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For the man who invited me on a little walk, and turned it into a magical journey
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The universe opened a door for me, and who was I to look away?


—ANASTASIA WIGGINS










CHAPTER 1
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At the end of Oak Leaf Lane, dawn arrived fifteen minutes early. Most folks didn’t notice, as they rarely did about such things, but eagerness circled the air like a hungry buzzard, watching and waiting. Wild grass shivered; droplets of dew danced to the ground. The earth trembled as low whispers tumbled over hummocks, making geese startle into the sky. Something was about to happen.


But Bristol Keats slept soundly, oblivious to the long-fingered light prying its way through her drapes at such an early hour. Nothing could wrestle her from her bed but a good night’s rest. Drool dampened her pillow, and her arm hung limply over the side of the bed. She had worked late. Her tips lay in a satisfied heap on her nightstand, a ruffled monument to her determination.


Finally, midmorning, she stirred, groaning, then rose from her rumpled bed and shook herself into her jeans. As busy as Friday nights were, festival days were busier, which was a good thing for Bristol. The late notices were stacking up. At the top of the pile lay the electric bill—forty days past due, and shutoff was imminent. Bristol’s tips that day, combined with those from the past week, would take care of that one and leave a little extra for groceries.


With sleep still in her eyes, she sniffed her hair for the oily scent of the parlor, then swiped it into a quick messy ponytail, unaware that the day would be anything but ordinary. It wasn’t something you could see, but as she splashed her face with water, then brushed her teeth, her head turned slightly to the side, a strange velvety warmth filling the air, though it was only a vague sense that she couldn’t name. She didn’t even realize she leaned into it, like a cat arching its back against a doorway.


A doorway. Yes. That is what she leaned into.


But she didn’t know it yet.
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Bristol whisked back her drapes and shielded her eyes from a sun that already glared over the trees, too eager to remind her of the day. It had been one year since she returned home. For her, it seemed far longer. A lifetime was packed into the past weeks and months. The year bulged like an overstuffed suitcase that couldn’t be shut.


Home. Even now, it was a hesitant word on her lips, foreign and new, a word she toyed with in fits and starts. A word she was afraid to love. Run. Move on. Those were the words ingrained in her like dirt beneath her nails.


She turned from the window and riffled through a basket of clean laundry on the floor, pulling out a black tank top, then slipped it on. Her figure smoothed out the wrinkles.


“Bri!”


Harper’s voice bellowed up the narrow stairway like she was a six-foot bouncer instead of a skinny fourteen-year-old still waiting for a growth spurt. What Bristol’s little sister lacked in stature, she made up for in volume.


“I’m up,” Bristol called back, getting down on her belly to search for a missing shoe under her bed. She was certain she’d kicked them both off beside the bedpost last night, but it was late, and she had been exhausted.


“Bri!”


She paused from her shoe search. That wasn’t her sister’s usual wake-up call. Maybe a spider in the kitchen sink? Besides paying the bills and mowing the front yard weeds when she had time, Bristol was the designated spider retriever. Or maybe, worse than a rogue spider, another pipe had busted? Damned old house. Bristol rested her forehead on her fist for a moment, willing it not to be that. The balance in her head tipped and swayed, waiting for disaster to fall. They couldn’t afford another plumbing bill.


Rushed footsteps pounded up the stairs and Bristol stood, bracing herself as her bedroom door flew open. Harper’s cheeks glowed with a deep rosy hue, and her glasses hung crooked on her nose. Bristol’s stomach squeezed at how young she seemed, how urgent everything was to her. There were seven years between them, but they may as well have been a century.


Harper held a letter in her hand. “We got another one!”


Bristol pulled Harper into her room and closed the door. “Is Cat gone?”


Harper nodded and Bristol eased out a sigh. At least something was going right. She didn’t want Cat going into another tailspin over a simple letter. Technically, Cat was older than Bristol by ten months, but strangers usually guessed Bristol was the older of the two. Something about her reserved demeanor. Bristol was admittedly more calculating, weighing options before revealing her moves, while Cat was reactive. She felt everything passionately and didn’t hold back. Bristol loved that about her sister, her passion, except it also made her rants long and passionate, and she had no time for a high-pitched tirade today. Cat’s last rant came with tears when Bristol said she planned to drop her classes and search for a full-time job. Cat went on for a full hour. Are you crazy? Daddy paid good hard cash for those classes. He’d want you to see it through. Cat always knew the buttons to push, and their father was one of those buttons.


Bristol took the envelope from Harper, shrugging to prove her disinterest, and casually flipped it back and forth like it was junk mail. She did a lot of things for Harper’s sake these days. When it was too obvious, Harper’s jaw would jut out and she’d say, You’re not my mother. And then Bristol would snort, and they’d both laugh at the absurdity of it all, laughter its own strange release from their reality.


At least Harper had brought the letter to Bristol instead of Cat, who thought the letters were worse than junk mail and had squeaked like an injured mouse at the previous two. She proclaimed them a scam and ordered them burned. Bristol suggested the garbage would suffice.


“Aren’t you going to open it?” Harper asked.


