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If you owe the bank a hundred thousand dollars, the bank owns you. If you owe the bank a hundred mil­lion dollars, you own the bank – American Proverb


—DAVID GRAEBER,


DEBT: THE FIRST 5,000 YEARS, 2011







PART ONE
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House of Illusion


Matter and Mind


Blood and Bone


The Many Senses


The Severed Soul


Live one


Wed another


Bear greater power still—


’tis duty to steer the mouse’s will


—“HOUSES AND MOUSES,”


HIGH FAE NURSERY RHYME




Chapter One


I CANNOT BE LATE THIS MORNING, LEST SOMEONE DISCOVERS I’M smuggling a feast fit for a king. And I am no king.


My mistress rarely rises before noon, but the other faerie servants have already scattered about the palace of Versara, polishing it to perfection for the coming coronation. If I’m found for a thief and not among them, my hand will be forfeit. I’d like to keep all my limbs.


I tighten my grip on the pack slung over my shoulder, passing the subterranean pantries of dried meats and canned goods, closets of cleaning supplies, washing rooms, the icehouses, storage filled with spare furniture and linens and silver. The underground tunnels allow us to move beneath the sprawling labyrinthian palace without disturbing the High Fae above. It is the Nest, the common room for faeries, that is always the most difficult to navigate.


Already, I feel my genius fluttering awake, humming in the back of my skull. While my eyes and ears take in light and shouts and laughter spilling outward from the end of the tunnel, my genius detects the magic of others and helps me perform my own.


Stepping into the Nest, I am hit hard by the hundreds of faerie geniuses, sweet and cool as fresh soil between the toes, that crowd the ever-present plane of magic. Hordes of inked faeries cluster around long tables lined with stinking pots of cabbage stew. Only in the Nest can Base servants come in from the farms, Scarps from washrooms and kitchens, and Crests from High Fae chambers to sit and share a meal. It’s the one place in Versara I have found my shoulders dropping, stomach aching with laughter—and the rotten leftovers we’re allowed to eat. I keep my head down and cross the room, avoiding—


“Avery!”


Shit.


A gentle tattooed hand grasps my shoulder. Reluctantly, I look at the tall, leanly muscled Scarp faerie. Black ring tattoos mark him fingertip to neck, whereas mine start at my wrists and reach my shoulders. Whispers in the Nest claim that a single gold coin tipped from a High Fae could clear away an entire debt ring, no matter how thick with interest it is. I wouldn’t know; our salaries only come in coppers, and the interest for our debts builds every month. Yet even several gold coins couldn’t make up the difference between Jeremee’s and my balances. While I have twenty rings, he bears over thirty. He could be indebted for a century more than me. Focusing on his angular face, I take in the dark auburn hair, straight nose, and warm moss-green eyes, his lips tugging into a half smile, and ignore a pull in my chest.


“Hey, Jeremee,” I say, forcing a casual tone.


“What’s in the pack?”


“King Gregor’s corpse, what else?”


He coughs, flushing to the points of his ears. “You shouldn’t joke like that.”


“You shouldn’t ask like that, Jae.”


He surveys the room, worrying his lower lip. “Well? Lead the way.”


I groan, then motion for him to follow. “Fine, let’s go.”


We reach the far end of the room, then head down a passageway, the scent of boiled food fading to damp stone and earth. Soon the only sound is that of our footsteps, mine clipped and his an awkward clop.


“I’m buying you new shoes at the next Full Moon Festival, I don’t care,” I mutter.


“Save your money.”


“Yours are two sizes too small! You’ll deform yourself.”


He shrugs, smiling. “It’s okay. Glenn thinks I’m as beautiful as a fox.”


“Is that so?”


“And what do you think?”


We touch gazes for a moment before looking ahead once more. It’s a game we play, as if jests about being under each other can chase away the reality of being beneath the High Fae. A game of teasing words and tracking stares through the thick of the festival throng, of leaving with the same sex but never the opposite. Last month, he split from the crowd with Glenn, and I kept company with a cup of cider. Two moons before that, I found fun in a blushing brunette, though maybe the real fun was tempting her away from him.


“That you have a loud gait for an accomplice.” My pace slows, the stones beneath my feet drifting farther apart in the dirt like lily pads across a pond.


“This is bold,” Jeremee says. “Stealing in broad daylight.”


“You sound like my mother.” The grip of a familiar grief tightens my throat.


“Why, because I want you alive?”


“You want me to do less.”


“Hey,” he says, halting. This far down into the tunnels, away from storage and bunkrooms, the darkness hides the burn in my eyes. “I want you to do less on your own.”


“I can’t be late.” I move around him.


Running those long, tattooed fingers through his hair, he says nothing. I stride down the tunnel, and behind me he sighs, as if resigning himself to my shadow.


We reach a split in the passageway, the right side veering to a different wing of Versara. The tunnel entrance to my left is framed by twisted tree roots, leading into darker, danker depths.


“You’re not coming,” I say.


“Fucking planes,” Jae mutters, leaning against the wall. “Why not?”


“Not risking you or Benji.”


He looks away, crossing his arms over his chest. That always shuts him up. No matter how much Jeremee and I care for each other, we care for his little brother more. His birth and infant tattooing were the first I’d ever witnessed. The Healer delivered him, staying only long enough to ensure that the teller marked both Benji and their mother for services rendered. At the time, I didn’t think it could get worse than the enchanted quill tapping newborn flesh with indentured ink. But everyone must pay to be born, one ring to each House, and mothers must pay even when a Healer leaves before the afterbirth can properly expel. Days later, Jeremee held his wailing brother as my mother and I lowered his mother into the ground.


Jeremee still bears her delivery and funerary debt. Though Benji started work as soon as he could carry a bucket, his six rings still had years to thicken with interest.


“I’ll be right back,” I say, the sentence catching in my throat.


“Five minutes and then I’m coming after you,” he grumbles. “Scream if you need me.”


“You could always wait in the kitchens.”


“No.” My best friend glares at me. I smile back.


“Listen for the scream,” I say.


He groans. “Don’t jest about—”


I duck under the roots and into the tunnel, leaving him behind.


The passage is uneven and small, buttressed by crumbling brick for the vendors who truck goods into the hill upon which the palace perches.


A candle smacks me in the forehead. Swearing, I bat it away, drops of wax and wick bobbing through the air. Someone, some time ago, stole a handful of enchanted candles and sent them across the dark like petals down a stream.


As a little girl, I would squeal when my mother pointed out the lights floating several feet above my head, daring me to catch them. Maybe she was trying to distract me during the frequent moves between the palace and the Peri, the surrounding faerie village, where we’d stay with my father until they fought again. Maybe she was trying to distract herself.


Dipping under the next candle, I spot a bony figure leaning against the wall, the light casting an orange hue on the dozens of tattoos scrawled from his toes to his scalp. The faerie has four limbs of debt, rendering him unemployable to most. An Unluckie. Even the whites of the faerie’s eyes are spiderwebbed black with the magical ink.


A giant, old bloodstain marks our meeting spot on the brick wall, roots curling through the cracks. The Unluckie straightens to his full height.


“Found the spot,” he says, gesturing to the blood. “Who do you think died here?”


“No one,” I answer, swinging off the pack. His black-rimmed blue eyes follow the food.


“You actually brought it,” he marvels.


“Bread, meats, and grapes, enough to feed a family of five.”


“I didn’t think you’d come.”


The crack of wonder in his voice pierces my chest. When I began stealing and distributing food two years ago, I could only find those in need through whispered word of mouth. That’s how I met my first Unluckie and realized when the High Fae said Unluckies were dangerous, they meant hungry. While each House decides what their servants can eat, Amyrian law bans any handouts to the Unluckies. It felt wrong that there was so much wasted food in the Illusion kitchens and wasted life outside them.


“Be sure everyone eats a bit of everything. Only grapes, and you won’t fill up. Bread, and you’ll burn out fast, and just meat and your head will ache from dehydration.” I open the pack so he can peer inside.


“Sorry, it’s just . . .” He laughs. “I just didn’t think I’d be able to get here from—”


“Don’t say it.” I hand over the contraband. “No names, either. It’s better this way.”


“And there’s nothing you want for it?”


“Only your silence and secrecy. If I lose my head or hands, the food stops.”


“Right.”


“So, for next week, send along only someone you trust with your life. If you have any doubts, come again yourself.”


The Unluckie stares into the bag, a fissure of fear splitting his gaunt face. I pinch off a grape and pop it into my mouth, the sweet juice bursting on my tongue. The Unluckie gasps, the forbidden fae food now touchable. Consumable. He reaches in, grabs a grape, and crunches on it, crooked teeth showing through a smile.


