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To Kyra,


my magical forest creature.


Being your mom


is the best adventure.
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GET YOUR CREW TOGETHER


Like so many things, it was Jaycel’s fault.


It’d be an exaggeration to say it was always Jaycel Morningray who got me involved in trouble, but not by much. We had a long history with an established pattern: She got us into scrapes, and I got us out. It was a natural rhythm, like breathing.


So when she asked me to come with her to our old Southside neighborhood for a moderately urgent personal matter, I brought my sword. I considered bringing two swords, but that seemed alarmist.


It was weird, strolling with Jaycel through streets we’d haunted as kids. I hadn’t been back much since my parents moved away, and the heart-achingly familiar mixed everywhere with the new and therefore jarringly wrong.


The cobbled plazas and soot-stained brick storefronts snapped into their waiting places in my memory with a deep, satisfying click, down to the gritty shine on the stones from the light misting rain. Scents wafting from street carts awakened a deep nostalgic hunger: fried cheese rolls and sweet sticky buns, some hawked by the same old Viger immigrants. But for every detail that unpacked perfectly from my memories, something else had changed: shops come and gone, houses painted the wrong color, a broken water pump replaced with a planter full of flowers.


I’d changed, too, an adult and a mother and a guild member. I felt like an outsider in my new red coat and my Damn Good Boots, with a sword on my hip and the keys to a Tower townhouse in my pocket. My old neighborhood and I were two puzzle pieces that didn’t fit together anymore.


We passed a certain right turn to an achingly familiar little plaza with a dried-up mermaid fountain, and I averted my eyes. The narrow building across the far side would no longer bear a sign that read THORNE’S MINIATURES, and the window of the smallest bedroom above the shop wouldn’t have purple curtains lovingly hand-painted with a spangling of crude golden stars. I didn’t need to see that; I had enough feelings to grapple with these days, with Emmi still not sleeping, and my memories raw from the blood-soaked year-turning party ten weeks ago—not to mention Rika and I navigating the complicated new territory of our relationship.


Besides, this place hadn’t really been my home in . . . Holy shit. Seventeen years? My math must be wrong.


I eyed Jaycel, who bounced along bright-eyed at my side. She didn’t look seventeen years older. Did she?


I pulled up my collar for a little more protection against the chill of the miserable late winter drizzle and tried not to think about it.


“Are you going to explain what’s so important that I needed to hire a babysitter and come all the way out here with you?” I asked.


Jaycel waved an airy hand. “It’ll all be clear in time.”


“You only say that when you know I won’t like the answer.”


“Which is exactly why I need your help, darling. If you’d like this situation, I could manage it on my own.”


I instinctively glanced northward, but too many buildings lay between me and the great clock in the Tower district to read the time. “This had better not be one of your more involved and dangerous bad ideas. Achyrion is expecting me back in five hours.”


“Ah, your mysterious babysitter! I’d like to point out that Achyrion is a very odd sort of name.”


“That’s his business. He takes great care of Emmi.”


Jaycel gave me a smug sort of grin. “Well, if you can be secretive about your babysitter, I can be secretive about where we’re going.”


Her gaze slipped sideways, a guilty glance that my own eyes followed with an alarmed leap.


She’d taken us to the far edge of our old neighborhood, within a couple blocks of the river. There was nothing in that direction but a final row of buildings and then a stony jumble sloping down to where the mouth of the river met the sea. It was too rocky on this bank for ships and piers, though locals tied up small boats in places, and at low tide a bit of mucky beach emerged. That beach was a great place to find crabs, mussels, and the occasional oyster. A sometimes-submerged permanent rip to the first Echo made it an even better place to mudlark—and far too dangerous an area for kids to mess around. So of course we’d spent countless hours there.


“We’re not heading to the Echo portal, are we? Because if we are—”


“Oh, no, of course not!” Jaycel waved a reassuring hand, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.


There was nothing else over that way, except a few houses, a fried fish shop, and—oh.


At the lowest tide, for about an hour, that bit of mucky beach turned into a sandbar reaching out partway into the mouth of the river, dividing it from the sea. At the far end of that sandbar sat a little island, just a pile of rocks and jumbled trees, crowned by a crumbling old mansion every child in Southside swore was haunted. Some of the bravest and most reckless claimed to have run across the sandbar to touch its bramble-clad walls before racing the tide back to safety. I was never sure whether I believed them, but I absolutely believed the stories about the kid who’d failed to make it before the sandbar vanished beneath the hungry waves. Or the ones about the drunken youth who’d gone into the water too near the rip in the Veil trying to impress a girl and gotten eaten by sea horrors. The place was plenty dangerous without ghosts, though of course that didn’t stop us from making up countless ghastly stories—and never mind that Ravens still debated whether ghosts were even real, or just Echoes of deceased people passing through the Veil to Prime.


“Don’t tell me we’re going to the old Lovegrace house,” I said.


“You will note that I am already going to commendable lengths to avoid telling you this very thing.”


I stopped in the damp street. “Come on. You can’t just leave it at that. Why are we going to the Lovegrace place?”


She waggled her fingers. “It’s a mystery.”


“Jaycel.”


“Oh, fine. It’s a bequeathal. All oﬃcial and everything. I do hope I’m dressed for it.”


I blinked. “Wait, old lady Lovegrace was still alive? And she died? And she bequeathed you something?”


“Apparently.” Jaycel suddenly wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You know how sometimes when you’re a kid, things happen, and later you convince yourself they weren’t real, and that’s usually the end of it? Emphasis in this case on usually.”


“You’re not making me feel better about this.”


“Oh, I’m sure it’ll be fine, with you there.” She flashed me a bright smile. “You always did keep us out of trouble. But then you went off to join the Hounds, and trouble stayed behind with the rest of us. And now here we are!”


“Here we are.” I stared suspiciously between the buildings, toward the water. It was possible, of course, that Jaycel just wanted company during boring legal proceedings. But I doubted she’d describe that as urgent.


“Come on, darling. It’ll be easier to explain inside, where it’s dry, and the others can help.”


“Others?”


“I would never want to spoil the surprise!”


I muttered some uncharitable things under my breath. “Five hours, you hear me?”


“Five hours at most,” she agreed. “You know you’re too curious to back out now.”


The worst part was that she was right. Sure, I wouldn’t back out regardless—even setting aside that Jaycel was my friend, I owed her too much after the year-turning—but I wanted to know what in the Void was going on.


I huddled deeper into my coat and followed her, ignoring the fluttering of old candlelight story ghosts in my stomach. I wasn’t a kid anymore; I was a grown Hound who’d faced far worse things in the Deep Echoes than could possibly be waiting in some run-down old house on a rock.


I should have known better than to even think that.


It was low tide, and the lumpy ridge of the sandbar had emerged from the restless dark water, scattered with driftwood and seaweed on the wave-sculpted oceanward side and calm on the sheltered riverward one. Gulls stalked the sand, busily searching for crabs and snails left stranded during this brief hour before the sea reclaimed its scuttling secrets.