Bristol rubbed her thumb over the smooth vellum envelope. It was the same expensive stationery as before and, again, no return address, but the handwriting was different from the previous two letters. This time it was heavy and bold, as if to say, Pay attention! It had the same red wax seal as the others—another pay-attention gimmick. In her years traveling the fair circuit, witnessing spinning wheels and last-chance deals, Bristol had seen them all. Still, she opened it, the wax cracking and falling to the floor. She rolled her eyes as she pulled the letter free, additional proof for Harper that it was only a transparent scheme that wasn’t fooling her at all, but inside, her heart sped up. A third letter. They aren’t giving up.


Her parents’ instinct to run that had governed her entire life kicked against her ribs like a last warning from them. Harper pressed close, reading the letter too.




Dearest Bristol Keats,


Your great-aunt Jasmine is sorry you were unable to accept her previous offer to meet for tea. She offers another invitation, but this time at a location closer to you, the Willoughby Inn on Skycrest Lane just outside of Bowskeep. Please come and meet with her at 4 o’clock today in the tearoom. She has many warm memories of your father she wishes to share with you, as well as a gift—a rare piece of art that might help you and your sisters, similar to the art your father acquired not long ago. Please come alone. Your aunt’s health is fragile, and she shuns crowds.


Sincerely,


Eris Dukinnon, Counselor DN





Whoever wrote the letter was certainly trying harder. Dearest? They knew nothing about her father either. He didn’t have an aunt. He didn’t have so much as a scrap of a relative anywhere on the planet. He was abandoned as a toddler and grew up in foster care, bouncing from one home to another. A social worker gave him his name. Logan. There were no “warm” memories for any fictitious aunt to share.


But the offer of rare art was a new angle, one that hit closer to home. A chill tickled Bristol’s spine. They were digging, finding things out about the Keats family.


Harper nudged closer. “Do you think it’s possible—”


“No,” Bristol said, too harshly, and hoped Harper didn’t notice. A single sharp word from her could instill all kinds of worry in Harper. “No,” she said again, this time with practiced boredom, reluctant to meet her sister’s gaze. A disappointed breath hissed through Harper’s teeth. She was the brainiest of the sisters, her nose always in a book, but she was also the most softhearted and hopeful of the three. She still believed in happy endings, and, some days, that terrified Bristol. It wasn’t something Bristol could deliver. Harper took after their father in almost every way, from his warm brown skin to his straight black hair. She also had his big dark eyes rimmed with thick lashes that could disarm anyone. Their mother had been fond of saying that his eyes cast a spell over her from the day they met. Harper’s eyes had a different kind of power over Bristol—they made her wish she could set everything right for her, that she could undo all the wounds of the last year.


Secretly she shared Harper’s curiosity. Didn’t everyone wonder about who and where they came from? It was a question that never went away. Their father’s origins were a mystery. Ever since Bristol could remember, she and her sisters had ventured every possible guess. But his answer had always been the same: I don’t know. Her mother’s past was just as enigmatic, but unlike Bristol’s father, she simply refused to talk about her family other than to say they were rotten. If pressed about what rotten meant, she left the room. Something about it was too painful for her to discuss, and their father would shake his head, silently signaling the sisters to drop it.


But dropping the subject didn’t make the questions vanish. Even now, when she passed someone with warm brown skin and beautiful dark eyes like her father’s, she wondered, could they be a cousin or uncle? Likewise, when she passed someone with pale skin and shimmering copper hair like her mother’s, she wondered, could they be one of those rotten relatives?


Cat took after their mother, with the same green eyes and hair the color of a summer poppy—and then there was Bristol. With medium brown hair and height, she didn’t look like either of her parents.


Maybe that was why the ancestry question still poked at her. Even her eyes were a color somewhere between the two of them—hazel—a catchall name for a color that couldn’t decide what it was. Greenish? Brownish? Goldish? It was as annoyingly noncommittal as her parents were about their pasts.


Instead of fading away as memories should, her parents’ origins pricked her thoughts more often these days. Maybe it was the psych course she was taking at Bowskeep Community. Something her professor said burrowed into her head, and she couldn’t shake it out again: Our past is a shadow that follows us. For better or worse, it shapes us, and sometimes it controls us.


That was what it was like. A shadow tracing her footsteps. Just when she pushed the past out of her mind, a shitty letter like the one in her hands would arrive, stirring up old questions again. Who were the faceless monsters that had made her parents run? Did she look like any of them?


“Bri?” Harper waited for her decision.


Bristol crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it onto her already overflowing trash can. It tumbled to the floor, and Angus, their ferret, scurried over to sniff and investigate. He loved to shred paper, and snuck out the door with it.


“It’s only a scam, just like the others,” she said, but Harper’s eyes still drilled into her, dark clouds heavy with questions. Bristol grabbed her hoodie from her bedpost. “Gotta run, Harp. Today’s going to be crazy. Sal will kill me if I’m late.” She rushed out the bedroom door.


“But they’re not asking for something,” Harper argued from the landing as Bristol hurried down the stairs. “They only want to give us something.”