He swallows, glancing at the bloodstain on the brick. “I heard it’s from the Dark Rebellion,” the Unluckie whispers, as if members from the House of Death might appear after seven hundred years of banishment.


I take another grape. “It’s from a birth. The mother had only the roots to clutch as she bore the child.”


“And how do you know that?”


“It was my mother.”


She was quiet and hardy, my mother, sneaking me food in the Illusion kitchens each day. When she died, it was only fitting that I start a network of nourishment in her honor.


“Did you not receive the First Five?” the faerie asks, eyes dropping to my arms.


“It’s only four tattoos if there’s no Healer,” I say.


In the end, we all must go to the creditor, Healer or not, for unregistered children are slain. Debt or death, and when nature did not claim my breath that day, the Houses had to claim my skin. How painful it must have been for my mother: to hand over her untouched newborn to a life of service.


“Didn’t know it was possible to survive without a Healer,” the faerie remarks. Though many mothers don’t survive even if there is one.


“She lived until two years ago,” I say, staring at the bloodstain again.


In polite respect, the faerie offers, “May she wander well.”


“May she wander well.”


AS I EMERGE from the Peri tunnel, Jeremee lunges for a hug. His hair sticks up, so I know he’s been running anxious hands through it.


“I gotta go,” I say, squirming. “I’m going to be late.”


“Lady Kassandra doesn’t get up until the afternoon and you know it.” He buries his face in the crook of my neck.


“Yes, but I’m supposed to be up there now!”


He pulls back, hands heavy on my shoulders, scanning my face. “Did everything go okay? What was the Unluckie like?”


“He was normal. Polite and in shock as they usually are.”


“Right,” Jeremee says. “Of course.”


Laughter filters toward us, a set of footsteps growing close.


I stiffen in Jae’s grasp, panic rising. The only servants down in the Nest at this time are Scarps like Jeremee or Bases on break from the fields. My system only works because the Night Crest servants are now asleep, and the other Day Crest servants think I’m on my twelve-hour shift. No one in the kitchens knows that Lady Kassandra sleeps so much and eats so little. According to them, I’ve already served her breakfast at the normal hour and on a silver tray. Not in a jute sack to an Unluckie.


“We need to leave,” I say.


“We can go back into the Peri tunnel, but we may be spotted.”


“Let’s just put our heads down as we pass them. They might not recognize me,” I try.


“Of course they will,” Jae whispers. “You’ve lasted under Lady Kassandra longer than a year.”


“It’s only been two!”


“Still more than most.”


The voices round the corner, coming down the corridor.


“Sorry” is all Jeremee manages to say before pressing me to the wall, his body bracketing mine. Stones push into my back. Jae lowers his head, blocking the light. I’m tall for a faerie, but he’s taller, his lithe body curled around mine. I could tell him to back off and he would, but the laughter of males fills my ears, and though they are faerie does not mean they are friend. Long ago, the redheaded cook accused my mother of slipping me apple slices. When the halfling guards punished my mother even after I purged the apple in absolution, the cook almost looked guilty. She still took her reward: five copper coins in exchange for each fingernail they splintered. My mother became more cautious in the following years.


I think of the wonder in the Unluckie’s voice, those inked eyes. He will be punished more severely than that if caught.


I shiver. Jeremee rubs the goosebumps budding across my arms.


“Stop fidgeting,” he murmurs, but his hand pauses on my biceps. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”


“Of course not. It isn’t every day I get to pretend I’m one of your lovers.”


I meant it as a jest. But he stills, and his eyes find mine. Heat rolls off his skin, his breath on the side of my face. My heart thumps. I cannot look away first; to do so is to admit more than I’d like.


The faeries spot us. Jae goes even more rigid. Planes, he frets more than a grandmother might.


I yank him closer by the shirt, and he lets out a puff of surprise. His hard chest pushes me against the wall, and he cradles the back of my skull before it can hit the stone. Fingers twining into my waves, he glances down at my lips, his own a breath away. His heart hammers in my palm, his throat bobbing, and I want to scrape nails along his clavicle. Bring forth a blush to his flesh that’s building under mine. But we are just playing a role.


The snickering males pass by, one whistling. Jae’s attention is rapt, as if I had slipped a hand between his legs to hold him there instead.


When their voices fade, he steps away, slipping hands in his pockets. Cool, empty air rushes my skin.


“Sorry.” I shiver again, then slip past him without another word, taking the passage to the Nest once more. He follows, silent. Only after I’ve reached the threshold of the Illusion kitchens does he speak.


“Careful,” he says. “Please.”


“Always,” I answer, forcing a smile.


“I didn’t mean to—”


“It’s okay,” I cut in. It would hurt to know exactly what he didn’t mean: to touch me, to react to me? Had he hated it? The truth is, my feelings started to shift after my mother’s death. But no matter how much not having him pains me, I cannot lose him, either. I’m a faerie, after all. I know how to settle for scraps.


“Okay,” he says. “Well, I’ll see you at dinner later.”


I brush his hand goodbye and then enter the Illusion kitchens. Built for scale and efficiency, six-foot-tall hearths flank the space, firing up pies, stews, stocks, vegetables, preparing feasts for the Illusion nobles at court and the parties they throw. Piles of potatoes, onions, turnips, and cabbage line long wooden tables.


I stare at the spot on the third table where my mother and I prepped meals for most of our lives. Her gentle hands would wrap around mine, position my fingers on the handle of a knife, mimic the methodical, rhythmic chopping that would forever remind me of her.


I thought we would spend the rest of our lives as Scarps—cooking, laundering clothes, repairing shoes. Before, my mother thought she’d always remain a Base in the fields with her family, until a late-blooming ability with fire graduated her to the kitchens as an adult. Two years ago, death came for her, and shortly after that, my mistress came for me, propelling me from Scarp duties in the kitchens to a coveted Day Crest position, a personal servant to the High Fae. A cruel irony, as if we can only ascend to a new layer of wealth after shedding loved ones.


“Coming in!” I shout into the noise of lunch preparation. “Lady Kassandra requests croissants and grapes for her late-morning snack!”


“How does that little thing eat so much?” a cook grumbles, glancing at the table of pastries and fruit.


“You know how the High Fae are,” I say. “Insatiable.”


Lies and truths fall out of my mouth faster than rotting teeth, and one day, someone will catch on.


Just not today.


The noon bell rings out as I exit the kitchens.


I am already late.




Chapter Two


THE SUN- DRENCHED CREAM WALLS BURN MY EYES WITH THEIR brilliance. In the parlor, plush round chairs and rose settees are artfully arranged on a soft white rug. High Fae love white décor for its clean look; faeries hate maintaining it.


Lady Kassandra stretches out on a settee, delicate fingers twirling her long silver hair. Though we are both in our late two hundreds, her skin is smooth and unmarred by any debt rings. The sight of so much untouched flesh is still a shock each shift, but this is the kingdom of Amyria. You either owe or you own.


The servants’ door clicks closed, and those pale eyes cut to me like blades. The plane of magic pitches with a tug from her genius, stronger than any faerie’s. The hairs on my forearms rise with the static, like a storm fomenting on the horizon.


Shit.


My own genius scratches the back of my skull, desperate to escape notice. Lady Kassandra tilts her feline face back to her tutor, a curly-haired male standing several feet away, arms full of parchment paper.


“I can’t possibly take any more notes,” she tells him. “My hand will cramp, and I need it for later.”


“L-Lady Kassandra, it’s imperative you understand the Head and Heart rule,” the tutor says, his name still unknown to me. He’s only been around a few months.


Her unflinching look could split the plane itself. “The Head and Heart must never share a body, only a bed. One must lead, and the other must wed.”


“Y-yes, but what that implies is—”


“As Heart of Illusion, I am to be bred like some country cow while my brother, the Heir of Illusion, will inherit the House. So, unless you’re here to tell me that our future king should not put a babe in my belly, I don’t care. And my brother and father don’t care either, until that happens.”


The tutor drops his papers. “Lady Kassandra, it’s very complex—”


“You may leave,” she sighs. “Send in the next one.”


He rushes out the main entrance and into the front hall that only High Fae and halfling guards can use. I approach with the pastries and fruit and a pot of coffee that warms the silver tray.


“Hold it,” she commands, examining a split end.


“My lady?”


“Hold the tray until I tell you to put it down.”


My hands singe with the heat of the coffee. A chestnut side table with scalloped edges and ornate legs is tucked at the end of her settee, only a few feet away. Practically within my reach, but even if I had permission, I’d hesitate to put the hot tray on the delicate wood.


