight.

      She left him and walked over to Deto.

      He was standing next to the carriage, right where she had left him, clutching his dripping hat in his hands. He looked exhausted, his eyes sunken in his face.

      He also looked older. She hadn’t realized that when she had seen him outside. His hair was threaded with silver, and his face had lines that she suspected were permanent.

      Although, she just realized, he must have made the drive from Olyx in record time. She had sent Lucinda on her way just three days ago. She wouldn’t have arrived at Olyx quickly. Deto must have left immediately.

      She wondered if he had slept at all.

      Her heart twisted. He had lost his father too, and was probably confused about everything that was going on.

      He had come here to find out what was happening, yes, but also to help her.

      She needed to be kinder to him.

      “Those people,” he said. “They’re trustworthy?”

      And just like that, she felt irritation. But it was the usual irritation she felt around Deto.

      “Yes,” she said. “They do most of their work for the constabulary. I met them there.”

      He nodded.

      “Maybe you should get some sleep,” she said.

      He shook his head. “I need to know what’s happening here,” he said. “Then I’ll be able to sleep.”

      Oh, no, you won’t, she thought, but she didn’t say it. She didn’t even let that thought appear on her face.

      “All right,” she said, trying not to sound resigned. “We’re going to start in the kitchen. That’s where the staff died.”

      “I know,” he said. “You told me.”

      As if it was something small. Something unimportant.

      Maybe he was coping too.

      “Then I’ll give you a tour of the destruction,” she said.

      “After you change clothes,” he said.

      She smiled at him, feeling the depth of his concern for the first time.

      “After I change,” she said. “I promise.”
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      The walk from the stables to the back of the manor was worse than Deto expected. The rain had eased a bit. He could actually see a little ahead, rather than just in front of his face. The sky was lighter too.

      But the grounds resembled a lake rather than a beautiful garden. The leaves on some of the shrubs were turning yellow from too much water, and the rolling mounds had become little islands in a sea of muddy water.

      Even though the rain had eased, its force hadn’t. The sound was still overwhelming, thrumming on the land, so intense that Deto could barely hear himself breathe.

      Gussie led the way, and the cleaning crew followed, wearing oilskin clothes just like he was. Gussie was the only one without protection against the elements. Right now, though, it didn’t seem to bother her. She acted like nothing was wrong at all.

      His sister had always been good at that, keeping her emotions off her face and making everyone around her comfortable. He had never thought that skill would extend to something like this.

      He brought up the rear. He wasn’t important here. He would go through the kitchen with her, then force her to go upstairs and change in her old room. Then they could do the tour.

      The group hurried, splashing through the wet. The closer they got to the manor, the more chilled Deto got. There were subtle differences. The shutters were broken here too, and the lightstone lamps in the garden and around the door had been shattered.

      That was why it was so dark here, not because the lamps had stopped working. They had been deliberately ruined.

      He felt his shoulders tighten.

      Gussie had said this was going to be bad. He had to brace himself.

      She reached the back steps and stopped on them, waiting for the crew to catch up. She didn’t wait for him, though. He had to hurry to stay even with everyone. They filed in the door one at a time.

      He took the stairs quickly, and started inside the gloom when he was hit with a wall of stench.

      Rot and decay, so bad that it made his eyes water. Someone activated a lightstone lantern, and he saw black everywhere, dripping down the oven, the center table, the counters, pooling on the floor.

      Black didn’t make sense to him for a moment, and then it did.

      Blood. Dried blood.

      Everywhere.

      His stomach lurched, and then revolted. He barely made it outside before he lost what little he had eaten in the past day. Then he retched again.

      He was shaking. For once the chill felt good.

      He had to step to one side, just to calm his errant stomach. He breathed shallowly, the smell still with him. It was probably pouring out the door.

      Those people Gussie had brought—those cleaners—they were going to work in that. And Gussie didn’t seem bothered by it at all.

      Or maybe she had just gotten used to it.

      He was going to have to go in there. He had told Gussie he would help.

      But the thought of turning around almost made him retch again.

      “Deto!” Her voice wasn’t harsh, but it was loud. “Meet me in the servants’ hallway.”

      The other entrance through the back here. It avoided the kitchen and went directly into the hallway, leading to storage rooms.

      He would have protested, except he wasn’t sure he could speak. He waved a hand, agreeing, feeling weak and silly and out of control.

      When he finally looked up again, the door to the kitchen was closed, taking some of the stench with it.

      He tilted his head back, removed the hat, and let the ice-cold rain fall on his face.

      She had said this was bad. She had even said so in the letter.