“Something that comes with a catch,” Bristol called back.


A catch they couldn’t afford.


People who lied about who they really were always had an angle, something they were working that, in the end, would cost you more than you could afford. And the Keats sisters had already lost too much.










CHAPTER 2


[image: A swirling pattern with curved lines and leaf-like shapes.]


A gust of air blistered across the floor, a thousand stinging nettles warming Eris’s skin. The counselor’s long silver hair billowed behind him, caught in the tempest. Seconds later, heavy boots echoed off mirror-smooth black floors.


Tyghan was back. He rounded the corner and met the counselor’s gaze.


The young man’s face was laced with a fine spray of blood and his black wind-tangled hair was caked with mud.


“It didn’t go well,” Eris ventured.


“Glad your observational skills remain sharp.” Tyghan continued down the hallway. “My suite.”


“After you’re cleaned up, we can—”


“Now.”


Eris followed without comment. He understood the stress the young man was under. He hadn’t seen him rest in months.


Once in his suite, Tyghan stripped, flinging his clothes to the floor, then walked into the shower basin. He cupped his hands, catching water streaming from the golden spout, and splashed his face but flinched when the water hit his back.


Eris eyed the swollen slashes across Tyghan’s shoulder. Blood trickled in rivulets down his muscled back and thighs. “Shall I summon a physician?”


Tyghan didn’t respond, only focused on removing the blood that spattered his face. “Two of ours are dead,” he finally said. “Or worse. We couldn’t retrieve the bodies.” He was methodical as he described the encounter that turned into an ambush. “Three months. That’s all we have left—”


“Three months is still—”


“Not enough.” Tyghan’s reply cut the air like a cleaver. “I’ve spent fourteen years in training. So have my officers. The rest of our ranks, at least five. Three months is laughable.”


Eris answered quietly. “It’s all we have. We’ll make it enough.”


Tyghan went back to scrubbing. “Any more responses to your inquiries?”


“A few. I’ve expanded my search. I have someone coming in from Paris, and another from Lon—”


“Paris? Dammit, Eris! There must be someone closer!”


“The meager skills we need have become distant and rare, through every fault of our own.” Eris knew it was not what Tyghan wanted to hear, but it was true.


Tyghan shoved his face back into the stream of steaming water. The marble basin swirled with dirt and blood. “Not rare enough, unfortunately.”


Unfortunately. It was an understatement of epic proportions. Eris understood his frustration, but it was more than today’s loss that seethed through him. Betrayal was a bitter wound that still held Tyghan captive, a wound Eris feared he would never recover from. He weighed his next words, unsure if it would be welcome news or not. “I’m meeting with another potential candidate today—if she shows up. She ignored my previous two letters, although I provided ample incentive.”


“If she’s too stupid to take advantage of a valuable gift, she’s useless to us. Search elsewhere.”


“Or it could be she is too clever.”


Tyghan turned. He wrapped a towel around his waist and dried his face with another, his hair still dripping onto his shoulders. “How so? You haven’t even met her.”


Eris swallowed, taking his time to answer, trying to word his reply in the most artful terms he could muster. “Our inquisitors have been watching her and reporting back to me. We can’t be certain, but we think she may have what we’re after.” The rest wasn’t going to go well, but it had to be said sooner or later. “She is Kierus’s daughter. And Maire’s.”


Tyghan froze, molding his features to stone. “You found Kierus?”


“Dead. An accident.”


The color drained from Tyghan’s face. Eris had known the news would shake him.


“You’re sure?” he asked.


“He was going by another name, but very sure. A car hit him. I heard the gruesome details.”


The muscles in Tyghan’s neck rose in tight cords.


Eris wasn’t sure if he was angry because he’d been cheated out of killing Kierus himself, or because there would never again be words between them. Answers. Their pasts together would remain forever unresolved. It was impossible to move forward when part of you was trapped in the past.


“They had a child so soon?” he whispered.


“It’s been over twenty years. She’s not a child. She’s a grown woman.”


Tyghan shook his head. Eris understood his disbelief. He’d been struck too at how much time had passed, but time was always a capricious thing, speeding fast or slow at will. It was the one thing not even Tyghan could control.


“How long have you known about her?”


“A few weeks.”


Tyghan gaze shot up. “And you didn’t think to tell me before now?”


“Because I knew you would respond like this. These matters are delicate. You can’t—”


“I want her here by tonight. Do you understand? Tonight.”


“She has to choose, or it’s all for naught. The giving of a gift is a tricky thing. And we don’t even know for sure if she’ll be of use. You know how these matches are.”


“No, I don’t know how they are! This match was never supposed to happen. Where is she? I’ll—”


“No! These matters require finesse, a courting if you will. Let me handle this.”


“Are you saying I’m tactless?”


Eris replied with silence.


Tyghan walked to his bed, shrugging on the robe that lay across it. He looked at the white fur rug beneath his bare feet. Quiet seconds ticked by. Eris knew Tyghan was as shrewd as he was explosive and would weigh his choices carefully. He glanced up at Eris. “You can handle it. She won’t even know I’m there. I’ll remain hidden.”