Her cool face remains expressionless like a statue in the Illusion courtyards. A gentle, comforting breeze filters in through the propped door, and I wonder if winter has gasped its last frigid breath.


A moment later, a brown-skinned High Fae arrives, his black hair closely cropped and his tawny eyes glimmering behind spectacles. Warm magic floods the plane, coating the chill of Illusion.


“Kass, what did you say this time?” Lord Eli Seccler asks.


She draws herself to a sitting position, tucking slender legs beneath her.


“Only that I’ll listen to his droning when it includes something interesting and delightful, like my brother is dead or I don’t have to marry Max.”


Lord Eli stops short. Though stocky and broad, he surpasses faeries in size and magical ability like any other High Fae. Like a wolf to a dog. So, even as his shoulders soften with pity, he still has teeth and claws. And she still has me holding the burning tray, my palms screaming, and I bite my lip to remain quiet.


“Prince Maxian may make a kind husband,” he offers, sitting next to her. “He seeks to be a fairer ruler than his father—”


“Who was a boorish war general, so I should hope so,” she says. “May he wander well, of course.”


“Yes, may he wander well.” He pauses. “Are you still having trouble sleeping? I could prescribe a night tonic.”


“I’m assuming it can’t mix with wine.”


“That would not be wise.”


“Then no thank you.”


Lord Eli gives her a look before his attention shifts to me, hovering over her shoulder. “Have you eaten yet?”


Please eat, I think, hands itching with pain. Has the coffee grown hotter? Is the pot enchanted?


Kass frowns. “Not hungry.”


“Why don’t you try?”


Thank fuck. My gaze slides to the scalloped chestnut table in front of the pair, my arms trembling. My mistress adjusts her robe.


“Eli, have you seen my new side table?”


The head of House Healing leans forward. “Very nice.”


“Notice the details?”


“It’s very intricate, yes.”


“Avery, put the tray on it.”


Lord Eli raises his brows. I blink, watching her face that gives nothing away.


“What?” She bares white teeth. “Have you decided to be deaf today, or merely just dumb?”


“My lady,” I say in a strained voice. “Will it not mark the wood?”


“Do you enjoy disobeying me?”


She will punish me regardless, so I place the tray on the table, but it slips straight through to the floor with a giant crash, the contents scattering like roaches.


I leap back, mind spinning to catch up. There, then not—the table flickers in and out of sight before solidifying again, shadow and all. I could almost believe I imagined the entire incident if not for the shattered breakfast cutting through the table’s legs as if it were made of mist.


“Stunning!” Lord Eli exclaims, bending low to examine the scene. “A perfect Illusion.”


“That would be the case if I could make you feel as if the grain were real when you touched it,” she replies.


“Very few Illusion fae can do that.”


“Pity. Well, what are you waiting for, Avery? Clean it up.”


I kneel to place the croissants and muffins back on the tray, reaching through the mirage-table. I shiver at the feel of the magic, cold as snow.


My cheeks burn as the pair watch me pick up scraps of wasted food that faeries and Unluckies would kill over. After turning the pot upright, I pull out my rag to soak up the hot liquid, my hands red and tingling from holding the burning silver. Gritting my teeth, I work the rag, scalding my skin once more.


“Is that not hot?” Lord Eli asks. “You could use your genius to call to the water in the coffee to move it.” His voice softens. “Unless . . . you suffer from being a Molder?”


I focus on the muddied rag in front of me. “No, my lord. My genius is intact.”


“And nature still grants most of your requests?”


“It has not denied me in years.”


A point of pride among my kind—but I am not among my kind. Like the way bugs and plants can emit signals to one another, so can a faerie genius send out a call along the plane of magic to the elements. An appeal to water or dirt or even fire, and nature fulfills or denies the request. Only the High Fae can wield the elements and other creatures without their consent. Only faeries fall victim to Moldhood, when nature rejects their appeals over and over until the genius atrophies with disuse. Becoming a Molder is to become magically mute, and like with everything else, the High Fae cannot be silenced.


“Then why do you not use magic to complete your tasks?” Lord Eli asks.


Over the arm of the settee rises Kassandra’s pleased face, chin propped on her palm.


“Tell Lord Eli why you must do your chores by hand,” she commands.


She wants me to say it.


I swallow. “It’s that—”


“Look at him while he’s speaking to you.”


I lean back on my heels to take in the befuddled High Fae standing over me and the other grinning like a cat with her favorite rat.


“Because my magic smells, my lord.”


Kassandra bursts into giggles.


“It reeks!” She claps. “It’s the most disgusting thing you’ve ever smelled. Must be the human blood mixed in there.”


Eli shakes his head. “The likelihood of human blood after their extinction is so low—”


“Then I swear she was birthed from her mother’s ass!”


I clutch the rag, longing to slap her across the face with it.


“Kass,” Eli cuts in, frowning, as if to spare me. “Maybe we should start our lesson now. To practice your water play.”


“Did you not just see my Illusion?”


“Your father and brother requested root magic for your display at the coronation.”


“Planes, they want me weak, playing in the dirt like the faeries.”


Forgotten, I smack the rag onto the pile of waste, then pick up the tray as the two argue.


“Just because your genius can perform more than root magic does not mean your genius should forget it,” Eli answers, helping her to her feet. “You must walk before you can run.”


“But why walk when you excel at running?”


He sighs. “Where’s the water pitcher?”


“Briar set it on the dining room table before her shift ended. Avery!”


I jolt, nerves fraying at the mischievous flicker in her eye. Still, I head from the parlor to the adjacent sky-blue dining area, which similarly soars with gilded ceilings and glitters with ornate flourishes of marble mantels. On the massive oak table rests a glass pitcher filled to the brim. Approaching, I notice that the water does not ripple with my tread. My genius pushes out onto the plane, requesting the water to move. The scent of earth permeates the air.


Nothing, not even the densely packed feeling of a refusal. There is no feeling at all. Setting down the tray, I wave a hand through the Illusion, cold like mist. Great.


The Night Crest, Briar, did not leave the pitcher out, and based on Kassandra’s expression, it was at her behest. All so that I would need to either return to the parlor to admit defeat or waste time chasing down a real water carafe from the kitchens. Everything that is extra work for us is a game to her.


I search a forgotten servants’ cart in the corner of the room for a vase or water sack, but the cart only holds napkins, silverware, and wipes.


A knock inside the wall.


Straining, I feel the pulse of another faerie’s genius on the other side, earthy and sharp. Finding the seam, I open the servants’ door cut from the wallpapered paneling.


“Went to clean the fireplaces and noticed the water was missing for her lessons,” Jeremee whispers on the other side, pressing a heavy carafe into my hands. It’s identical to the Illusion, no doubt what inspired my lady’s trick. For once, I’m grateful he’s here, as selfish as it may be.


“Thanks,” I whisper back. “Now go, before she sees you.”


His green eyes widen. “What happened to your hands?”


The water magnifies my irritated palms cupping the glass.


“Nothing,” I say, bumping the door with my hip. “Talk later.”


He grabs the door before it slams. “I haven’t started on the fireboxes and grates in the dining room yet. She has a guest this evening, so it must be done today, but I can only clear them during her lessons in the parlor.”


“Right, of course.” I move back.


True enough, Jeremee steps inside carrying bags and brass fireplace tools. While my cotton uniform dress may be worn and repaired, it’s still a stark white to his gray tunic. Unlike Crests, Scarps do not need to dress up like window treatments. A Scarp must carefully time their duties to remain invisible to High Fae. Leaving him to his task, I reenter the parlor, closing the door behind me so that he will not be spotted.


“Perfect,” Eli calls, gesturing for me to enter. Beside him, Kassandra squints at the water in my hands.


“Where’d you get that?” she demands.


Her fury is a flame I can’t help stoking. It’s the only control I have.


I lower my head. “From the table, my lady. Like you said.”


“You insolent little—”


“Shall we try butterflies first?” Eli clears his throat. “Please?”


The head of a House, begging for reprieve. So we’re not the only ones who find each other’s company torturous. Why she pointed a painted fingernail at me in that lineup two years ago, I will never know. On either side, Scarps had quaked as the mistress stomped about, having already hired and fired all other backup Crests, at least the ones who hadn’t ended themselves or run away. Untrained at service and manners, the Scarps were still the next best thing compared to Bases, and, freshly grieving my mother, I hadn’t cared when Kassandra picked me. I care now.


She huffs. “Butterflies? Fine, let’s go with bloody butterflies.”


The water sloshes from the carafe in my hands. As I peer over the lip, a butterfly formed of water smacks me in the face. I jerk away, spluttering, nostrils burning.