      He had just not had any kind of reference for what, exactly, “bad” really meant.

      Until now.

      She hadn’t said anything about anyone dying outside of the kitchen. So the bad in the rest of the manor had to be some kind of destruction.

      He squelched his way around the side of the house, passing some bushes that were already becoming overgrown in just a few days.

      Then he reached the door she had wanted him to take.

      It was a plain wood door, without any decoration at all. The lightstone lamp above it had been smashed, but the door was intact.

      He hesitated, his hand shaking.

      If Gussie could do this—if Gussie had been able to handle this for days and days—if Gussie had somehow survived seeing the actual bodies in there—he could walk into a hallway.

      He squared his shoulders, and pulled the door open.

      The stench of rot wasn’t as strong here. His eyes didn’t water. But it was clear something had died—and rotted—nearby.

      They had gotten the bodies out days ago, so this was the smell of the blood.

      And that thought damn near made him retch again, but he managed to hold it down.

      He stepped into the hallway, leaving the door open for what little light it could bring in. The lightstone lamps were destroyed here as well. However it had been done—with some kind of weapon or a mallet or something—whatever had done this had left holes in the walls, although those holes did not go deep into the next room, for which he was stupidly grateful.

      The floor itself, always uneven strips of wood that he had once begged his father to replace, was still mostly intact, even though bits of the wall had fallen along the edges, as well as chunks of the lanterns.

      The lightstone itself had been shattered into a dozen pieces. He wondered almost idly if they could be put back together again.

      He took a step deeper inside, wishing he had a lantern or something. The hallway was wide and went past some of the storerooms. He used to love this part of the manor. It always smelled of cooking meat or baking bread as well as spices like pepper and cinnamon mixed with garlic.

      He used to get hungry when he visited, not sick.

      He glanced at the curve in the hallway to his right. The kitchen was down that way. In the gray light, he saw a handprint, and some blood trailing along the wall.

      Someone had been injured here, maybe dragged into the kitchen.

      Horrors had happened in this house, this beloved place where he had grown up and felt safe.

      He had no idea how Gussie kept coming back, day after day.

      Something banged behind him. He turned, and saw Gussie picking her way up these steps. She hadn’t come in through the kitchen, apparently preferring to keep that door closed.

      He was a little too grateful.

      She was even wetter than she had been as if she had stood in the rain like he had. Still, she brought just a bit of the stench with her.

      “I’m going to have to change,” she said. “I don’t know what to do about my boots.”

      “Maybe there are some in your old room,” he said. “Did they destroy the upstairs as well?”

      She looked up at him, that sad and vulnerable look on her face. It lingered for just a moment, before she seemed to realize it and masked it with an air of calm. Then she shrugged one shoulder.

      “I haven’t looked.”

      She didn’t offer an explanation as to why, but he could guess. Maybe there was a limit to what she could face.

      “Has anyone?” he asked, worried that there might be more bodies upstairs.

      “The constables went through the entire manor, looking for those horrid Fey creatures. They didn’t find any.”

      She spoke of the Fey as if it were absolutely normal. As if all of this was normal.

      That had to be part of her way of coping with every bit of this.

      “I could just change down here,” she said. “That’s what I’ve been doing. This rain has been awful.”

      It had hit like a wall when he got outside Trinovante. He hadn’t realized the rain had been going on for days.

      “Let’s look for the boots,” he said. “You need new shoes.”

      She caught his arm. “I don’t know what’s up there,” she said.

      He finally understood. Her avoidance of the upstairs was a way that she was getting through this.

      That made sense. Downstairs was where the family lived, where their father had his study, where their grandparents kept their treasures. The staff worked down here, and kept the household running from this lower level.

      But the upstairs, that was where he and Gussie and Corrin and Dilshad spent some of the best days of their childhoods. They had lived on that level.

      For a while, before Gussie had gone to the Academy, they had all laughed and played here, and felt safe and secure, as if nothing could get to them.

      If they didn’t go up the stairs, then that safe place would remain in their minds as a single unit.

      Maybe Gussie needed that.

      “Why don’t you change where you have before,” he said. “I’ll look for some shoes for you and maybe some old clothes. You’re wearing Lucinda’s, right?”

      Gussie let out a breath. “You’d do that?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You’ve been doing everything else.”

      He started toward the back stairs when she caught his arm.

      “I don’t know what you’ll find,” she said. “Brace yourself.”

      He nodded, feeling his now-empty stomach clench. His mouth tasted foul and he wished he had some water or something. Maybe when he was done with this, he would go stand in the rain with his mouth open.

      All that rain had to be good for something.