Near the place where the curve of the sandbar merged with the wide stretch of mucky beach, a blur like a heat shimmer hung above the water, a glimmering subtle smear in the air with its bottom edge beneath the lapping waves. The rip in the Veil our parents had endlessly warned us about as kids—the one Jaycel had thrown rocks through on a dare. It stood in dangerous wading distance of the shore at the lowest tide. I’d done a few retrievals through there, bringing back kids who’d been less cautious than our crew. Once I’d helped dispatch a dangerous Echo that had wandered through, a thing like a pony-sized, ten-legged crab with a dozen fanged mouths gaping from its shell. When we were little, I’d seen the gap between worlds disgorge a slick of oily tentacles into the water once, thin as glass noodles, which had tentatively caressed the surface of the waves and then retracted back through the portal.


“We should never have played around near that thing,” I muttered, thinking of Emmi. “They should fence it off, or something.”


“Oh, come on, you know a fence would just be an invitation.” Jaycel gave me an amused sidelong look. “You sound like our parents.”


“Yeah, well, maybe they knew what they were talking about. Just keep an eye out, all right? Nasty Echoes live in the water, and something could come through.”


“Yes, mom.”


Damn right I was a mom. It meant I listened to common sense now. But it spoke in a language Jaycel had never learned, so I grunted to acknowledge the hit and started out onto the sandbar.


The Lovegrace mansion hadn’t changed. The intervening years that had seen other derelict buildings in the neighborhood fixed up or torn down had passed this house by without touching it. I expected to find it stripped of the looming spooky significance of childhood, looking a bit run-down and lonely on its island but otherwise pretty normal, the exaggerating fog of years dispelled. But no—it still looked absolutely, aggressively haunted.


The island itself was one of a scattering at the southern lip of the river; ships steered wide of them as they came into Dockside at the north edge. Jagged rocks girdled the little mound of land like broken teeth. Beyond a few patches of trees, its bramble-choked slopes rose up to an overgrown garden behind a spiked black iron fence; dark scraggly bushes half obscured the soot-blackened brick of the mansion’s walls. Sharp-crowned turrets reared against the grey clouds, surrounding a lonely widow’s walk, and empty windows gaped below, several with cracked panes. Gulls wheeled overhead, letting out mournful cries.


The only thing that had changed was the gate, which stood open. It had always, always been chained shut, the thick links visible even across the water, a message to local kids not to even think about it. That open gate felt like a dangerous aberration, as if it could let hungry Echoes through from the deep and nasty cellars of reality. I couldn’t help pausing as we reached the end of the sandbar, reluctant to cross that forbidden boundary even with the grey waves creeping closer and the rainy wind stinging my face.


Jaycel’s sharp elbow nudged my ribs. “Scared?”


“You went out to the island once, right? And no hungry ghosts ate you.”


“Ha! I’m too tough for ghosts to eat. They’d spit me out.”


There was an unusual edge to her tone. Was she nervous? Jaycel Morningray, who feared neither shame nor pain nor death? All right, now I was progressing from suspicious to concerned.


“What did you get into? What are you getting me into?”


She bit her lip. “Come on in, and I’ll tell you. The day isn’t getting any longer.”


She was right about that; sunset ruddied the westward clouds. The wet sand dragged at my Damn Good Boots as we took the final strides from the sandbar to the island. A flight of barnacled stone steps led up to the gates, the black iron weeping rust. We passed between their teeth and climbed the hill.


The salt-weathered front doors swung open as we reached them. I half expected the old lady’s shrouded corpse to glare at us from the gloomy entryway, hissing Trespassers at us with vengeful sibilance.


Instead, it framed a woman with a thick chestnut-brown braid whose pointed chin and wide brown eyes I’d know anywhere, even in a face far more sun-weathered than I remembered it. She still wore the blue that had always been her favorite color, but instead of a faded dress with the skirts tied up for better scrambling, it was a sharp royal-blue coat with knee-length swishy skirts.


Linna Vycross. The youngest member of our little gang of friends, a fiercely determined tagalong we’d all embraced and protected after initial attempts to shoo her away with the cruelty of youth had failed. (I still felt bad about that.) It was diﬃcult to reconcile the wide-eyed kid I remembered with the sharp-edged face before me now, an old scar slashing a cheek that used to be baby soft. I hadn’t seen her in ages. I’d always meant to get together with the old gang more often, but the Hounds had kept me so busy that years slipped by—and then suddenly Vy had jumped on a ship chasing adventure and sailed away from Acantis. Stars, it must have been ten years.


She blinked at us as if we were a tremendous surprise, then broke into a shy smile.


“Morningray! You’re here! And Moon bless me, is that Kem?”


“Vy! Look at you!” I pulled her into a quick, fierce hug, feeling weirdly displaced in time. “Little Vy! You’re half a foot taller than me. I used to have to give you a boost to climb up on that statue of a horse in Pennyworth Market.”


She laughed. “Now I’d have to give you a boost. Did you get smaller?”


“Come on, I’m not that short.” I grinned. “What are you doing here?”


“Oh, you know.” Her smile went suddenly sheepish. “Same thing as all of us.”


Jaycel shook her head. “She wasn’t with us, Vy. It was after she moved to the guildhouse dorms. Remember?”


“Oh! That’s right.” She raised a hand to her lips. “I’ve got the memory now. You made me swear not to tell her.”


“I’m having an increasingly bad feeling about this,” I said.


“Oh, just you wait!” Jaycel clapped my shoulder. “Can we finish the reunion indoors? I want to get out of the rain.”


“You don’t like the rain? I love it. But of course, come in.” Vy stepped aside, letting us into an expansive foyer with a grand ceiling lost in shadows and cobwebs, the marble tiles of its floor chipped and stained with worn-in grime despite someone’s brave attempt at sweeping. “Petras, look who’s here!”


A slim gentleman in a charcoal-grey tailcoat turned from an open doorway with the casual ease of power in his movements and a glass of red wine in his hand. His cravat and the silk shirt beneath it showed a daring deep red that matched his drink; rubies glinted in his ears. A sleek dark ponytail fell halfway down his back, and a neat line of beard edged his jaw.


An incredulous grin stretched my face. “Petras! Looking good as always.”


“Kem.” His low, velvety tenor still surprised me, even though I’d seen him a few times over the years since I’d left Southside; his voice had gotten so much deeper when he finished his gender transition. “And Jaycel, of course. Always a pleasure.”


I liked adult Petras just as much as I’d liked the nimble-fingered, quick-witted boy who’d always beaten me at tiles—a skill he’d apparently capitalized on, since he now ran a string of questionably legal gambling houses and Moon only knew what else. It was always strange but satisfying to see the nervous kid I remembered now radiating so much confidence and strength.


I hadn’t done quite as rotten a job keeping in touch with Petras as I had with the others; he’d hired me once to recover his bartender’s kid who’d slipped into an Echo, and had helped me navigate the underworld for jobs a couple of times. Still, there was a certain distance between us now, the closeness of our youth worn away by the erosion of years. I envied Jaycel’s seemingly effortless and eternal friendship, which by the grinning arm clasp they exchanged was as warm as ever.