“My mistake,” she says.


Outstretching the carafe does nothing. A dove splashes me next, then a bee, a blue jay, a spider, and although they are small, my nose and mouth fill. I gasp for air but inhale only water controlled by root magic. A giant raven floods my face, and for once, I wish it were an Illusion because maybe then I could breathe. My vision blurs.


“Kassandra—” Eli’s voice hardens.


“I’m trying!” she whines. “Like you said, I need to work on my water play.”


“But the faerie—”


My lady shrieks, the water splattering to the ground. I cough viciously, weak with relief, air filling my lungs.


“What is that!” she cries.


Wiping my eyes with my sleeve, I take in my mistress pointing at something behind me. I whirl around.


Jeremee stands on the threshold, bag of ash in hand, arms and face dirty, an angry glint in his gaze. My heart turns to ice. He doesn’t move, as if he wants the High Fae to truly see him. As if he violates the rules for a good reason.


I need to bring her attention back to me.


Pivoting to my lady, I let the carafe slip through my fingers. Water arcs through the air, splashing her. She screams again, jumping back. Meeting her bedraggled appearance and gaping stare, I keep my expression flat and try not to show any hint of satisfaction.


“My mistake,” I say.


The plane of magic yanks in her direction, the air pressurizing like a killing freeze. I fall to my hands and knees, and Jeremee stumbles, gripping the frame for a hold. I grab the pitcher, my genius calling to the puddles seeping into the oak. The water rises and coils into the glass once more. The stench of swamp pollutes the plane.


The High Fae may be stronger than any faerie, but that doesn’t mean we’re weak. Especially not my genius. For years, my mother begged me to hide its strength. Back then, I didn’t want to, but now—I can’t. In the days after her death, my magic putrefied to something sour and persistent.


Any other High Fae would kill me for the display of power, and for disobedience. But not Kassandra. No, something deep and delicious flickers in her gaze instead. Like the cat that plays with its food but finds the rat’s hide tougher than expected.


Lord Eli frowns, glancing between us.


As if remembering herself, Kassandra covers her mouth, flushing again. “Ugh, I don’t care why you’re here, just get out!”


“Yes, my lady,” Jeremee says.


“And drag her out by the hair if you have to. She reeks!”


I stand, pitcher in hand like a weapon, and curtsy. “My lady.”


“Disgusting faerie.”


My indiscretion now eclipses Jeremee’s. I will be the one remembered and punished. As we scurry away, I almost laugh.


The only thing my mistress and I agree on is how much we hate each other.




Chapter Three


LATER THAT AFTERNOON BEFORE DINNER SERVICE, I JOIN THE line for the creditor’s counter, a niche carved into the bedrock wall of the Nest. Kassandra needs more time alone; when I stuck my head into her chambers an hour ago, I had to dodge a silver-backed hairbrush she hurled at me. Jae should be back from his extra Scarp work soon, and normally I wait for him to collect our paydays together, but in case Kassandra leverages a complaint against me—


Someone throws arms around my waist, and blond curls brush against my nose. “Got you!”


“You did.” I smile. “How’s it going, Benji?”


“I got to scoop horse shite today.” The young faerie pulls away, cheeks shining.


I laugh. “Don’t let your brother hear you say that.”


“Hey, you think I’m gonna get this one off today?” He points to the first of his six debt rings. Such a rarity to have so little.


“Do you know which House it belongs to?” I ask.


“It’s my birth debt, so Healing.”


“It could! My first Reign ring disappeared last year, and you have fewer tattoos.”


The boy counts the three on his small wrist. “The birth ring to House of Healing for delivering me. Then the additional Healing ring for general care. This one is for Reign, for ruling over us and fixing things like the roads and wells.” He points to the three debt rings on the other wrist. “This one is House Illusion for the arts and the parties. And this is to House of Death, for protecting our borderlands and . . .” He looks up, puffing out his cheeks.


“What is it?”


“I heard that the Death faeries have to fight white scorpions, and that the giant sand turtles can swallow us whole.”


Suppressing a smile, I say, “Well, those creatures remain in the Amyrian Desert, and besides, it’s like you said. House of Death protects us from them.”


Benji nods, gaze dropping to his final debt ring. “And this one’s . . . from my mom and dad.”


My arm wraps around his shoulder and he grasps it, attention shifting to the bands of black along my limb.


“You have a lot from your mom and dad. Like Jeremee has,” the child says, voice small.


I squeeze him closer. “That was his choice, and he wouldn’t have done it if he wasn’t okay with it.”


Only to stay in accordance with the law did Jeremee let Benji inherit one debt ring from their parents, whereas most siblings divide them evenly. For only children like me, there isn’t a choice. Regardless of the rings, it’s a surreal feeling to earn a salary larger than my parents’ combined now that I’m a Day Crest.


“What if Jeremee never gets his rings off because of me,” Benji mumbles.


“Hey.” I spin him in my arms so he’s facing me again. “It’s not because of you.”


“But what if he can never work it off?”


“Have you heard about the laundry Scarp named Nova?”


He shakes his head.


“Well, Nova cleaned clothes better than anyone else. He was fast, too. They get tipped for going above their quota, and he turned in more garments than required every single day. By the time he reached five hundred, he had worked off all his rings.”


“Really? So you think I can get off my birth ring today?”


“Maybe,” a voice says behind us. “Just don’t focus on that too much.”


Jeremee loops an arm around my shoulder, then tugs Benji from my side to his. Though he beams down at his sibling, I catch the weariness in his eyes. How can I blame him?


Nova left the palace inkless but marked in other ways. He had no wife or children; his hands shook constantly, fingers gone numb long ago; and a nasty cough always rattled his chest. An older laundress once told me he traveled west to Remiti, the Healing capital, to live in the constant sun. She also told me he was a great tale spinner.


We all shuffle closer to the front, Benji moving ahead of us.


“Let him hope,” I murmur to Jae.


“They’ll crush it.”


“Better them than you.”


“I should be the one to let him down easily. It’ll happen either way.”


I know. Planes, believe me, I know, I want to cry. I remember the gut-wrenching years of hope and defeat as the interest compounded on debt I was born into, that my parents were born into, that their parents were born into. We cannot control where the tattoos will appear or how many. All we can do is work until we earn our way out. Or take on more rings so that others do not.


“How was prepping the coronation hall?” I ask.


Jeremee shrugs. “The room hasn’t been touched in centuries, so while we weren’t the first cleaning crew, it still needed to be scrubbed down, windows washed, chandeliers dusted.”


The corners of his mouth pull tight. Turning my head into him, I whisper, “What’s wrong?”


He leans down, and for the second time today, we look like secretive lovers. His breath tickles my ear as he cups a hand over it. “The grout was pink, and no matter how hard I scrubbed, I couldn’t get the color out. Thought it was some strange fae fashion, but an older guard told me something else.” Jeremee grimaces. “It was blood that had soaked into the floors during the Dark Rebellion.”


“Halfling prick,” I breathe. In front of us, Benji giggles, and we gesture him along.


“How many stones are in this room?” Jae asks.


“It must be hundreds,” the child says.


“Then you better get counting. Practice your numbers and I’ll get you a chocolate at the next Full Moon Festival.”


The boy gasps before getting started.


“The guard was jesting,” I whisper, though not quite convincingly. Even with only one fae parent, some halflings can live as long as the High Fae themselves, almost a thousand years, so it’s possible the guard could have been telling the truth. Halflings tend to hold prestigious positions over faeries—guards, tellers, accountants, and so on.


Jeremee leans forward. “Says he survived the palace massacres as a child.”


“That was seven hundred years ago. Times are different now.”


“There hasn’t been a new king in seven hundred years, either.”


“House of Death isn’t invited to the coronation. There can’t be a second Dark Rebellion.”


“What if the Houses are shifting?”


“Who cares? Debt or death, those are our options. Does it matter who the creditor is?” Jeremee shakes his head, pulling away, but I grasp his ringed forearm, drawing him back. “Nothing is going to happen,” I say, glancing at Benji still loudly counting the stones. Jae follows my gaze.


“And if it does?”


Pulling his pointed ear down to my lips, I whisper the treasonous thought I should snip into submission. “Then let them eliminate each other. It’ll be easier for our kind.”


I squeeze his shoulder, his dark auburn hair grazing my knuckles. His gaze locks with mine. “Don’t you understand, Avery? The High Fae will not kill one another first. They will kill one another last.”


I flinch.