      These stairs were wide and made of stone, with some material along the middle so that someone in wet shoes wouldn’t slip. He had never thought about that before—who had placed the safety material there and who had designed the stairs so that someone with a tray or something large wouldn’t have trouble getting down it.

      But he had never seen the stairwell so very dark. The lightstone lamps always burned faintly, as if no one ever wanted them to be off.

      Of course, the staff would go up and down these stairs at any time of day or night. They had quarters on the top level of the manor, and at that thought, his stomach flipped again, thinking there might be more dead up there.

      But Gussie had said that the constables had gone through the entire building. That meant the staff quarters and the basement and all the storage areas. There would be nothing waiting for him in any of those places—not that he was going to go there.

      He was going to the family level. He was going to get clothing for Gussie, and then he was going to return.

      He was shaking ever so slightly, his hand on the railing, bracing himself as he went. He couldn’t see the destruction on the stairs, but there had to be bits of lamps, since they weren’t functioning.

      He couldn’t tell if the smell had receded or not, since his nose was dealing with the twin odors of the rotted blood and his own vomit. He hadn’t thought of himself as weak or pampered person before, but he had never faced anything like this.

      He doubted he would have handled the last few days with as much grace and courage as Gussie had. He hadn’t thought, until now, about how much presence of mind it had taken to write all of those letters on the same day that she had found the destruction, the dead staff, and discovered their father’s murder.

      Deto shivered, and forced himself to breathe. He had to calm down. He had known this was an emergency when he got Gussie’s letter, but he had thought—he had no idea why he had thought, but he had thought—that the problem wasn’t as bad as it sounded.

      Even though Barkson had come for him. She had been going for the others. She had looked both tired and determined, and she had handled him.

      People didn’t usually handle him. They usually capitulated to whatever he wanted.

      Somehow he had capitulated to what she wanted.

      Deto finally reached the top of the stairs, startled at how light it was. Usually doors were closed, windows shuttered. Sometimes the lightstone lamps in the hallway were off.

      They weren’t off now; they’d been destroyed. There were holes in the walls and debris all over the ground. He recognized some of it—broken frames for the artwork he had loved, tapestries in a heap. He couldn’t tell if they were ripped or destroyed or just pulled off.

      The doors were open—probably left that way by the constables as they searched. And of course, the shutters were open or completely destroyed. He had seen that as he drove up.

      He swallowed. There were a dozen rooms on this level, some of them the individual rooms that he and his siblings had used, as well as the nursery and the bedroom suite for the nanny who had left when Helia had gotten too old (and too unpredictable) to need one.

      There were also suites for guests and a small library for the children, which his father had called a study room, and his grandfather had called the schoolroom, showing the purposes the room had held over the decades.

      Deto’s room wasn’t far from here. It had been cleaned up after he went to the Academy, but some of his things were still in it—or should have been. And Gussie’s room was across the hall.

      He straightened his shoulders and started for them, determined to get to Gussie’s room with a minimum of fuss. She needed clothing; he had volunteered to get it.

      He had taken two steps when a shadowy man appeared before him. Deto stifled a scream, making some kind of squeak. The man hadn’t been there before, and he was barely there now. Just an outline.

      A familiar outline.

      Which had to have come from his imagination.

      His grandfather, tall and broad, his face wrinkled and warm at the same time. The bushy white eyebrows, the out-of-control hair, the narrow chin that would seem broader whenever he smiled.

      Deto had forgotten some of those details, which surprised him that he was conjuring them now. He had to be.

      He had just been thinking about his grandfather.

      The shadowy man did not solidify, although his edges became clearer, a little less undefined.

      “Benedeto,” he said, and the voice was right too. Oh, how the voice was right.

      Was this Fey magic? Was Deto seeing something that wasn’t there or something he wanted to see?

      The shadowy man crossed his arms, just like his grandfather used to do when he caught Deto doing something wrong.

      “What are you doing here?” the man asked.

      “Getting clothing for Gussie,” Deto said. The words just came out, like they used to when he was a boy. His grandfather could get him to confess to anything.

      “Augusta told you to go to Serebro. Why aren’t you there?”

      If this was a Fey, then it was a very knowledgeable Fey.

      “What are you?” Deto asked. He probably shouldn’t engage, but he couldn’t stop himself.

      “I have been relegated to the Spirit of the House,” the shadowy man said with a bit of a rueful smile. Then he shrugged, just like Deto’s grandfather used to do.

      “Spirit of the House,” Deto repeated, trying to remember what that was. He had studied some magic, but most of it had been tied to the Fey. Then it came to him.