“But I will know.”


Tyghan’s bright eyes darkened. “All right,” he conceded. “I’ll stay out of it, but squeeze her. Make her choose, or I will.”










CHAPTER 3
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The empty stretch of road was as serene as any Monet landscape, bright with poppies and golden yarrow sprouting among wild field grasses. It should have spawned dreamy thoughts of lazy spring days and picnics. But Bristol wasn’t thinking about poppies or picnics. Instead, she wondered what it was like to die at the side of the road.


She wondered about the pain. Was it unbearable? What was it like to lie there broken and bleeding, not knowing if anyone would find you before death did? What were those minutes filled with? Disbelief? Bargaining with an unknown god? Whispering hasty messages of love to your family and hoping that, by some miracle, they would hear them? Or was it filled with wondering about the person who hit you? Was it deliberate because they were settling an old debt?


They were morbid thoughts, Bristol knew, but they crept into her mind every time she passed the makeshift memorial on the side of the road. It marked the place where Logan Keats died five months ago. Who had made the memorial, she didn’t know—townsfolk he had become friendly with? Everyone had taken to him in Bowskeep. He was a hard man not to like. But she had already knocked the memorial down twice, scattering the rocks with her foot and throwing the tattered silk flowers over the barbed wire into the neighboring field. Within days the memorial reappeared.


The sheriff’s report said there were no brake marks, that the person who hit Logan may not have known it in those early morning hours. There was a light fog that day. The driver might have mistaken the thump for a rabbit. They were thick along that stretch of road. Sheriff Orley had hit several himself. One of them badly dented his right fender.


Logan Keats was six-foot-four, a large, broad-shouldered man, more suited to wielding a javelin than an artist’s brush.


He’d had his heavy duffle of art supplies slung over his back.


The thump he made would have been loud and hard and damaging.


Logan Keats was not mistaken for a rabbit.


There was no question in Bristol’s mind, it was a hit-and-run. Only one question lingered. Was it an accident—or calculated?


She paused at the rebuilt memorial, her feet straddling her bike, peering down the road one way and then the other, revisiting the question that never had answers. The shoulder was wide, the road straight and flat, but it might have been a distracted driver looking at their phone.


Heat flushed her temples. The driver hadn’t even stopped to see if he had a pulse. No one knew how long he suffered at the side of the road before the sheriff found him, mangled and still, his art supplies scattered along the highway. Sheriff Orley spared Bristol and her sisters the task of identifying him. You don’t want to see. You don’t want to remember him that way.


She swung her foot out, kicking the top stones off the memorial, the sun-bleached flowers tumbling with them. I don’t want to remember him this way either.


Bristol only wanted to remember the man who was kind and tender, the man who painted with thoughtful strokes, because there was more to being an artist than forcing paint onto a canvas. It was a way of seeing and listening, and he did both in equal measure. He was a man who adored his daughters as much as he had his wife. Whenever one of them got lost, he always came for them, his large hand wrapping around theirs. That was the man she wanted to remember, not the one who was broken long before he died.


She resumed her trek into town but at a slower pace. She had lied to Harper. She wasn’t going to be late. Probably early. And Sal wouldn’t kill her even if she was late. Sal was mostly chill. Her job was a bright spot in her life, and she was grateful for it. Sal took a chance on her when no one else would. But Harper’s eyes, when they struggled not to be sad, wrenched something so tightly inside her, Bristol couldn’t breathe. All she saw was her father. All six-foot-four of him, trying to carry on, trying to smile. It was worse than watching him sob.


He had died sad, never getting over his wife’s death.


His easy smile, his laughter, the brightness that had always been in his eyes, it was doused and gone forever.


For that, Bristol would never forgive her mother for leaving him, for sneaking out of their lives and dying so carelessly.


At her funeral, Cat had sobbed.


Harper had sobbed.


Bristol sat dry-eyed in the front pew staring at the urn of ashes that had once been their mother, silently wondering, Why?


It was Cat who had called her—a year ago, today.


Come home.


And then more earnestly, Come home. We need you. Mother is missing.


Bristol went, of course. She had no choice. Cat’s voice broke her. Still, she had hesitated, afraid if she returned, she would never leave again—even if she wasn’t leaving much behind.


For over a year, she had drifted aimlessly, maybe because it was the only life she knew, picking up odd jobs that paid her under the table, working booths at swap meets, staying in cheap motels, running and rootless, afraid to get attached and then lose it all again—embracing the shadows she thought she was running from. When she finally lucked into a plum housesitting job, she forced herself to dig in. For two months she worked to pull together the loose threads of her life, doing things normal people did, like getting a birth certificate—even if it was fake—the only kind she could get. Her parents had never bothered with paperwork. She began to entertain dreams. Big ones that included universities, and art, and travel of a different kind.


A week after she returned home, Leanna Keats’s body was found.


Then Bristol couldn’t leave. Her father was lost without her mother. She had been the sun rising in his mornings and the moon whispering him to sleep at night. He couldn’t move forward. His paintings remained unfinished.