“I’m up!” Benji proclaims, and we break apart and watch as the young faerie steps up to the teller. He’s barely tall enough to see over the stone ledge serving as a counter. A wrinkled halfling sits in the niche, quill in hand, only one ring on each wrist, a stack of empty parchment next to his elbow. Like all halflings, his mother was a faerie, his father a fae. If the parentage were reversed, the halfling would’ve been killed after known conception, and the High Fae female severely punished and wed off immediately to another noble House to live in the countryside, far from high society.


He waves the quill. “Hand.”


Benji grips the counter edge. The teller clucks his tongue, grabbing the young faerie’s wrist to jerk him closer. Jeremee stiffens but remains where he is, and so do I. It’s illegal to harm a teller; the sentence is death.


The halfling pricks Benji’s finger. The quill touches the parchment, and numbers and symbols scroll across the page.


“I spent extra hours in the stables this week,” the child says. “Maybe I can get one of my rings removed?”


“Not this week.”


“Next week?”


“No.”


Benji hums. “But it’ll happen. You have less than me and you’re old.”


I bite my lip to stifle a laugh.


The teller raises his fluffy gray eyebrows. “You need to learn to manage that mouth.”


Jae winces next to me.


“This is why faeries accrue so much,” the halfling mutters, putting down the paper. “You earned ten copper coins this week. Three go toward your room and board here at the palace, two toward maintaining public resources, one toward your birth debt, one toward military protection, and one toward the free entertainments and yearly celebrations. That leaves you with two copper coins. Would you like to pocket them or use them to pay down your debt?”


“That doesn’t make sense,” Benji says.


My heart sinks.


“I’ll repeat myself. You earned ten copper coins this week . . .”


Jeremee bends down, whispering something in his ear. The child straightens. “I’d like to pay toward my debt, please.”


“See, this is why you have so few rings,” he says.


Jeremee blows out a breath. Benji seems to accept this, skipping to the side as the teller wipes down the quill and shouts, “Next!”


I step up, prick my finger, hold my breath as the parchment zings with writing. It will be bad this time, I know. The longer hours, the hand-done chores—these are not true defenses against the complaints that High Fae like Kassandra can sling our way. I wanted to do this without Benji or Jeremee around, but sometimes we can’t hide the horrors of our world.


“You earned fifty copper coins this week,” the teller says. After room and board and taxes to all the Houses, and my significant interest, I’m left with ten copper coins.


“No complaint against me?”


“No complaints.”


Hmm. Maybe Kassandra’s threats were empty. So I pay five toward my debts and pocket the remaining five to spend at the next festival for Jeremee’s shoes.


“Congratulations,” the teller grunts. “You’ve made a significant enough dent in one of your debts. Enough to thin it.”


“Oh?” I straighten. This can’t be true. Is it time? He gestures, and I outstretch my arm. Another prick and I watch in awe as the first ring on my right arm tingles with the feeling of a hundred tiny needles.


“Benji,” I say. “Come look.”


He rushes over, small hands clasping my forearm. We watch my wrist as the first tattooed ring shrinks, thinning in half. I’ve paid down enough interest in the ring to make a visible difference.


“Oh my planes!” He bounces next to me, and I pass two copper coins into his pocket. Jeremee gives a nod of thanks, mouth tight, before stepping up to the counter. Benji slips his fingers into mine, and tears prick my eyes. Perhaps I should resent that this child has not endured as many dues as we have. Many older faeries feel this way, but why should those who come after me suffer because I have?


“It seems there’s a complaint against you,” the teller tells Jae.


My stomach plummets.


“What House?” Jeremee demands.


“Illusion.”


“Wait.” I join Jeremee at the counter, dropping Benji’s hand. “What’s this complaint?”


“Damage of property. Which means he needs to pay the value of the damaged property. Three hundred silver coins.”


The world spins. “But . . .”


“Jae-jae?” Benji starts. “What’s happening?”


A roaring in my ears drowns out everything else. I had splashed water on her silk robe and slippers. I sullied her clothes and slung insults. All to distract her from the violation of a Scarp daring to be seen aboveground, daring to interrupt her slapping my face with beautiful fucking butterflies.


“There’s been a mistake,” I say. “This complaint is meant for me.”


The teller shakes his head. “It’s labeled for him.”


Another Illusion, another cruel trick. Kassandra letting me think I’ve been spared only to punish us both. This would set Jeremee back almost a century. He’s already saving his brother, paying off three generations of lives lived.


“Let me pay,” I demand.


Jeremee starts. “Avery—”


“I deserve the debt.”


The teller sighs. “You know the laws. You cannot pay off another’s debts until you have fully paid off your own.”


“There must be some way—”


“Can you afford to free yourself? Looking at your accounts, the answer is no. No, you cannot pay for him, either.”


We stand in numbed silence. That could take centuries, and by the time I would get to his, he might be entirely consumed, even the whites of his eyes black with ink.


“Avery.” A small hand weaves through mine. “I’m sure it’ll be okay, right?”


I can’t meet Benji’s eyes.


It’s not okay. It’s very much not okay, I want to cry.


Instead, I can only watch in horror as the teller gestures for Jeremee’s ringed hand. Reluctantly, he slides it across the counter. A prick from the quill.


I blink away the tears, staring down at the small space beneath his chin. If that amount pushed him to a new level, then a ring would sear along the empty skin there.


A palace vendor once told me of an Unluckie’s corpse found on the edge of the Peri, picked over by vultures. Even the bones were carved with the debt that marred the flesh in life.


“You could declare the Desert Walk,” I offer weakly.


Jeremee shakes his head, mouth set.


Of course he will not abandon Benji here, with no family. Even for the sliver of a chance at freedom. Very few survive crossing the Amyrian Desert, but those who do join the House of Death in banishment with their balance wiped clean.


“Why is Avvie crying?” Benji asks, voice shaking.


Avvie, what he used to call me when he couldn’t pronounce my name. A baby’s babble. Benji needs his big brother, and his big brother needs him. The palace pays more than the market, the farms, the building projects in the cities beyond Versara. It is not the torture of the mines. It’s our safest bet, even if it isn’t safe.


Jeremee cries out, doubling over, then collapses. Benji screams, and I pull him away.


“It’ll be okay, it’ll be okay,” I rush to say, holding the child to my chest so he doesn’t see.


Jeremee scrabbles at his ankle, pushing up his trousers. Three thick black tattoos curve around his calf.


He is only a limb away from becoming an Unluckie. The line behind us shifts uneasily, whispers growing, sympathy and fear alike in the onlookers’ voices.


“Next!” the teller shouts over the noise.


I grab Jeremee’s arm and haul him to his feet. He leans against me, breathing through the last of the pain, tears streaking down all three of our faces now. I slip my remaining three copper coins into his pocket.


“It won’t make a difference,” he rasps.


“I’m going to pay this off, every single coin.”


“Me too,” Benji sniffs.


“No,” Jeremee snaps. “No. Please.”


“Bee, keep your money,” I say. “And, Jae, I swear to you that I will.”


“How?”


An idea comes. “The night shifts. They pay more.”


He shakes his head. “Because they’re dangerous. I can’t let you.”


“Becoming an Unluckie is dangerous. Think of it as repayment.”


Jeremee raises my chin with an inked finger, his eyes overflowing. “You will never be indebted to me.”


My throat pinches with pain. I force out my next words. “But you are indebted to them, so we’ll fight it together.”


We reach Jeremee’s room, a four-cot space he shares with other male faeries. I lower my friend to his cot, and Benji climbs onto his brother’s lap. The siblings cling to each other, weeping.


“I will hurt them!” Benji wails.


“Shh!” Jeremee clutches him tighter. “Shh, do not say that. Never say that.”


Kneeling before the pair, I clasp on to Jae’s arm.


“I will fix this,” I say.


I speak my wish into existence, send my hopes along the plane like dead leaves floating down a stream. Jeremee and I lock gazes over his brother’s shoulder. He shakes his head, swallowing, and I know what he holds back for the sake of the child between us.


You can’t. 


But I will, I think. I have to. 


Even if it takes all my energy, all my time, my days, my body, my life—I will pay it all. I will free this family of mine.




Chapter Four


“IF REQUESTED, YOU MUST DO IT STRAIGHTAWAY,” BRIAR, THE Night Crest, says that evening. She zips up the spiral stone steps, bedding in hand. I follow closely behind.


“Of course,” I say.


“No matter the ask,” she answers.


“I understand.”


“Do you?” She stops, facing me. The lines deepen around her mouth as she frowns.


I shrug. “I’ve been harmed in most ways.”


“They enjoy finding different ones.” To my surprise, Briar’s brown eyes soften, and she turns, climbing again. Over her shoulder, she quips: “The coin is good, but the price is high.”