      A Spirit of the House was tied to a building, had no real physical form, and could interact only with great effort. If the house vanished, so did the spirit.

      Deto let out a breath. His grandfather had died long ago but Deto had always felt his grandfather’s presence here, even after death, almost as if he were being watched.

      “And there it is,” the shadowy man—his grandfather, or, rather, his grandfather’s spirit—said. “Now you remember.”

      Deto nodded, his stomach still in knots. Then a fury ran through him, deep and fine.

      “How did you let them do it?” Deto said, the fury filling his voice. “How did you let those creatures⁠—”

      “They were Fey, Benedeto,” his grandfather said in that maddeningly calm voice that he always used when he felt his grandson was out of line. “I didn’t let them do anything. I protected what I could. Augusta took the notebooks out of here. I saved those.”

      His grandfather’s notebooks, which were in the study. The notebooks had been off-limits. Deto had tried to read one when he was maybe eight, and it was the only time his grandfather had actually hit him.

      His grandfather had slapped him, hard, and pulled the notebook away. You’re too young, boy, his grandfather had said, voice trembling. This book could have killed you.

      Books don’t kill, Deto had said tearfully.

      Oh, child, his grandfather had said, sadness filling his voice. But they do.

      “I protected other items,” his grandfather was saying. “I saved most of the tapestries, and the maps.”

      “But not the staff,” Deto said, that fury still in his voice.

      His grandfather’s eyes closed for a moment. The once-loved (still-loved) face looked like it had been set in stone.

      “I tried, young man. I have no physical form. And those Fey, they didn’t scare easily.” Then his grandfather shook his head. “They didn’t scare at all.”

      Deto thought about that for a moment. If the Fey had realized his grandfather was a spirit who couldn’t touch them, then yes, they would not have been afraid.

      Deto wasn’t afraid any longer.

      “You need to go to Serebro,” his grandfather said. “I’m helping Augusta with the house.”

      “I don’t see how,” Deto said.

      “I cocoon her,” his grandfather said. “She knows she’s not alone. She can’t see me like you can, or maybe she’s unwilling to at the moment. But she knows I’m here.”

      Deto wondered if that was true. He didn’t argue though. He had never really argued with his grandfather. It had never been a worthwhile endeavor. His grandfather always outthought him, and always had something surprising to say.

      “What’s in Serebro?” Deto asked.

      “The Academy,” his grandfather said. “The Regents. You must get there.”

      “Is there a problem?” Deto asked.

      His grandfather glared at him. “You’re usually not deliberately obtuse, Benedeto.”

      “All of the Academy stuff, the Regent stuff, was stuff my father told Gussie, not me,” Deto said.

      His grandfather groaned, ever so slightly. “Your father…” Then his grandfather shook his head. “The seat on the Board should have gone to you or Emberto or Helia. Augusta has no place there.”

      “Why not?” Deto asked.

      “She does not have your abilities,” his grandfather said. “Take your sister, Helia. She will help you.”

      “She’s in hiding,” Deto said. “I have no idea where she is.”

      “Then you go alone,” his grandfather said.

      Deto had expected him to say he needed to fetch Emberto, but his grandfather didn’t.

      “When I get there, what should I do?” Deto asked.

      “Whatever you need to,” his grandfather said.

      “Do you know what’s going on there?” Deto asked. “What’s happening at the Academy?”

      His grandfather shook his head, looking fainter, as if he was suddenly having trouble holding his form.

      “I know this house,” his grandfather said. “I know what’s in it. I know the history and the magic and the import of each item. I know what its past was and what its present holds. I hope I have an inkling of its future. But I know nothing outside of this property.”

      A shiver ran through Deto. Maybe this was a Fey, after all. “Then why do you want me to leave?”

      “Because,” his grandfather said, “the Fey are done here. They’ve done their destruction. Some died here, horribly. One was captured, and I hope will tell someone something. But there are more elsewhere.”

      “You know that for certain?” Deto asked.

      “It’s logical, young man. They operated in small groups, even here. There was no large invasion this time. This is something else. And if they’re smart, then they have sent a group to the Academy, because it is the seat of all power here in the Protectorate.”

      “Not to the government?” Deto asked.

      His grandfather solidified just a bit. “I taught you better, Benedeto. The government is at the mercy of the Board.”

      “You didn’t teach me that,” Deto said. That shiver again. The suspicion rose again. Would a Fey tell him bad things about the Fey? Maybe his grandfather wasn’t an expected kind of spirit. Maybe he wasn’t real after all.

      Maybe he was some kind of magical figment, something that Deto should worry about.

      “I did teach you,” his grandfather said querulously. Deto remembered that tone from his childhood too. His grandfather hated repeating himself.