She thought a lot about forward movement these days—and standing still. Sometimes, even if you were pedaling for all you were worth down the road, it was hard to tell if you were getting anywhere. But every day she told herself she was making this work. She would make this work. For Harper, for Cat, and even for herself. She kept her dreams small, so they were reachable. Today she would pay the electric bill.
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She was only a short distance down the highway, the whir of wheels and wind humming in her ears, when rock by rock, the memorial was restored to its former height and the silk flowers were returned to their position on top of the pile. They waved in the breeze at Bristol’s back, like a hand beckoning her to return.










CHAPTER 4
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The Willoughby Inn had been abandoned for years. Structurally, it wasn’t sound, and weeds wove their way through the clapboards like fingers working to tear it down. Do Not Enter signs were posted at every entrance, but those were the first things to go. The shabby furniture left behind was quickly spruced up, the curling, stained wallpaper returned to its former glory, and a sparkling gleam was added to the wooden floors.


“Flowers,” Esmee chirped, surveying the parlor. “There should be flowers. I’ll take care of it.” She picked some wild weeds crowding the front porch and worked her magic to transform them into stunning arrangements.


Olivia blew pinches of dandelion and lavender powder toward the four corners of the room to sweep away the mustiness and create an alluring atmosphere of trust.


Freda brought books from the library and arranged them on a shelf, saying they, too, would help create tranquility.


The inn was indeed transformed.


Still, Eris was uneasy. What if—


“Don’t worry,” Ivy said as she adjusted drapes across a window. “If this one doesn’t work out, Cully says the recruit from Longforest is showing promise, and the others are coming along.”


Eris heard a low rumble from Melizan across the room. Coming along was not nearly good enough. He eyed Tyghan’s sister. She was a powerful woman with plenty of duties of her own. Why was she here helping to put spit and shine to a broken inn?


“Did Tyghan send you?” Eris asked. To spy on me was left hanging in the air, but she understood the implied question.


She nodded stiffly. “Tygh spies on us all.”


“But he’s not coming, correct?”


“That’s why I’m here,” she growled.


Melizan’s method of dealing with problems tended to be swift and deadly. Her frustration was not unlike her brother’s at having her hands tied. Neither one liked having to go through the proper steps. Neither did Eris, but he didn’t make the laws of the world. As counselor, his job was to find the best way to use them—or find ways around them—which took time and patience. And this young woman was different. She wasn’t just any potential recruit, not with her family history. They needed her. At least he hoped they did. He was running out of options.


Eris laid out the artwork on the large dining room table. His inquisitors had learned she was well schooled in art history; in fact, it was the only history she was ever taught, which didn’t surprise him. The rest of her education was just as uneven, qualifying her for university credit in several subjects—French, Spanish, English literature, and world history—an exceptional student in many respects, but she had to take remedial courses in other subjects. Apparently Kierus and Maire hadn’t bowed to all the laws of their new lives. When he searched through her file, her academic advisor found her to be a paradox and wasn’t quite sure what to do with her.


But Eris knew what to do. He was counting on her knowledge of art to close the deal for them that day. He had brought half a dozen sketches for her to choose from—similar to the one stolen from the Epona Conservatory. Priceless art. And she would know it. It reeked of age and wonder and rare magnificence.


In her circumstances, she’d be a fool not to take it.


A gift, a bargain, an agreement. Her willing compliance. That was all they needed for this to work. But it was all for naught if she didn’t show.


Squeeze her.


This was his last-ditch effort. Eris left the inn for town.


Nothing could be left to the capricious whims of the world—or the fleeting fancies of this young woman.










CHAPTER 5
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Bowskeep was a town in search of an identity. Maybe that was what Bristol liked most about it. She understood its casting about, trying to find its best self—an identity hard to nail down. With a population just over four thousand, it wasn’t exactly a small town, nor a large one either. Something in between, like her. But artists, farmers, clerks, students, and shopkeepers were slowly growing the town together into something. Into what? She wasn’t sure even they knew, which she found oddly reassuring.


But living anywhere for more than two months was a miracle for the Keats family, and Bristol became intrigued with seeing mere ideas grow and come to fruition. Seeing trees, landscapes, even people transform with the seasons, flourish, watching them become one thing, something else, and then turn back again. It was a strange circling rhythm most people took for granted, a continuity that was slightly sobering. Life wasn’t always about change but sometimes about sameness. And sometimes sameness made you look beneath the surface, look at the bones that held it all together—and the flaws that could be its undoing. Change was a distraction. Sameness demanded reflection. Bristol wondered if it was the sameness that drove her mother away. That it made her see things she didn’t want to see.