I stumble, my hand bracing against the cool stone. Could she get any more ominous? Yet the thought of Jeremee, all four limbs chained down in dues, is even more menacing. It was almost too easy, submitting the paperwork to the teller today. It was almost too fast, the way House Illusion accepted a new body for the same night.


At the top of the steps, we veer down the passageway that surrounds the Illusion House, and then Briar stops before a servant’s room. “You can still visit the Nest, but once you take the blood oath of silence, you cannot speak of what you do and see up here at night. You can swear the blood oath now, or after we settle you.”


“After is fine.”


“This is your room.” She waves fingers over the lock, showing me the sleight of hand. The door creaks open, revealing a room so narrow I could stretch out my arms and almost touch both sides. But that’s not what snatches my breath. It’s the tiny window on the back wall, a bright square of light breaking up the stone.


Drifting forward, I breathe, “I have a window.”


“You do.”


“I haven’t . . .” My voice fails. While Base faeries work in the fields and Crests work upstairs, some Scarps go their entire lives without seeing the sun, especially those who launder, sew, and cobble. The first time I felt the sun sink into my skin for hours on end was as a Day Crest when chaperoning Kassandra on walks through the Illusion courtyards. Growing up, I would gaze at the stars on the occasional nights in the Peri when my parents were too busy making up to care about my whereabouts. Now I can look at the blazing sky without perimeters.


Pressing palms to the stone, I peer through the open space, just large enough for my head. A cool late-afternoon breeze caresses my cheeks.


A lawn of cropped, pear-stained grass stretches away from the base of the House Illusion building to the inner wall that holds the state rooms—the coronation hall, the Great Gallery, the public kitchens, and more. Halflings march along the tops of the battlements. Some hold whips, the official weapon for the descendants of the House of Reign. Others sling bows and arrows over their shoulders for the members of the House of Illusion, and a very few clutch the long staffs of the House of Healing.


Although I cannot see beyond the inner wall and its parapets, I know from my mother’s stories and my grandmother’s history that the palace farms make up the land between the inner wall and the outer wall. Beyond that is the Peri, the faerie villages of Versara. To the north is the Reign stronghold of Cont, to the west the Healing city of Remiti, and to the south the Illusion fort of Fraulus. On the horizon is the purple smudge of the mountains and the tans of the Amyrian Desert. And somewhere even farther beyond that, the mythical House of Death.


“Where are the state gardens?” I ask, surveying the barren turf before me.


“You’re looking at them.”


I jerk back into the dimness, gaping at Briar. “But it’s just half-dead grass! Where are the fruit trees? The herbs?”


“In my lifetime, I’ve only ever seen faeries watering and cutting the lawn. Pulling out anything else that grows.” Her austere expression does not falter.


That doesn’t make sense. In a valley kingdom surrounded by rough mountains and desert, surely every inch of land must be purposeful.


“Then what’s the point?” I exclaim.


“Perhaps that there is none.” She shifts, glancing at the door, then back at me. “Were you born into a palace family?”


I take the cue to switch subjects. “My mother was an Illusion Base, but my father was a fighter in the Peri. My mother and I moved between the palace and Peri until she became a Scarp in the kitchens and felt secure enough to stay in one place.”


It’s not the entire truth, but it’s an easier one. Even now, I still struggle to understand if she was running toward something, or away.


“You’ve been to the Peri?” Briar stretches out the sheets, and my mouth drops open—a superior making my bed? Tucking the corners under the cot, she asks: “What’s it like out there?”


The memories stumble back. “Sometimes there wasn’t enough food. There was thievery and fights everywhere. But once you were done with your tasks for the day, you could go home. You would just . . . be.”


“It sounds . . .”


Nice. It sounds nice. 


It had been. When my father wasn’t around.


“Strange,” I supply.


“Strange,” she echoes, then straightens, falling into formality. “Are you ready to take the blood oath to Illusion and the Morella family?”


I nod.


“I must warn you that while night service is always challenging, the Morella family has a rotating door of attendants. More so than the other families in Illusion and even the other Houses.”


“You believe I should decline the blood oath and continue as a Day Crest.”


“No one will judge your decision.”


But I will, I think. I will judge myself. 


Jeremee and Benji will collect debt rings as the interest builds, never able to pay enough at once to touch the principal loans. For them, the blood oath, the danger of night, is more than worth it. Kassandra already terrorizes me. May as well make more money off it.


“I will swear the blood oath to the Morella family to perform my duties as an Illusion Night Crest,” I say.


“And indulge their desires?”


“And indulge their desires.”


Briar nods, pulling an item from her pocket. A silver feather quill.


I glance at the door. “Where’s the teller?”


“It is unlike a normal ring. There is no debt attached to it, just the oath. As your supervisor, I will ink it, though it’s a unique process. More painful.”


Holding out my hand, I declare I’m ready. Briar grasps my elbow, pushes up my sleeve to the shoulder. A searing cut across my upper arm. I cry out, jerking away, but Briar holds tight and drags the sharp nib across the flesh.


“Why are you doing this?” I gasp.


Her mouth opens but only a grunt ekes out. She took a blood oath of silence herself.


“I’m sorry,” she grits. “It requires a certain amount of blood.”


I see it now. As the red nib rips skin, crimson sucks up the shaft of the feather, dyeing the barbs and vane from the inside out.


“Must you stain all of it?” I pant. She cannot answer but meets my gaze, as if to say Yes.


For the next few minutes, my new supervisor carves a ring deep into my upper arm. It’s not the normal sting of a knife; it burns and wriggles, as if burrowing into me, worming up my shoulder and neck before settling behind my ear. Blood dribbles down my fingertips and spatters on the ground. The room sways, but she holds me up.


Dark spots blot my vision.


Then I am sitting on my cot, sweaty forehead plastered against the cool stone as someone wipes a cold rag down my arm. Blinking, I look at Briar, a healing kit resting on the cot. When did she retrieve it? She smears salve on the injury and I hiss, flashing my incisors. A natural sign of aggression I rarely give in to—one my father always did.


“I know,” she mutters. “I know.”


After wrapping the injury, Briar lowers me onto the mattress. I don’t protest. The room wavers, my head pounding.


“As we’ve both taken the blood oath and are sworn to secrecy, I can explain more when you’re ready. For now, you must rest. We cannot call on a Healer because any magic done to the wound may interfere with the contract. You can request a Healer once the skin has scarred to help with any residual pain, but not before then. We have a few hours until evening service. I will come check on you before then, and you can begin your first shift.”


I nod, a heavy fatigue settling over me like snow. For a moment, I feel a brisk brush of hair from my forehead.


“Welcome to the night service, Avery,” she says.


A stubborn hope blooms. No one in my family has ever been a Night Crest before—and no one has paid off their debts. Maybe this life cycle, things will be different. Maybe I can save not just Jeremee and Benji but my descendants, too. My future children. Maybe it can all begin and end with me.


I do not hear the door shut as sleep pulls me under.




Chapter Five


ONLY AN HOUR INTO SERVICE, AND I AM GOING TO DUMP THIS wine on Kassandra. I pour her a glass, hand trembling, my shoulder sore. Sweat trickles down my neck. Briar and I had prepped the dining room for company, laid the table for two, and brought up dozens of platters of vibrant fruits and vegetables and sliced boar and jam and pastries. This, at least, is another benefit of the night shift. More High Fae food to thieve for Unluckies.


Kassandra glowers at her untouched meal, sneaking looks at the main door. What has she even eaten today, if at all? We both know her breakfast ended in disaster, so shouldn’t she be ravenous? Especially with how much energy she’s wielding.


She siphons the plane in small strips, the energy resembling the wriggle of a heat wave. She layers it across her shoulder blade, her wrist, her spine, storing power for some larger Illusion that, once complete, will release the magic to the plane once more. If faeries can only send appeals along the plane, like a fallen branch down a river, then High Fae can build dams. We can follow the current of energy; they can redirect it. Perhaps this is the true power of the High Fae: They save while we simply survive.


I top off her wineglass with an easy, medium-bodied red from the vineyards outside Remiti.


“Avery,” Kassandra says. “Imagine my surprise seeing your application to Night Crest service. I can’t imagine why.”


The glitter in her mercury gaze tells me she knows exactly the reason why. My vision blurs. Because you are a spoiled child who wanted revenge. Because you have saddled Jeremee with an impossible burden. And because no matter how much I abhor you, I still must serve you. 


“Thank you for approving the switch, mistress,” I manage to say past the knot of anger.


Her nostrils flare. A delicate finger traces the rim of her wineglass. Briar returns the boar to the warming station set up against the wall.