      For some reason, that tone calmed Deto.

      “I told you,” his grandfather was saying, “the most important thing a Kirilli did was sit on the Board. I told you, when you wanted to go into law so you could go into government, that you would be wasting your heritage.”

      His grandfather had told him those things, almost word for word. But he hadn’t tied them together.

      “That’s not the same as telling me the government is at the mercy of the Board,” Deto said. He wouldn’t have pushed his grandfather so much as a boy, but he did now. Every detail was crucial, not just with his grandfather, but on these Fey.

      His grandfather flickered in and out. Deto gasped involuntarily. He suddenly didn’t want to lose his grandfather. Not again.

      Then his grandfather became sharper, more in focus. He didn’t seem to notice that he had nearly vanished.

      “You are right,” his grandfather said. “It is not the same thing.”

      The querulousness was gone. Deto’s eyebrows went up. His grandfather had never admitted a mistake to him before, but Deto had heard him admit one to his father more than once.

      Maybe that was what it was like to be treated like an adult, something he had never really had the opportunity to experience with his grandfather.

      “But you were just a boy when I told you those things,” his grandfather said. “I had hoped to continue to instruct you for much longer, but it didn’t happen that way. I had thought your father would have continued your education in the family ways, but apparently he did not.”

      Deto felt the familiar bitter smile cross his face at the mention of his father.

      “He preferred Gussie,” Deto said. “He thought I was a lost cause.”

      And then, after graduating from the Academy, Deto went out and tried to prove it. Leaving home, refusing to take any Kirilli money, refusing to settle into the property that his father had given him.

      The last five years of his relationship with his father were all about Deto refusing any and all important contact with his father.

      Deto had regretted that when he found out about his father’s death. And now, just a few days later, the bitterness returned. Apparently, death wouldn’t easily change his emotional landscape.

      “Your father did not see the family relationships as I did,” his grandfather said. “You, Helia, and Emberto terrified him. I blame the Purges.”

      Deto frowned at being put in the same category as the younger two. They had wild abilities, some that his father tried to tame. Finally, his father had given them chaperones so that they wouldn’t do something untoward.

      Deto had already been out of the house when that happened. He believed much of the chaperoning fell to Filippa, and—Gussie once said—led Filippa to marry her way out of the manor.

      Deto mentally shook the thought out of his head. It was easy to think of such things, harder to deal with this moment, the destruction, the stench. He needed to get the clothes for Gussie.

      His grandfather peered at him. “Go to Serebro, young man,” he said with some compassion. “I will see to it that Augusta saves what she can.”

      Deto looked up at him. His grandfather was fading again. “She needs someone beside her,” Deto said.

      “We need to protect the entire family,” his grandfather said.

      “She did that,” Deto said. “She sent them away.”

      “Except you,” his grandfather said. “She wants you to help her by going to Serebro.”

      Deto frowned at him, feeling unsettled. “She told you that?”

      “No,” his grandfather said. “I suggested it.”

      Deto let out a breath, and as he did, his grandfather faded away.

      “Wait!” Deto said. “I have more…”

      He let the word questions fall away because his grandfather was really and truly gone. Deto wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did. There was a change in the air, in the way everything felt.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, making himself accept the vision and not deny it. Then he opened his eyes and stepped across the debris to Gussie’s old room.

      The light from the window was thin and gray. It changed slightly, depending on the intensity of the rain outside. He could hear the rain faintly as it fell against the window and the outside wall.

      Gussie had always kept lightstone lamps on tabletops in here. Those lamps were gone, maybe hidden under the mess that the room had become.

      Everything was on the floor and most of it slashed or ripped or shattered. He could see fabric and tapestries and pieces of porcelain. Books were open and resting facedown. A bureau had toppled. The mattress was off the bed, and the frame had been tilted on its side.

      He searched through the mess, found two different pairs of shoes, a long sweater and a drawer of undergarments. He put the sweater over the undergarments, and placed the shoes on top of all of it, then tucked the drawer under his arm.

      Then he paused. Gussie hadn’t wanted to come up here. Maybe he should walk through everything and see what kind of work was needed.

      He shook his head, mostly at himself. His sister wanted him to go to Serebro, a demand repeated by the spirit of his long-dead grandfather, so what was Deto doing? Trying to find a way to avoid the trip.

      Just because others had told him to take it.

      Contrary was built into him, and it really wasn’t helpful in this moment.

      He would have to remain vigilant for it.

      He would have to remain vigilant for a lot of things.

      That alone was telling just how much his life had changed.

      Nothing would ever be the same again.
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