The town lay in the distant shadow of Kestrel Cove, the much larger and flashier resort town eight miles west on the coast. That was where Cat worked as a barista because jobs were more plentiful there. Until a decade ago, Bowskeep was mostly just a potty and gas stop for tourists heading to the seaside. But it was “coming into its own,” as Mayor Georgie Topz liked to say. She was a Little Person with inventive ideas, and Bowskeep was eager to follow her lead. Bristol admired that about the mayor, that she was a smart businesswoman who made fresh starts seem possible. One of her first moves as mayor was to propose three new stop signs on the main highway so Bowskeep wasn’t just a blur for tourists passing through. She also orchestrated a facelift for Main Street with colorful paint and flower boxes. The pièce de résistance of her marketing campaign was her chickens—Rhode Island Reds, Silkies, Faverolles, Orpingtons—the mayor’s pride and joy, which roamed freely on the sidewalks. It wasn’t just tourists who loved them. The merchants on Main Street gave them names. Fern was Bristol’s favorite, a leghorn who had more attitude than a Mack truck.


Another creation of the mayor’s was the Menagerium—a monthly street fair that filled the wide center parkway. That was how the Keats family came to be there. Merchants of every kind came to the Menagerium to sell their goods, from painters to potters to local farmers. The sheer variety at the Menagerium gave it an energy no other festival had—and Bristol had worked more than she could remember.


With Main Street blocked at either end on festival days, it meant more deliveries for Bristol. Sal paid her a wage of course, but tips made all the difference, and festival days were rife with them.


It took some convincing for Sal to hire her. He wasn’t keen on the idea at first. He needed a part-time assistant manager who could also drive and make deliveries, but Bristol didn’t have a driver’s license. Their run-down house was free and clear, thanks to a rare art piece her father lucked into at a swap meet—but paying the rest of the bills was no small feat. Utilities, groceries, endless repairs, taxes, Harper’s new glasses—they ate up most of their paychecks and there was no extra money for another car, much less a driver’s license and insurance. Cat was already driving without either of those things, and if she was ever pulled over, they were screwed.


Bristol had always gotten along fine with a bus and a bike and explained to Sal she’d been in plenty of towns where people delivered close to everything on bikes. In desperation she boldly claimed she could get pizzas to his customers faster on her bike than in his delivery car. It turned out that most of the time, that was true—especially on busy tourist weekends.


When she wasn’t delivering pizzas, Bristol worked the counter and closed the shop three nights a week. Her first night managing the cooks and counter still made her smile. Sal had hovered. And hovered.


“I’ve got this, Sal, you can go.”


“But the menu—”


“Memorized.”


“All three pages?”


His worry was almost an insult. “Four,” she corrected. “I can recite them in French and Spanish too, if you’d like?”


His brows had pulled down like he didn’t think anyone could replace him for a few hours, which she understood. His shop was his baby, but his heart doctor insisted he cut back on his hours. He nodded toward a loud group at a corner table. “But it’s Friday night, and—”


“I can handle an unruly patron, Sal. Trust me.”


And then, as if on cue, one of the loudmouths stumbled up to the counter, slapped his card down, and ordered another pitcher of beer. He had already finished off the last pitcher almost single-handedly.


Bristol slid his card back to him. “How about a soda on the house?”


He slid his card back. “You heard me, honey. Don’t give me any shit about a soda.”


Bristol tucked her smile away. “First of all, I am not your honey. And second of all, if you don’t go sit your ass down right now with the soda I’m about to give you, you’re going to find out what real shit is.” And then she pulled out her calm but withering stare.


Their stare-down lasted for only a few seconds before he caved.


“I’ll have a Coke.”


Sal smiled and left for the night.


He called her his no-nonsense problem solver after that because it wasn’t the last time she juggled a room full of demanding people, or defused tempers with a few careful words.


Over the last few months, her proficiency working at the tiny pizza parlor made Bristol muse about what it would be like to have a shop of her own. That was a definite commitment to stay—which both intrigued and frightened her—but it was only an amusing diversion to occupy her mind on longer deliveries, like filling a dollhouse with furniture that would never really be used. Her shop would be a mini-Menagerium and would have the best of everything she had ever tasted or seen in all the cities she had visited, some cities that no longer had names in her memory, blending in with all the others. But certain sights and tastes remained sharp, her only keepsakes from a fractured life that required traveling light.


In her imaginary shop, she would sell beautiful gourmet doughnuts, specialty coffees served in unique handcrafted mugs, and local art like her father’s would hang on the walls. Cat would come on Friday nights and sing, and customers would swoon and get misty-eyed with the magic of her voice. Bristol would have regular customers too, ones who would ask after her health and other details of her future life that she didn’t know yet, but that future would have continuity, something she could count on like the seasons. She would be a savvy businesswoman, and a curator of sorts, like in a museum—and every table would have a mason jar of wildflowers she picked from her own garden and . . . It was a dollhouse that was never quite completely furnished. Something was always missing. Maybe that was what kept it interesting.


As she pedaled, Bristol’s mind drifted back to the letter. She pulled out her phone to remind Harper not to answer the door for anyone suspicious, but couldn’t get a signal. She held it in the air, moving it one way and then the other, like she was trying to divine water out of the sky. Nothing. Crappy phone.


She shoved it back in her pocket, turning her thoughts again to the letter, and entertained the idea of an aunt. A real one. And a rich one. It was an enticing thought. Was it possible her father had lied? He had gotten that rare piece of art from somewhere. What if it wasn’t a chance find at a swap meet? But why would he deny he had an aunt? Unless she was awful. Or aunt was a code name for “hit man.” She didn’t consider the possibility entirely as a joke. Her parents’ secrets provided fertile ground for speculation.