I head to the serving table to grab another bottle. Is night service always like this? Wasteful and empty and depressing? No wonder Kassandra naps throughout the day and struggles in her lessons. More wine must run through her veins than blood.


I pop the cork from the new bottle.


The plane yanks in the direction opposite Kassandra’s. I waver, the blood oath burning. Briar finds my elbow and squeezes.


The dining room doors fly open, slamming against the walls. A silver-haired, towering High Fae male strolls into the room. A tight whirlwind of energy buzzes along the plane.


My mistress sighs. “You’re late.”


“You missed me.” His coal-black eyes seem to suck up all the candlelight. The resemblance is striking, and yet his sharp features make Kassandra look warm. A wolf, if I have ever seen one.


“I’m hungry,” she says. “Sit down so I can eat.”


The click of a tongue. “From the reports, you’ve been eating plenty.”


My ears prick up, throat tightening. My lies to the cooks are leaving evidence behind. But surely she can’t believe this male. Kassandra is small for a High Fae, physically frailer than both Briar and me. Yet no retort comes.


“Lord Dominik,” Briar says.


The wine decanter almost slips from my grasp. Lord Dominik Morella—the heir of House Illusion. Fierce strategist, enigmatic entertainer, and Kassandra’s older brother. In all my years as a Day Crest, I have never collided with his notorious presence, only the rumors of violence and chaos he leaves behind.


“What can I serve you tonight?” Briar asks. “We have wild boar, mashed potatoes, apples, some lovely fresh bread—”


“All of it.”


My supervisor begins piling up his plate. Kassandra’s wineglass is once again empty. I contemplate cutting off her supply, but fae can handle more drink than faeries. A bottle for them is like a cup for me. So, I move toward her.


His stare blisters my skin, the air thinning. Both siblings are siphoning from the plane now, draining all the energy in the room.


“I’m parched,” he announces. “I’d like a taste of that wine.”


My cue. As I pivot to him, the hairs on my arms prickle with the slide of power in his direction, as if the floor itself is tilting. I must focus to stay on two feet. He may be the strongest High Fae I’ve encountered yet.


“I would like my glass filled first,” Kassandra says.


I pause.


Her brother laughs. “So this is a special plaything of yours?”


“I can’t possibly keep up with your multitude of delusions.”


“You refuse every halfling lady-in-waiting.”


“They’re incompetent and boring.”


“They’re proper company.”


“I’m impeccably thirsty. Avery?”


I choose her.


“And insolent. Faerie, come here.” The plane jerks toward Dominik’s end of the table, and I stumble.


“He is not your master.”


My eyes flick between the siblings as they glare at each other. The plane pulls taut like a string. Briar hovers on the other side of the table, throat bobbing.


For a moment, I wonder if the plane of magic can snap. I thought I was a rat to Kassandra’s feline, but I was wrong. In the presence of Dominik, my genius seems like nothing more than an insect.


The coin is good, but the price is high, Briar had said.


Finally, Dominik waves a hand, the plane sagging. “You will have the first pour, Kass.”


Across the table, Briar lets out a breath. Keeping my eyes downcast, I approach Kassandra. I don’t make it far.


Illusion magic surges in a rush of wind.


I am jerked and spun around by invisible hands, the decanter slipping from my grasp. My back slams into a wall, the breath pushed out of my lungs, my legs tangling. Only when a very strong, very real arm wraps around my waist do I understand. I am not against a wall; I am in Dominik’s lap.


Kassandra gapes at me—at us—from across the table. The decanter floats toward her, tipping to one side. Her glass fills.


“Did I not say you’d have the first pour?” the heir says. “Now drink.”


She glares.


A cool chuckle behind me, icy fingers twining through my hair. He inhales, and I swallow bile. Briar hovers a yard away, gripping a platter of pastries, face neutral.


“Are you afraid, little faerie?” he whispers.


Kassandra stands, her chair scraping in the silence. Dominik laughs again, a cruel, dead sound.


“Sit, Kass.”


But she does not sit. She grips the table’s edge, expression frozen. The air chafes in and out of my lungs.


“Is it scared or turned on?” he asks.


“Dominik,” my mistress warns.


“I think both.”


The metallic smell of fear leaks from my pores. He plays with my hair, exposing my neck, his thumb rubbing over a tendon.


“You’re disgusting,” she seethes. “Touching one of them.”


“I sense jealousy,” he sings. “But of me or her?”


“Dom!”


A mouth descends onto my throat. I cry out in shock, but a phantom hand holds me still. Slowly, he licks up my neck, incisors scraping against my throbbing pulse.


Kassandra leaps forward.


“Sit,” Dominik murmurs against my skin. A force shoves her back, the chair rocking. For a moment, no one moves. Not even Briar. Then my mistress takes a swig of wine. Tears threaten to spill from my eyes. I squeeze them shut, breathing.


“Good,” the heir says. “Now, tell me of your lessons with Eli.”


“They’re fine.”


“Elaborate.”


Something bites my ear.


I jerk, eyes flying open, but it’s not his mouth that did it.


The side of my face drips with sticky wine as every liquid in the room—water, alcohol, broth, cream—flies out of cups and bowls and hovers above the table. They burst outward into tiny snowflakes of white, crimson, brown, and blue. A dazzling display of colorful crystals glimmers across the entire room.


The snowflakes float back down into their respective dishware, the liquid in Dominik’s cup rising with each bloody drop. In a moment, the entire room falls back in order.


It was the most impressive display of root magic I have seen from Kassandra. My mistress dabs her napkin against her flushed cheek. “Elaborate enough for you?”


“No,” Dominik rumbles at my back.


“Did you not just see—”


“I saw that every snowflake was the same. You did not create a storm where each crystal is unique, as in nature. You came up with a simple design and then repeated it.”


“It was as powerful as one of my Illusions.”


“Then you clearly misunderstand our House magic,” he snaps. “An Illusion is the truth in another light. Our task is to change the light. This is why you cannot capture the king’s attention.”


Get up! I think, and yet I cannot move, the phantom hands holding me still.


She leans back in her chair. “He’s not the king yet.”


“Nor you the queen. You had one job as Heart of Illusion. One.The coronation is in two days, and you have yet to convince the male who will fuck anything to fuck you.”


For a moment, I am weightless. Airborne.


Then I crash into the hard floor. My ears ring, vision spinning. Someone shrieks. My blood oath feels like it’s burrowing deeper into my skin—a venomous parasite that will eat me from the inside out. I hear it then. The sound of choking.


Lifting my head, I stare in horror.


Dominik—the Heir of Illusion—thrashes in the air as something unseen strangles him. Energy swirls around Kassandra like a snowstorm, her trembling arm raised. His body slams against the far wall, legs kicking, neck straining. His hand grips the invisible force around his neck.


“You forget yourself,” he spits.


Then Dominik rips at the energy around him, prying the translucent grip from his throat. Kassandra cries out, grabbing her head. She collapses to the ground just as Dominik lands on two feet.


Briar yanks me up and away.


“Wait—”


“This is between the High Fae,” she whispers. “We are forbidden to interfere.”


As Dominik strides to his crumpled sibling, he swallows up all the energy in the room. The air fills with the sound of chimes, wind ripping at the curtains. Dishware rattles across the table before crashing against the tile.


The heir flips Kassandra onto her stomach, her cheek against the floor. Tears and snot slide down her face, fear sparking in her eyes.


Abuse is a well-known play to me, one I was forced as a child to watch my parents enact. No, I refuse now, as an adult, even if the actors are High Fae this time.


“Wait!” Wrestling from Briar’s grip, I lunge forward. The heir whips his head around like a snake about to strike. “Please, let me . . . get the dessert.”


Dominik blinks. “I have dessert in my hands right now.”


My stomach sours. “Well, I could—”


My head jerks to the side, my body dropping. I didn’t see the smack coming; it was done with an unseen hand. Blinking, cheek stinging, I stare at the silver-haired fae sprawled across the floor from me. A tear drips off her nose.


“Please,” she whispers. “Dom—”


Kassandra screams as both arms jerk behind her back, Dominik bending over her.


“You will master root magic like every other fae female and leave the Illusions to me.”


Another screech of pain as he contorts her arms, the sockets popping. Kassandra’s arms can’t take it anymore. I can’t take it anymore, refusing to watch. I crawl to her.


Another blinding slap, my head smacking against the floor. Stars burst behind my eyes.


Briar grabs my shoulders, hauling me up. Kassandra closes her eyes and my heart sinks. She has given up.


My genius reaches for the plane in a last attempt to stop this scene, but the plane is stretched too thin and tight by fae geniuses.


“Remember your place tomorrow,” he says.