“So what is this?” I looked between the three of them, half expecting some prank to drop like a belated punch line. “Did you lease the place for a reunion of the old crowd? If so, I have to say it’s a weird choice of venue.”


“Don’t I wish.” Petras raised one dark brow. “Jaycel, didn’t you tell her?”


“Not exactly,” Jaycel said evasively. “I just mentioned it was a bequeathing.”


The three of them exchanged a long glance. It was the same What are we going to tell Kem look I remembered from when they tried to explain how they’d lost my kite, or why they needed to hide in the back of my father’s shop from an angry grocer.


Vy gave me her big brown eyes. “You won’t be mad, will you?”


“Just tell me what happened already. You’re killing me.”


Petras had mercy on me. “Not long after you left the neighborhood, Jaycel got the idea that we should sneak into the Lovegrace mansion.”


“I remember. She invited me.” I shifted, a bit uncomfortably. “The Hounds had a curfew for the youngest apprentices, and I couldn’t go.”


Petras shook his head. “Only you would actually consider a curfew binding and not try to sneak out.”


“So you broke into the mansion. And what? Found some horrible head in a jar and got cursed?”


“Basically,” Jaycel agreed. “Only it wasn’t a head. It was a book. And I’m still not sure we’re cursed.”


“Oh, we are,” Petras muttered.


“Are we? It was just a lark.” Vy’s brows pinched. “I don’t feel cursed.”


Petras lifted an eyebrow. “You touched the book with your scraped palm and your name appeared written in blood.”


I pressed a hand to my temple. “Tell me you didn’t do that, Vy.”


“Okay,” Vy said cheerfully. “I didn’t do it.”


There was a pause while everyone stared at her.


“Well . . . not on purpose.”


Times like this I wished I could drink. “What about the rest of you?”


Jaycel drew herself up. “I couldn’t let her be cursed alone. She was so upset.”


“She was crying,” Petras clarified.


Vy flushed. “I don’t remember crying.”


“You did,” Jaycel declared. “You were sobbing. So I told you whatever happened, we’d face it together, and I cut my hand and put it on the book, and my name appeared in it, too.”


That sounded like something Jaycel would do. “Two cursed people is not better than one cursed person.”


“That’s what Petras said you’d say. But you weren’t there, so we all ignored you.”


I turned to Petras in despair. “You too? You actually had sense sometimes.”


He shrugged. “Well, after Jaycel did it, and Mareth did it—”


“Mareth! He should have known better!” Mareth had always been obsessed with Echo stuff, a lanky kid who flitted around like a moth and wore a lot of black. It was no surprise that he’d wound up a Raven. He’d lectured us enough about not touching anything that might be Echo flotsam when we went mudlarking; he had no excuse.


“I’ll bet he just didn’t want to be left out if anything magical happened,” Jaycel said.


“All right, I can see that. So wait, all four of you bled on some Echo relic book? Out of solidarity?”


“Nothing came of it, though,” Vy said, a bit defensively. “I think.”


“Until now,” Petras amended.


“Until now,” Jaycel agreed, “when a Wasp guild advocate sent us messages asking us to come to a special bequeathing of certain possessions of the late Auberyn Lovegrace. And I thought to myself, you know who I wish we’d had with us back when we got into this mess? Kembral. And you know who I want with us when we have to face the presumed consequences some seventeen years later? Also Kembral.”


Lovely. I’d left my childhood friends alone for a few days and they’d immediately found an Echo relic to bleed on and probably gotten themselves cursed, and I was only finding out about it now, when Jaycel wanted help cleaning it up. I couldn’t even be mad, given that I’d done basically the same thing at the year-turning. Stars, if it had happened a few months earlier, before I got whisked off to live with the Hounds, I’d have been right there with them—though I liked to think I’d have stopped things from getting out of hand.


Which made it somewhat my responsibility if they were cursed, in a backdoor sort of way.


I rubbed my forehead. “You don’t need a Hound. You need a Raven.”


Vy brightened. “Well, as it happens, there’s one in the drawing room!”


“Let me guess. Is it Mareth?”


“You win the prize,” Petras said.


“What’s the prize? Do I get a curse, too? I’d better not get a fucking curse.”


“Just don’t bleed on the book.”


The drawing room was in somewhat better shape than the foyer. Old lady Lovegrace’s impeccable eye for dread-inducing decor seemed tempered here by the need for actual usable living space; the exceedingly dark wood paneling of the walls and the heavy brocade curtains could arguably not harbor ghosts, and in the massive marble fireplace crackled a fire that could almost be considered cheerful. Someone (probably the Wasp) had brought in some lamps to make the place a bit less dismal, and had set up a couple rows of chairs and a podium as well.


Mareth had a streak of silver in his hair now, and it was totally weird seeing grown-up man shoulders on someone who should be a gangly twelve-year-old. The silver earrings and studs climbing his ears were new, and his face had deep adult creases instead of the soft roundness of boyhood. But I’d still have recognized him anywhere. His angular slouch was the same, and the long robe-like black coat he wore with full split skirts and silver trim was totally something that young Mareth would have aspired to. About half a dozen different amulets hung around his neck, an assortment of runic rings decorated his fingers, and the only way his appearance could have screamed I am a Raven louder would be if he rolled up his sleeve to show his tattoo.


I couldn’t help a little twinge of guilt that he’d been right across Guildhouse Square from me for years and I’d never gone over to say hello. Come to think of it, it was a bit strange that I hadn’t seen him around town before now. I ran into most of the field Ravens now and then while I was on Hound business. Maybe he was the type that never left the library.


He was chatting with a tiny wisp of a woman with spectacles and a silver bun, wearing a crisp sage-green dress with a cream scarf. She clasped a well-worn leather portfolio full of papers against her side. The Wasp, then. They both looked worried, which couldn’t be good.


They weren’t the only ones in the room. A man and a woman sat in the double line of chairs, as far from everyone else as possible, their seats drawn tight together. The woman wore the kind of expensive bleeding-edge-of-fashion clothes you saw on Tower district merchants trying to impress each other; the man sported a large diamond brooch, a number of ostentatiously large rings, and a tailcoat of opulent burgundy velvet. Their hair was so carefully styled with the latest creams to perfect, glossy waves that you could have bounced a penny off them. They whispered to each other, heads close, casting dubious or downright hostile glances at the rest of us.


I couldn’t decide if they were Hillside aristocrats trying to look as fashionable as Tower merchants, or Tower merchants trying to look as patrician as Hillside aristocrats. They both had the dark hair, deep-set eyes, and warm brown skin of the old Acantis ancestry prevalent among the Hillside crowd, but that didn’t mean anything—so did Petras and Vy. The sprawling archipelago of the League Cities had lain at the intersection of all the major trade routes for ages; like her sister city-states, Acantis had welcomed immigrants from all over the world for centuries. Anyone might trace their Acantis citizenship back far enough to be a scion of one of the old ruling families—including people with pale, hawkish Viger features like me, or deep brown, sharp-cheek-boned Cathardian ones like Almarah and Marjorie, or the omnipresent hard-to-pin-down mix, like Jaycel, Mareth, and Rika.