She was only five the first time she noticed them looking over their shoulders. What are you looking for? she had asked. The answer that day and ever after was always the same. Nothing. But it didn’t keep Bristol or her sisters from noting their quick glances backward, or their slow, stealthy scans of a crowd, nudging each other to attention. Or the quick packing up at a swap meet when the day was only half over and eager customers still circled around her mother’s beautiful handwoven scarves, and her father still had plenty of paintings to sell. If her parents had been cats, they would have arched their backs and bared their teeth. Sometimes Bristol did hear the hiss under their breaths. Their survival patterns became her own. Pack up. Ease out. Don’t cause a stir. Their fear made something grip tight in her gut, and she could only breathe again once they were on the road.


Their constant moving from town to town was confirmation that they were running from something—something that was relentless. Before coming to Bowskeep, they had never lived anywhere for more than one or two months. They moved from swap meet to flea market to street fair, living out of their van at highway rest stops, or tiny motel rooms, or under the stars when weather permitted. Bristol and her sisters were schooled in the same way—on the road and under starry skies, reciting the plays of Shakespeare from memory, learning about art movements and the histories that fueled them, formulating math puzzles, or learning stick fighting when their childish energy needed an outlet. Their parents were both suspiciously well educated, even if they wouldn’t discuss how that came to be. The girls knew their lives were not like anyone else’s. Her parents claimed it was the artist’s life.


Then Bowskeep happened. Their family had been crammed into a garage loft for two months. A small, hole-in-the-wall gallery just off Main Street bought two of Logan’s paintings—and sold them for an astonishing price—five times what he got at fairs. The gallery owner asked for more art, but shortly after, Leanna Keats announced it was time to move on.


Bristol and Cat had known it was coming. They’d seen the usual signs in their mother—her pacing, the dark circles under her eyes, biting her nails until her fingers bled, incessantly simmering herbs until the loft smelled like a potpourri shop—but Harper had already made some fast connections in the town. The library became her second home, and she was on a first-name basis with Freda, the librarian. At her mother’s announcement, Harper burst into tears and blurted out, “Were you two part of organized crime?” Her voice was loud with accusation. “Is that why we have to go?”


Bristol had glanced guiltily over Harper’s head at Cat. The night before, they’d been huddled on the loft porch, sharing a beer, musing that their parents were witness protection program dropouts. They hadn’t thought Harper was listening or would confront them. Bristol and Cat had always known their parents were lying to them about something, because maybe, the truth was too dangerous for them to know. The oddness of their lives was the elephant in the room they were conditioned to walk around, and after so many years, they were good at it. At least Bristol thought they were, but lies could rub subtly, like a dull blade against fabric until, eventually, threads began popping.


That night, Bristol and Cat anxiously waited, right along with Harper, for their answer.


Their mother’s eyes went wide.


Their father’s eyes narrowed. “Where’d you get such a wild notion?” he finally answered.


His answer came too late. They had already seen his gaze meet their mother’s as they exchanged some silent question. Later that night, her parents argued bitterly in the bathroom, the only place where they had any privacy. Their voices stayed in hushed, tight tones. The only distinguishable thing she heard was her father saying, “There is always a way to accomplish something.”


A few days later, Logan Keats announced he had sold a valuable sketch he had stumbled on at a swap meet—a lucky find, he called it—and they used the money to buy a house on the outskirts of Bowskeep. They were staying. Harper cried and hugged their father. Her mother smiled. It seemed genuine, and she hummed as she worked at her loom that night. The tune was cheerful, like it marked a new beginning for the Keats family.


But Bristol remained cautious. She had learned from a young age not to become attached to people and places she would just have to leave behind. It seemed too late for second chances, too late to become something they had never been before—a family with roots. She was afraid to love Bowskeep the way Harper did. Bristol had made that painful mistake too many times in the past. She was certain the rumblings and restlessness would take hold again. They always did. Two days after they moved into the new house, Bristol packed her duffle and left.


Maybe that was when the undoing of the Keats family began.










CHAPTER 6
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Clink.


Clink.


Tyghan lay on his stomach, staring at the floor. More digging. He winced. “Are you almost done?”


Madame Chastain dropped another stony claw into the copper bowl. “They’re poisonous, you know? They’ll leach into your blood. Shall I leave the last few in? Or take my time and get them all?”


Tyghan knew exactly what the claws would do if left under the skin. Madame Chastain knew that he knew. She just wanted to drive home the point that he was once her student, and that, in some matters, she was more knowledgeable. He offered a noncommittal grunt. Madame Chastain returned it with one of her own.


Clink.


She pressed on the wound, feeling for more claws. Sweat ran down Tyghan’s face, dripping from his nose. A low rumble ran through his chest. He heard the shuffle of boots on stone. The heavy tap of hooves. A dark brown hand clutching leather gloves flashed past his vision. Quin. The other officers trailed in behind him.