Then the Heir of Illusion snaps my mistress’s arms in half, the bones breaking.


Kassandra wails. Dominik drops her to the ground, wiping his hands on his robe. She whimpers, sliding into unconsciousness. It’s a mercy.


Before we can reach her, he is in front of us.


“No Healers,” he says.


I gasp. “My lord—”


“You will be next if you do not be quiet!”


I clamp shut. Dominik smooths down his hair, adjusts his tunic.


“She heals quickly on her own, but dismiss the Day Crests anyway. Lock the door, as usual,” he says. “If you try to speak of what you have seen tonight, you will have to face the consequences of the blood oath.”


It takes everything in me, and Briar gripping my shoulders, not to lunge for his face and scratch out his eyes. Dominik steps beyond us, toward the front hall. Without looking back, he tosses something over his shoulder.


Two coins ping against the tile, rolling toward us.


“See you at the coronation, little faerie.”


The doors slam shut.


A coin circles at my feet, metal clinking until it falls flat. A silver medallion. More money than I have ever beheld in my entire life. The sight of it makes my skin slither.


Briar was right. The coin is good, but the price is high.




Chapter Six


BRIAR AND I TAKE SHIFTS BY THE BEDSIDE, WHERE KASSANDRA moans and writhes as muscles and tendons and bones contort and sew together beneath pale skin. There is no time to stash the extra food from the dinner. Briar sends it down to the kitchens to be tossed.


Because faeries rarely can afford Healers, we are taught a myriad of herbal remedies, salves, and tinctures. I use the techniques my mother did to tend my father after a bad fight in the pits, the same ones she needed after their own fights when my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. They don’t shake now.


When my mistress cries out in agony, I mix a ginger-turmeric remedy to slip into her mouth alongside water. When her eyes flutter open, I give her chamomile tea. While she rests, I dab lavender oil across her forehead with a damp cloth. With my magic, I keep her pillow cool.


It is not enough.


Dawn breaks. When the new Day Crest knocks on the door, I dismiss them. The faerie passes a silver tray into my hands. Toast and grapes and coffee and cream. A simple breakfast—one that I delighted in stealing when my mistress turned down her meals. Now I know why Kassandra so often refuses to eat.


As I take the tray into the room, I stare at the reclined figure. Her pale face peeks above the duvet, a yellowing bruise on her cheek, lips chapped, silver hair falling to her shoulders. Neither of us says a word.


I set the tray on the serving table to the left of her bed and mix another tincture. “This will help with the pain.”


“Go away.”


“After you take this medicine.” With downcast eyes, she opens her mouth. Just slightly. When I lean forward, Kassandra winces. I pull back. “I’ll need to be near your face to give this to you. When you’re ready.”


My voice comes out soft and deep, a tone I’ve never used with her before. She has heard my fear, pain, forced respect, and apathy. Until last night, I did not think this High Fae, the Heart of Illusion, ever needed anything from a faerie other than obedience. Kassandra licks her wounds in a canopy bed while I must tend to mine in a cot. Yet despite her privilege, I would not want to trade places.


Silver hair swishes as she gives a curt nod. Leaning over her, I catch the faintest tug of magic. The smallest trickle of the plane that wraps around her pinky.


“How are you doing that?” I ask before I can stop myself. “You’re still siphoning power? Even while healing?”


She shrugs. I tip the vial into her mouth, and she swallows.


“You tried to stop him,” she croaks.


“I am sorry for failing.”


“I . . . I leveled a complaint, though.”


I wince. I know, I want to say, but understand she’s asking something else. Why help her?


“No one deserves that,” I reply.


She watches me for a few moments, frowning. Then the sheets rustle as she sinks lower into the bed, face once again hidden. In a moment come the soft sounds of her sleeping. I do not feel relieved.


I have seen many shades of my mistress, from taunting to dismissive to downright cruel. This numb, silent shell of a creature may be the most disturbing of them all.


. . .


WIND RIPS AT my clothes, stings my skin; I am in a tempest. I lurch from sleep, gasping, fumbling for a candle in the dark—but it is daytime. The plane whips around, the room spinning and swirling. Someone is screaming.


Kassandra. I stumble toward the bed, her body thrashing, kicking. Phantom nails rake across the sheets, shredding the fabric. The linen canopy rips on one side.


“My lady!” I yank the rest of the sheets off her twisting body, tears and spittle running down her anguished face. Do I wake her? Will that worsen this pain?


She wails louder.


“Kassandra!” I scream.


Her eyes fly open. She surges forward over the mattress, and I catch her, her body slamming us onto the ground. She shivers on top of me, gasping, then scrambles off and bares her canines.


I don’t move, my heart seizing. Her pupils dilate, her teeth glinting. She is a predator once more. Then recognition dawns, and her face loses its tension.


“Leave,” she seethes, rubbing her thin, bruised arms.


“My lady—”


“Get out!” Her voice cracks.


“Yes, my lady.”


I brush off my skirts, climb to my feet, and exit to the parlor.


A disheveled faerie catches my eye.


I jump at the reflection in the glass hung on the wall. My chestnut hair tangles in matted waves past my shoulders, brown eyes hollow. A tight set to my jaw. That isn’t all.


It’s as if someone dipped a paintbrush into a storm cloud and smudged purple and black across my collarbone. The bruises streak under the simple scoop of my plain cotton dress. If I were to lift the garment up, I know what I would find underneath; the aching in my body tells me. This was only from a few invisible slaps. Nothing compared to—


The mattress creaks with her weight once more, the sound of broken sobs filling the space.


This will not do. None of this will do.


Just because I’m blood sworn to keep these secrets in doesn’t mean I can’t act out.


It is time to make a plan.


I KNOCK ON Briar’s door. After a few moments, my superior answers in a cotton nightdress, dark hair in a loose bun. I hold up a bag of stale bread rolls offered to the faeries this morning. Sometimes we get scraps right before they fully turn to supplement the gruel they give us. Sometimes I’d rather have just the pasty porridge. Before I left the kitchens, I warmed the rock-hard bread with butter.


“Here.”


She rubs her face. “What time is it?”


“Late morning.”


“So we have a day until we need to start prepping her for the coronation. Her arms should only need a few more hours to fully mend.”


I grimace. “How often does this happen?”


Briar steps back, opening her door for me to enter. Inside looks exactly like my new room, skinny but with a small window and cot. As we settle on the mattress, I take out a roll and hand it to her.


She sniffs. “How’d you convince the cooks to part with fae butter?”


“Told them a guest of Kassandra has a dog.”


She smirks, biting into the roll. I tear at mine with my teeth, chewing. After a few moments, Briar says, “There were several years when I would intervene and he would break my arms, too.”


Cringing, I say, “I am sorry.”


She shrugs. “As faeries heal slower than fae, I couldn’t be there to tend to her, and Dominik refused to allow any day servant in. She was left alone, and I was left broken for weeks. Then I spent some time begging the guards for help, but forgot whose orders they must follow in the House. We can only speak of it now because we are both blood sworn.”


My stomach tightens. “This is a nightmare.”


“My point is—redirect. I’ve found this is the best way to reduce harm overall.”


“How can you say this?”


“I’ve been doing this for a long time, Avery.” Her eyes go misty. “When Kassandra was a baby, she had the loudest howl I ever heard. She could scream for hours upon hours upon days. Back then, I changed the soiled sheets and her clothes, bathed her, and did other nightly duties. But no matter what I did, she would just wail. She wouldn’t stop because . . . well, she was hungry.” Briar frowns and continues, “It’s custom for High Fae lords and ladies to only be fed by their mothers. I’ve heard in the countryside they allow wet nurses and goat’s milk, but not here. When I slipped Kassie sheep’s milk, she immediately spit it up. I thought it had something to do with being a High Fae babe. Something different that their genius needed. She was hungry, and I felt helpless.”


“And the late Lady of Illusion?” I ask.


Briar shakes her head. “She would rarely nurse. She only visited when Kassie was too weak to cry. It was torture—for Kassandra, and for me. My whole body would ache. I couldn’t stand it anymore. And then one day, it happened. My breasts produced milk.”


I gasp. “How?”


Briar looks down at her empty hands. “I always wanted a child. I still do. But Kassandra found me just as much as I found her. I can’t explain it other than that. Sometimes, I wonder if she’s so frail because of me—my faerie milk. Other times, I feel like keeping her alive has been my greatest challenge and accomplishment.” She clears her throat, dropping her voice. “Do not make an enemy of any of the Morellas. They are strange, unfeeling fae. They are not like the royal bloodline; they fought, fucked, and fabricated their way into the Upper Court.”
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