“Maybe we shouldn’t bother Mareth, if he’s talking to someone. I think that might be rude?” Vy worried her lip with her teeth. That was new—both the gesture and the uncertainty.


“Bah. Nobody likes talking to Wasps. It’s all legally binding contracts and musty old archives and enough figures to make your eyes fall out.” Jaycel started toward them.


I hooked the back of her jacket. “Wait.”


The Wasp’s stern voice wasn’t hard to overhear in the dusty, quiet drawing room. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you see them. The instructions are clear. No one is to enter the sealed room until after I read the statement.”


“But if there’s a risk to the safety of the people here . . .” Mareth suggested.


“Then I expect you will be well suited to deal with it, as the Raven present. I am the Wasp presiding, and my duty is to follow the instructions of the deceased as laid out in the documents entrusted to the care of my guild.”


Jaycel’s eyes lit up, and she turned a grin on us that meant trouble. “A sealed room! Could you get us in, Petras?”


“I’m hurt that you feel the need to ask.”


“Hey,” I protested. “This is exactly what got you into this situation in the first place. It’s probably even the same room.”


Petras gave Jaycel a narrow look. “You had to bring her.”


I cleared my throat. “So, what have you all been up to?”


Petras rubbed his knuckles modestly on the lapel of his jacket. “Let’s just say business has been good.”


Vy straightened. “I’ve been on a ship!”


“Just like you always wanted!” Jaycel slapped her back, and Vy jumped a little. “You used to play at being Captain Vycross, remember? I was your dashing first mate, but I kept getting mutinous.”


Vy gave a surprised little laugh. “That’s right, you did! I didn’t mind, though.”


“Ha! You hit me and ran off crying once.” Jaycel shook her head. “I deserved it, naturally. What kind of ship? Are you a pirate?”


“No, no. That would be a grand adventure, though.” Vy looked dreamy at the thought. “It’s a courier ship, running the express route between Acantis and Cathardia.”


“The express route!” Petras gave her a keen, assessing look, and I wondered whether he might be involved in a little smuggling on the side. “So you’ve got a Dolphin guild tide skimmer?”


“Of course!” Vy bounced on her toes. “A tide skimmer can really get you places.”


“Isn’t dipping down an Echo on the open ocean like that risky, though?” I asked dubiously. Almarah had always told me never to touch the Veil at sea.


Vy’s grin didn’t fade. “Oh, yes. Terribly dangerous.”


I shuddered. “Yeah, no thanks. I’ll travel the long way.” The ocean was full enough of strange horrors in Prime; it got exponentially worse as you descended through layers of reality. Plus the Veil was always thinner near water, so even though tide skimmers only took their ships down one Echo, things could wash up from much deeper.


The fashionable couple in the back corner seemed to conclude a whispered argument. The woman straightened, radiating disdainful impatience, and called out to the Wasp.


“It’s two minutes past the hour. Are you ever going to get started?”


The look the Wasp leveled at her was unimpressed. “Not everyone is here yet. We’ll wait a little longer.”


“I see no reason we should have to suffer for their lateness.”


“If you experience suffering when sitting still for a few minutes, I recommend you speak to a physicker. In the meantime, we will wait. If we’re still missing anyone at a quarter past, I’ll start without them.”


Vy shrank a bit in her chair, eyes wide on the Wasp. “Maybe we should follow the rules here.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t get caught breaking them,” Petras countered. “Speaking of which . . .”


He gave me a guarded look, and I had the feeling he was weighing whether to mention something I wouldn’t like.


“Oh, spit it out,” I grumbled. “I can already see things are going to keep getting worse, so no sense trying to spare me.”


Petras glanced to Jaycel. “I had the same thought you did, about inviting a guest in case things turned out dodgy.”


“Oh, did you bring a bodyguard? Maybe that one with the incredible shoulders you had with you at the club last time?” Jaycel glanced around eagerly.


“No. I hired a different kind of professional.” Lips twitching, he nodded toward the door.


I turned, curious, and froze as if I’d been turned to stone.


Standing in the doorway—looking for one brief instant as surprised as I felt—was Rika Nonesuch.









NEVER ARGUE WITH A WASP


It wasn’t that seeing Rika was a shock. I’d seen her that morning. She’d come by my place almost every day while I was recovering from my wounds after the year-turning, and the habit had stuck in the two months since. She showed up at my door with the unpredictable frequency of a well-fed stray, sometimes stopping by for a few minutes between jobs, sometimes staying half the day. She played with Emmi, cuddled up and read to me while I nursed, and made sure I ate. She insisted I get out of the house, dragging me to cafés and parks and even the Grand Theater once, when we could get someone to watch Emmi. We’d inched our way into an intimacy that was hesitant at first—Rika was elusive by nature, and I was still a bit burned from Beryl unceremoniously ditching me—but growing alarmingly comfortable.


No, it was her appearance here and now that felt like a rumble of thunder. If she was on a job, this was serious. There was no way Petras had paid Rika’s steep fee to have one of the best Cats in Acantis come to a bequeathing with him as moral support.


“What are you doing here?” The second it left my mouth I realized what a stupid question it was—if she was on business, she couldn’t answer. My only consolation was that Jaycel clearly wondered the same thing, given the sharp rise of her eyebrows.


Petras offered her an elegant bow. “Signa Nonesuch. Thank you so much for coming.”


Fine, Petras. Show me up, why don’t you.


Rika had recovered her composure; she gave him a warm smile, her eyes barely sliding sideways in my direction.


“Always a pleasure working with you.” She turned to me. “I could ask you the same thing. Who’s watching Emmi? Achyrion?”


Petras blinked at me. “Achyrion? What kind of name is Achyrion?”


“A babysitter kind of name,” I said. “And yes, he’s with her.”


I suspected I was the only one who noticed Rika’s shoulders relax a little. It gave me a warm tickling feeling to know she cared enough about Emmi to worry if she was safe. Given the enemies I’d made, it was a valid concern—but between the time shield the Clockmaker had given her and Achyrion’s substantial capabilities, Emmi was probably the safest person in Acantis right now (a fact I had to keep reminding myself whenever we were apart).


None of this explained why Rika was here. Probably she and Petras were plotting to steal something—and fine, that was none of my business. They could strip the place bare for all I cared, especially if the snooty rich couple so studiously ignoring us were an example of the relatives who would otherwise inherit whatever old lady Lovegrace had squirreled away. But you didn’t need a Cat of Rika’s caliber to loot an old ruin like this.


If I couldn’t ask her about her job, I wished I could at least wrap an arm around her waist and banter comfortably about the creepy house and my impulsive friends. But she was working. Despite years of what in retrospect had probably been flirting on the job, I had no idea whatsoever how to be her girlfriend while she was being a Cat. This was new territory, and it was all definitely too complicated for my rusty social skills.


Jaycel, undaunted by any such concerns, grinned a welcome to Rika. “This is shaping up to be an exciting day! A Cat, a Hound, a Raven, and a Wasp walk into a haunted house . . .”


Rika’s brows lifted. “Haunted? Petras, you didn’t mention it was haunted.”


“Well, look at it!” Jaycel gestured around expansively.


“Haunted is an imprecise term,” Petras murmured. “Jaycel is applying it loosely.”


Rika did a Cat thing where she edged forward and changed the angle of her shoulders and suddenly she was part of our conversational group, smooth as if she’d always been there. She flicked her eyes toward the sour-faced rich couple, dropping her voice to a near whisper. “Speaking of who’s walked into the house, do any of you know who they are? They’re not part of your old neighborhood crew, surely.”


I knew she was redirecting our curiosity away from herself, but I wanted to know the answer, so I kept my mouth shut.


Jaycel smothered a laugh. “Ah, Willa Lovegrace. Old lady Lovegrace’s niece. Cheap vinegar in an expensive bottle.”


Vy snickered. Then she confessed, “I have no idea what that means.”


“She used to live not so far from us in Southside, though you’d never know it—she puts on a fake Tower accent and everything.”


Petras grunted. “I don’t know who she thinks she’s fooling.”


Jaycel’s eyes gleamed wickedly. “Her husband, darling. Regius Moreland, a classic boring Hillside twat. Not the sort of man you’d marry for anything but his money.”


A clammy draft swirled in as the outside door opened and closed. Hard on its heels, an absolutely stunning woman sailed into the room with the grace of a swan. Delicate gold embroidery climbed from the hem of her brilliant fire-orange gown. Gold and amber ornaments graced the dark fall of her hair, and a shimmer of gold makeup highlighted her lovely eyes, standing out against her warm brown skin. She took her seat at once without speaking to anyone, with the aloof grace of someone used to having every eye on her.


Petras froze, staring at her with the lost, desperate hunger of a starving man at a bakery window. I’d seen him react less to getting punched in the gut.


“Ah, good,” the Wasp said, with a pragmatism that seemed almost blasphemous as the rest of us caught our collective breath. “Signa Glory.”


“Signa Silena Glory!” Jaycel’s eyes kindled with the spark of good gossip. “My, my. Fancy seeing her here.”


Even I had heard of Silena Glory, the famous alto, jewel of the Butterfly guild and the Acantis opera, whose shows at the Grand Theater sold out weeks in advance. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine what she could possibly have to do with old lady Lovegrace, or why the sight of her should make Petras look like he was dying.


“You know her?” I whispered to him.


He gave a mute, agonized nod, without taking his eyes off the singer. Her gaze landed on him, widened, and then immediately flicked away. Well.


“Everyone’s here, then,” the Wasp declared. “Why don’t you all sit down while I get things in order.” It was clearly more of a command than a question.


The five of us took up an entire row of chairs by ourselves; I sat between Jaycel and Rika. I had no idea how much space to leave between us in a professional context anymore and awkwardly scooted my chair an inch away from hers, then back toward it. Rika seemed content to let our hips just barely touch. She kept giving me little shuttered, searching glances, probably wondering if we were going to be at odds on this job of hers. Stars, I hoped not.


Mareth settled behind Jaycel with a grave nod to all of us. “I’d say good to see you all, but given the circumstances, I’m not sure that’s appropriate.”


Vy gave him big calf eyes. “It’s good to see you anyway, even if we’re in a spot of trouble.”


“If it’s only a spot, I’ll be pleased enough,” Mareth said darkly. But his cheeks reddened.


“Do you know anything about these Echo relics, then?” Petras asked, hooking his arm over the back of his chair and turning to face Mareth.


“Echo relics?” I asked sharply. “You didn’t mention relics, plural. Just the book.”


“There was a suspicious-looking mirror, too.” Petras gave one of his liquid shrugs. “I may be jumping to conclusions.”


Sure he was. By the unruﬄed look on Rika’s face, this wasn’t news to her, either.


Mareth laced his fingers studiously on his knee. “As it happens, I was just discussing the matter with the Wasp, as the Raven present, and—”


The Wasp in question tapped her papers authoritatively on the podium. The room went silent.


“Let’s begin,” she said crisply.


“Finally.” A sour edge sharpened Regius’s Hillside drawl.


“I’m Beatrix Clement, an advocate with the Wasp guild. I have called you all here according to the posthumous instructions of Auberyn Lovegrace, duly registered with my guild, for a special bequeathing. This is separate from the disposition of her funds, goods, and investments, all of which she has donated to various charitable causes in her will.”


Willa Lovegrace’s mouth pinched as if she’d sucked on a lemon. “That bitch,” she muttered.


“I have been instructed to gather you here and read a sealed document, the contents of which are unfamiliar to me. As a senior Wasp, I am prepared to interpret the law accordingly should the document prove irregular or imprecise.”


She settled her golden spectacles firmly on her nose with the air of someone just daring that document to step out of line, then drew a large envelope from her leather folder and tore it open with practiced ease. I leaned forward, ready to learn what accursed foolishness my friends had gotten themselves involved in.


The Wasp slid out a thin sheaf of papers, skimming them quickly. She made a small tutting noise, sharp as a slap against the tense silence. We all exchanged alarmed glances.


“Well.” Signa Clement cleared her throat. “I’m going to read this now, but please bear in mind that these are the words of the deceased, not mine.”


“That’s a bit ominous,” Mareth muttered.


“If you are reading this,” the Wasp read, “then I have passed beyond this life and left behind my most terrible burden. It grieves me that I must now bequeath it to another. But remember: I did not put this upon you. You chose it. Despite all my efforts to prevent this very thing from coming to pass, you elected to circumvent my precautions and claim this fate for your own. And now you reap the consequences.”


Jaycel gave me a look and spread her hands, mouthing Oops?


“Several of you were rash children, trespassing foolishly in places you would have done well to leave alone. One of you is my own flesh and blood, who should have known better.”


Willa sniffed disdainfully, clasping her husband’s arm.


“One of you took advantage of my goodwill to seize your own undoing.”


Glory bowed her head, elegant hands folded in her lap.


“Not one of you is blameless. All of you are now linked irrevocably to the relics that cruel fate has placed in my care. As some of you know, they have the power to grant health, wealth, and—most powerfully of all—a wish.”


A murmur of excitement rustled through the room. I didn’t try to hide how my stomach sank—wishes were always bad, bad Echo business. By the Wasp’s disapproving expression, she knew it, too.


“The next weeks will determine which of you will inherit these relics, as I did many years ago. The manner of that determination is unfortunately rather simple.” The Wasp paused, the slightest hesitation, her gaze fixed on the document in her hands. She continued with great reluctance, as if only the stern, invisible hand of duty could compel the rest of the words from her lips.


“Only one of you will survive.”









WISHES ARE ALWAYS BAD NEWS


Silence fell, brittle and jagged as the cold tracery of windowpane frost. Nobody breathed. My brain was still stuck in I couldn’t possibly have heard that right while my gut plunged with the dread certainty that yes, I did.


Vy let out a startled little laugh, as if it might be a joke, choked off at the end as she realized it wasn’t. She pressed trembling fingers to her mouth, too late to recapture the sound.


That was all it took to set the whole room off. Half the audience leaped to their feet; Willa and Regius started shouting. My skin came alive with the familiar electricity of danger, mind sharpening into the acute wakefulness that comes when you know something has gone horribly, deadly wrong.


The Wasp’s voice cut through the chaos like a whipcrack. “If you would please sit down.”


Everyone sat at once except Willa Lovegrace, who stood with her fists at her sides, eyes smoldering with fury. The Wasp met her gaze, unflinching. After an agonizing handful of seconds, Willa sank stiﬄy back into her seat.


“That’s the end of the first document. My instructions are to now open the second one.” The Wasp’s tone suggested we were all a bunch of unruly children. “I trust you can control yourselves enough to give me a moment to read it, as I can assure you I have as many questions about this rather irregular situation as you do.”


Irregular situation was a uniquely Wasp way to describe an ominous statement of impending doom. I wasn’t ready for more deadly Echo nonsense, damn it, not so soon after the year-turning. I exchanged a glance with Rika; her grey eyes reflected the same trouble that roiled in my mind.


A tense silence fell. After a moment, Signa Clement looked up from her papers and cleared her throat.


“The second document pertains to the set of Echo relics housed in a certain room in this house, which the deceased refers to as the ‘lantern room.’ ”


Petras lifted his head like she’d called his name. Interesting.


“To summarize, the relics in question are a book, a lantern, and a mirror. The document claims that some unspecified demise will fall upon each person whose name appears in the book in turn, until only one remains. That person shall inherit all three relics and the benefits they confer.” She frowned disapprovingly at the page before her. “Allegedly this inheritance is magically binding, and the deceased could not bequeath them otherwise if she tried.”


“But she didn’t try very hard, did she,” Willa muttered bitterly.


The Wasp ignored her. She tapped her papers straight against the podium and tucked them away in her leather folder. “This is clearly a situation where the potential danger posed overrides certain usual protocols. Fortunately, we have a Raven present.” She turned to Mareth. “If you would be so kind as to accompany me to examine the relics, Signa Overfell?”


Mareth rose at once, all looming importance, brushing imaginary dust from his robes. “Of course, Signa Clement.”


“Wait,” Jaycel objected. “You can’t say a mysterious doom will overcome us one after another without telling us when. It’s simply not done. You have to say that one of us will die at midnight, or on the third day, or something dramatic like that.”


“The document does not specify.” The Wasp’s mouth pursed in dissatisfaction. “It does say that the interval will be halved each time, but fails to state when we should expect this process to begin. It is a rather glaring omission.”


Great. Because what we all needed was an exponentially accelerating death curse. I could immediately tell by the range of reactions to this statement which people in the room understood the alarming math behind that little tidbit.


“Hopefully Signa Overfell can determine the answer,” said Clement (who certainly did understand the math, but probably didn’t want to go into it with a roomful of people already given to dramatics). “You are free to go if you wish. If you wait peacefully here, however, we may have more information in a moment.”


She and Mareth left the room together, a solemn professional purpose in their stride.


“Oh dear,” Vy murmured from behind her fingers. “This isn’t how I thought it would be at all.”


Jaycel patted her shoulder sympathetically. “If you’d thought it’d be like this, I would have some serious questions for you, Vy.”


Regius whirled on his wife the moment Signa Clement was gone.


“You didn’t say anything about people dying.” His voice had the throttled quality of someone who probably thought he was being quiet. “Stars, Willa, you said all we had to do was bleed on that book and we’d be sure to get the relics, since none of the others were family. You didn’t mention the little detail that only one of us would be alive to inherit them!”


“I didn’t know!” Willa snapped. “All I knew was that she got heaps of money from putting her name in that book. She never said anything about people dying, either!”


“You expect me to believe that? You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you! You manipulative little bitch.”


Glory edged her chair away from them with an expression of acute discomfort.


“So,” Jaycel said brightly, “impending doom! Very exciting. What do we do now?”


She looked at me. Behind her daring smile, worry strained her face. The trust in her eyes—the certainty that I would have an answer—twisted a knife in my heart.


I wanted so much to assure her that I would fix this somehow. But I knew too well from the year-turning that there was no guarantee I could protect the people I cared about. I didn’t know what to tell her—what to tell any of them, as all eyes fixed on me, waiting for my answer as a seasoned expert in dealing with weird, dangerous stuff.


Those relics could be mere cosmic rubbish a Raven like Mareth could disenchant in an afternoon. They could be designed and wielded with purpose by some asshole human in an attempt to win the wish. Or they could be the mechanism of an Echo game, with powerful beings lurking behind the scenes, betting on their favorite mortal to win. That last option was my personal nightmare. But until we knew which it was, there wasn’t much sense worrying everyone with dire possibilities. They all looked anxious enough.


“We wait for Mareth to take a look at those relics.” I tried to sound calm and professional. “He’s a Raven. This is Raven stuff. Hopefully he comes back and tells us he knows how to break the curse.”


Vy looked a little wistful. “I wouldn’t mind a wish, though.”


Petras let out a disbelieving huff. “At the expense of all our lives?”


“Oh, well, maybe there’s a way to get the wish without people dying?”


“There isn’t,” Petras said flatly.


“The Echoes will always claim their price,” I agreed, eyeing him. First he’d hired Rika, and now this certainty. “You sounded pretty sure there, Petras. Do you know something about this?”


He bit his lip, a brief flash of the uncertain boy he’d once been. “Maybe. Just vague stories about a curse and a lantern, you understand—I’d much rather have Mareth’s professional opinion.”


I glanced toward Rika to catch her reaction—but she was gone. Probably spying on the Wasp and Mareth, getting a peek into the sealed room.


Regius’s voice rose up painfully loud. “Why did you have an aunt living in some moldy old house in Southside, anyway? I always hated coming here—you know I only did it because you said if we were nice to the old bat we could get the wish and the money, and now look what’s happened!”


The noise drew Petras’s attention to the side of the room where Glory sat, edging farther away from the quarreling couple. That haunted look came over his face again, and he rose suddenly.


“Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”


He crossed to stand just out of touching range of Glory, murmuring something too low to hear. She glanced away from him at first, but then her gaze pulled back, and she rose with all the grace of a sunrise. The two of them withdrew to a corner and began an intense, whispered conversation.


Jaycel shook her head. “Poor bastard. He should know better, after what she did to him.”


Before I could ask what that meant, Vy blurted out, “Do you think he’s mad? Is that why he left?”


“Petras?” I blinked. “No. Why would he be mad?”


“Because . . . because I’m the one who got him into this, touching that awful book.” Her hands twisted in her lap. “Or because I said the wrong thing. Oh, I’m off to a bad start already! I’ve been at sea so long, and I forget how to talk to people.”


I knew how that felt, being home with Emmi so much. The new hesitancy I’d seen in her suddenly made sense.


“You’re fine, Vy. He’s not mad. You haven’t said anything wrong, and no one blames you for touching the book.”


“Not in the least.” Jaycel flung an arm around Vy’s shoulders. “Old lady Lovegrace shouldn’t have left that book out in the open like that in a locked room in the middle of her house if it was so dangerous.”


“So you’re not mad, either?”


“Never at you, darling. Only at whoever is playing games with us.” For a flicker of a moment, a haunted look shadowed Jaycel’s eyes—she’d been caught up in the Echo game at the year-turning, too. Then she sprang up and started pacing, rapier hilt winking in the dim light. “We’ll see what this doom is. If it can bleed, I’ll cut it.”


“And if it can’t bleed?” Vy asked anxiously.


Jaycel flashed a grin. “I’ll find a way to make it.”


It was unlikely to be that simple, of course. But far be it from me to interfere with Jaycel’s glorious coping mechanisms.


Vy laughed. “If anyone can, you can, Morningray.”


Jaycel gave her arm an affectionate, gentle punch. The look that lit Vy’s face was everything I remembered, all bright with wonder at being taken along with the big kids, eager to earn our approval. My throat thickened perilously.


My salvation from unwanted feelings came in the unexpected form of Willa Lovegrace, whose voice cut across my thoughts in a hiss she seemed to think was far quieter than it really was.


“If you didn’t want your name in the book, you shouldn’t have bled on it!”


“You know I need this wish.” Regius leaned close and took her arm. “You know the state of our coffers. Stars, Willa, if this doesn’t break our way, you can forget having a new wardrobe for the spring season.”


Jaycel caught my eye. Poor babies, she mouthed.


Willa shook his hand off. “Well, it hardly matters, because one of us will be dead! This is serious, Regius—you need to pull it together!”


Regius leaped to his feet. “Pull it together? Hardly. I’ve had enough. This whole affair is an insult. We’re leaving.”


Willa stayed in her chair, crossing her arms. “You heard what she said—they’re going to have more information for us in a minute. If we’re going to be cursed, I’d like to know how.”


“Come now, Willa, we can’t stay in this moldy pit.” His lip curled. “Unless it feels like home to you. I notice your Tower accent is slipping, dear.”


Willa reached out to him, alarmed. “Regius—”


He turned away from her. “Stay here if you like. I’m going home.”


Regius Moreland stormed out, the outer door admitting a swirl of chilly wind before banging shut behind him. Willa’s cheeks blushed a furious red.


We all exchanged grimaces—even Petras and Glory, from across the room. Jaycel mimed tossing something out a window, and I wasn’t sure whether she meant Willa should dump her husband, that Regius had just dumped Willa, or that we should defenestrate the both of them.


“Well! That was awkward,” Vy declared cheerfully, without dropping her voice at all. Willa scowled at her.


Under cover of the distraction, Glory gave Petras’s arm a quick, gentle touch—far too intimate a gesture for a stranger—and turned away, brow furrowed. Petras stared after her, hands curling at his sides, before heading slowly back toward our seats.


Maybe not the best possible time to talk to him, but probably the best I was going to get. I rose and met him halfway.


“Hey,” I murmured. “You okay?”


“Yeah. I just . . . used to know Silena, before she joined the Butterflies and got famous. I already knew she’s changed, so I don’t know why I keep being surprised.” He squared his shoulders and smoothed out his cravat, carefully arranging the unsettled pieces of himself. “Not to mention that we just heard, rather dramatically, that we’re all going to die. Why would anything be wrong?”


“Yeah, that was a fun surprise.” I chose my next words carefully, stepping around the question I wanted to ask. “Though you must have suspected something was up, if you hired Rika.”


“I didn’t expect that.” He gave me a narrow look. “You’re not going to leave me alone until I tell you why I hired her, are you?”


“Look, I’m a Hound. We’re not known for letting things go.”


“And that’s exactly why I can’t tell you.”


“Petras—”


“I like you, Kem, I do. But when you left us to join your guild, you made it pretty clear where your loyalties lie.”


It wasn’t an accusation—his tone was almost gentle. But it stung.


“Hey, I didn’t ask to leave so abruptly. It was because of that whole kidnapping thing. By the time I woke up in the guild infirmary, my parents and Almarah had decided I’d be safer with the Hounds, and they’d already moved my things into the apprentice dormitory.”


“But you weren’t exactly upset about it, were you?”


“I— No.” I’d been thrilled. Disoriented, maybe, but it had been a dream come true.


“You’d already made your choice long before you left Southside.” Petras’s voice softened, but he continued, relentless. “The point is, you’re a Hound through and through. You investigate things, all right? Some people don’t like being investigated.” He shrugged, an angry tension in his shoulders that I didn’t think was directed at me. “I got a tip from someone that the lantern might relate to a personal matter. I had to promise discretion. I hired Signa Nonesuch because I’ve worked with her before and I know she’s the best. End of story.”


“What personal matter?”


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


We used to tell each other everything, in our little crew—all our hopes and fears and secrets, sharing all our treasures. But fine. He was a grown man now, and we hadn’t talked much in years. It was normal and natural for him to have personal things he could talk about in a professional capacity with my girlfriend and not with me.


I gave a stiff nod. “All right. I won’t push you. But think about what you can safely share, will you? I want to help.”


“Sure.”


Rika swept up to us. “Excuse me, Kembral, are you bullying my client?”


I forced a grin. “No. I’m bullying my friend.”


“No one bullies me.” Petras chuckled, breaking the tension. “Except you, Kem. You were always a bossy little bitch.”


A reasonable approximation of the warmth of our old friendship washed over me in sweet relief. “Somebody had to take you bunch of scoundrels in hand.”


“I’d say that’s a load of horseshit, but the evidence seems to support your case.” He slid a sideways glance at Rika. “Did you . . .”


She gave her head a tiny shake. “We should talk.”


“All right.” Petras gave me a gracious half bow. “Sorry, Kem. The job, you know.”


They stepped out into the foyer. What they talked about was none of my business, of course. Petras didn’t want to confide in me, and Rika was a Cat doing her job. Except she was also my girlfriend now, and having secrets from each other felt weird in a way it never had before.


No, that wasn’t it. Rika always had secrets. She was made of secrets. What bothered me was that two people I thought should trust me were keeping secrets from me with each other. Which was a pretty childish thing to be upset about, and probably had everything to do with my emotions still being a mess from new motherhood and how isolated I’d felt for the past four months.


Still, this was important, damn it. They could at least give me some better hints.


They’d left me standing an awkward intermediate distance from Signa Glory, who leaned against the wall alone, head tipped back, eyes closed. I prepared to withdraw and give her space, but she opened eyes that were weary and knowing, as if some great irony weighed down on her.


“Signa Thorne,” she greeted me, my name honey on her lips. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


Her voice was so beautiful my knees went to water. I’d forgotten—she was one of a handful of Butterflies in the city who could use resonance, one of her guild’s secret Echo skills, like blink stepping was for Hounds. A Raven had tried to describe the theory behind it to me once—something about pitching your voice through the Veil so that it reverberated with power and emotion from more than one world. The diﬃculty was that unlike a blink step, the more you used resonance, the more diﬃcult it was to turn it off. A little crept through even into casual conversation.


No wonder she’d been so quiet. It must get old having your off-hand comments evoke overly emotional responses and having people imprint on you like little baby ducks.


“Likewise.” My own voice sounded flat and awkward in my ears.


Her gold-lidded eyes searched my face. “Forgive me for not introducing myself a moment ago, but I didn’t want to intrude in case you were talking about something private.”


In that instant I had no doubt it showed in my face that we’d been talking about her.


“No, no,” I assured her hastily. “We were just discussing the unexpectedly dark turn this bequeathing has taken. I’m sorry you were drawn into this.”


She shook her head. “It was my own fault. I was young and foolish and desperate, and I made a mistake. Auberyn would have no pity for my remorse now.”


That got my attention. “You knew her?”


“You could say that. She was my first patron.” A touch of wistful affection warmed that gorgeous voice; my heart ached with the echoes of it. “When I was a little girl, she heard me singing in the street, and she paid for my voice lessons. I’d never be what I am today if it weren’t for her. I suppose I paid her back poorly for her kindness.”


“Oh?”


“She never wanted anyone to be hurt the way she was. She warned me to stay away from that book.”


Everything she said sounded like a rehearsed line, reverberating with significance and feeling. As if she weren’t a mere human being, but a carefully crafted stage character.


“Did she talk about how it happened? How she wound up surviving, or—”


“No.” Glory sighed. “I should have asked her. I should have listened. But instead I did the one thing she didn’t want me to do, above all others.”


“Well, we all do foolish things when we’re young, and a wish is hard to resist.”


“Yes. Yes, it is. Especially when you’re desperate for an escape. But I found another way out.” Her dark eyes went knowing and sad. “Do you have any regrets, Signa Thorne?”


“I suppose we all have a few.” I couldn’t help thinking of what a shitty job I’d done keeping in touch with everyone except Jaycel. Or how it probably wouldn’t have been so hard after all to sneak out of the guild dorms and go with them to the Lovegrace house on that fateful night.


“I’ve tried to live my life without regrets. I thought it would be easier as I got older and wiser, but I’m finding it’s only becoming more diﬃcult.” Glory shook her head. “It’s no matter. I do hope we can finish here soon. There’s . . . someone I need to talk to about all of this. I was hoping to get his help earlier, but well—he can be elusive.”


“A Raven?”


“Something like that.”


Before I could try to unpack that—or really anything about the conversation—Signa Clement poked her head through the doorway.


“Excuse me. Signa Thorne, would you mind joining us?”


I turned to her without hesitation, eager to do something with all this nervous energy. To take this problem in my teeth and shake it.


“Of course.”


Everyone’s eyes burned into my back as I left the room, following the Wasp down a dusty, wood-paneled hall. Time to get a look at these relics that threatened to destroy my friends.









LEAVE THE RELICS TO THE RAVENS


Candles in sconces lit the small, dim room, the lower half of its walls done in yet more dark paneling and the upper half in poisonous green and age-splotched silver. No windows let in moonlight; it was located right at the heart of the house, as if the mansion had been built around it. The room contained no furniture besides a sleekly polished wooden table set before a tarnished oval mirror. On it a small, age-yellowed book lay open.


Mareth stood over the book, scrutinizing it through a silver hand lens ringed in arcane symbols.


“Ah, there you are, Kembral.” He glanced up, all business. “Come take a look at this. I want your professional opinion.”


I stood beside him and eyeballed the book. Sure enough, there was a list of names in it, all written in some crumbly, dark, reddish ink—oh, I wasn’t fooling myself. It was long-dried blood. Fantastic.


The first four names were in various childish handwriting that I recognized, and the rest were more adult and refined, as if the book had copied their penmanship as well as taking their names.


“My professional opinion is that I can’t believe you all fucking touched that thing.”


The Wasp made a tutting sound that could have been disapproval or agreement.


“Not the book,” Mareth said. “That’s simple enough; it binds each of us into the enchantment. I meant the lantern.”


I blinked. “There is no lantern.”


“Exactly.”


My first thought was Did Rika steal it already? But Mareth didn’t have the look of someone who was outraged and distressed at a criminal act; he had the eager expression of someone waiting for me to catch up to the point he’d reached in unraveling a mystery.


I sharpened my attention and really looked around the room.


I felt it as soon as I focused my senses. A faint prickle along my nerves, a hum of possibility in the air—the closeness of a thin spot in the Veil.


The shining silver oval of the mirror in its ornate frame wasn’t tarnished after all. It was clouded, blurry, the image it reflected obscure.


I reached out and hesitantly touched the smooth, cool glass. It gave slightly under my finger, a small softening. I had no doubt that if the circumstances were right, I could push through.


Heart quickening, I took my fingertip back.


“It’s an Echo portal.”


“Yes.” Mareth let out an uneven breath, as if he’d been worried I wouldn’t confirm it. “It’s closed at the moment, but it could open at any time. So you can see why I wanted your expertise.”


“My expertise with Echoes is mostly about traveling into them.”


“But you also know something about what might come out.”


Ah. Yes. There was that. I puffed a dubious breath between my lips. “Any sense of how deep it is?”


“Hmm.” Mareth turned the ring of the hand lens, lining the symbols up differently; mist began to swirl in the glass. “I’m seeing a refractive depth beyond the shallow layers. The portal probably goes at least four or five Echoes down.”


“Well, shit. It could be anything, that deep.”


The Wasp had been watching each of us in turn, her eyes bright. She cleared her throat. “Perhaps you’d like to share your theory about the relics with Signa Thorne?”


Mareth sighed; he’d been enjoying the diversion. “Yes, I was getting to that. My guess is that the lantern is in the mirror. Or else something that unlocks the lantern comes out of it.”


“I am somehow not reassured.”


“I think each relic has its own role.” Mareth gestured to the book. “Those who mark the book with their blood effectively enter into a pact with the relics.”


“Makes sense.”


The little book seemed to be open somewhere shy of the middle. I tried to turn the pages back, to see if there were other names, a traceable history—but though it felt like paper, I might as well have been trying to open a block of solid wood. If there were previous lists of earlier unfortunates who’d suffered the curse, the book wasn’t going to divulge them to me.


I glanced over the one visible list of blood-scrawled names, just in case there were any clues buried in there . . . and froze.


There was an extra name in the list.


I read it twice to be sure:


Linna Vycross


Jaycel Morningray


Mareth Overfell


Petras Herun


Silena Glory


Willa Lovegrace


Regius Moreland


Tylar Amistead


“Who the fuck is Tylar Amistead?”


The Wasp all but shouldered Mareth aside to peer at the book, adjusting her spectacles.


“How vexing. Someone must have been added after the will was written.” She straightened, frowning. “I do think the intent of the deceased is clear, given the documents we have and the nature of the relics as we understand them. We’ll have to contact this eighth person.”


I’d heard that name before, or at least the surname. The Amisteads were a wealthy Hillside family, old and moneyed, known for their occasional fits of philanthropy. There was an Amistead Park and an Amistead Library, and an Amistead Hall at the Acantis College of the Arts. They’d sponsored an annual children’s festival in Southside that had been a highlight of my summers.
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