Two in the squad they led—Nisa and Liam—didn’t make it back. They had volunteered for the mission and their commander had recommended them, but Tyghan barely knew them. He prayed they weren’t embedded with claws, too.


“There. That’s all of them. Seven,” Madame Chastain said, swirling the claws in the copper bowl. “Must have been a big one that got you.”


It was.


Tyghan pushed up awkwardly with his left arm, trying to suppress a moan. His officers lounged in chairs across from him. Cully’s lips twisted with amusement. Tyghan leveled a cool stare at the youngest member of the company, and his lips returned to a vacant repose.


Madame Chastain lowered her gaze to Tyghan’s. “Avoid those claws next time, why don’t you? It would certainly save me a lot of trouble.”


Tyghan pasted on a stiff grin. “Now, why didn’t I think of that?”


She swabbed the wound with a healing ointment and dressed it with a clean bandage. “Leave that on for an hour. It should be healed by then. You’re young and healthy. For now.”


She gathered her supplies and left, still swirling the claws in her bowl, trying not to look too pleased. Tyghan knew she’d put the claws to good use in other ways, her mind probably already plump with possibilities.


He gingerly tugged his shirt on, his right shoulder tender. Madame Chastain never bothered with anything to numb the pain. Better that you remember the pain, she’d say, so you’ll be smarter about it the next time. Tyghan didn’t want any more next times, but he knew they’d come.


Quin offered him a goblet of some unknown liquid. “Maybe this will help.”


Tyghan took a healthy swig, then coughed violently.


Quin smiled. “I didn’t say it wouldn’t burn. Takes your mind off your other troubles, though, doesn’t it?”


Kasta rubbed her bandaged head. She’d been hit, too. “Sad state we’re in, isn’t it? When one pathetic little skill can’t be had in a whole nation.”


Glennis frowned and sat back on her haunches. “Not so pathetic now that we need it.”


“The recruits are improving,” Cully offered, whittling the tip of a thin ash branch, unmindful of the leavings that spilled to the floor.


Dalagorn rumbled. “Not enough.” He leaned on the window ledge, staring out at the city. Liam came from his ancestral village. Dalagorn had recruited him.


Tyghan took a more careful sip from his goblet, his stomach warming with the bitter brew. “Eris is meeting with one today that he says has potential.”


Kasta rolled her eyes. “That’s what he said about the others.”


“Meeting?” Quin scoffed. “All this courting. Why doesn’t he just haul her back by her toenails?”


“The counselor’s too preoccupied with his books and laws,” Cully answered.


“And we’re running out of time,” Dalagorn said, shaking his head. “Let’s go get dinner.” Food was usually his solution to unpleasant situations or conversations he wanted to avoid. “I could eat a whole goat.”


“But not this one,” Glennis replied, slapping him on the back of the head as they headed for the dining veranda.


Tyghan stayed behind, saying he’d be along later, but he still heard Quin’s comment floating on the air when they were far down the hallway. “Two skins says Eris comes back empty-handed. . . .”


Not this time, Tyghan thought. This was Kierus and Maire’s daughter. If she wasn’t useful one way, he’d make sure she was useful in another.










CHAPTER 7
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Miriam at the Nail Emporium waved Bristol down like she was hailing a taxi and asked her to wait while she ran back inside to get the lunch order from the manicurists. It was a semiregular thing, especially on festival days. Bristol didn’t mind waiting at the curb. The manicurists tipped well, and Sal appreciated their advance orders. Bristol always threw in extra garlic knots for them.


While she waited for Miriam, she spotted Willow shuffling down the sidewalk, her battered hat pulled over her head, her face in shadows as usual. She wasn’t exactly homeless—but you’d never know it by the way she always prowled the roads and streets, even at night.


“Hey, Willow,” Bristol called as she passed.


Willow nodded shyly in return but kept walking, continuing her low singsong humming.


Bristol often left canceled pizzas on her stoop, just to make sure she had something to eat. Willow was as thin as the light poles that lined Main Street. No one in town really knew much about her other than she regularly left gifts of wildflowers tied with twine hanging from doorknobs and she went to every memorial service at the mortuary and cried in the back pew.


A jarring rattle made Bristol turn. It was Pippa Hawkins at Best Threads wheeling a sales rack out onto the sidewalk to encourage shoppers to come inside. A tacky red sign on either end blared 60 Percent Off. They were long, shimmery dresses. The Founder’s Dance was three months ago, and these were the dresses no one wanted. Almost no one.


Wedged between them all, Bristol spotted the mossy-green gown she’d tried on and imagined wearing to the much-talked-about affair. Bristol had never been to any kind of organized dance, much less a fancy one. She remembered the way the dress made her feel. How smooth and snug it was against her skin. Like it was filling up all her empty spaces. Maybe she only loved it because for those few minutes it made her feel like someone else, someone who wasn’t always eyeing the road and the exits, someone who wasn’t aching inside—someone who was staying. That was a lot of love and hope to pin on one overpriced dress.


But with everyone else constantly talking about the dance, including Miriam and Mayor Topz, and with Mick suddenly swooping into her life, hot, charming, and attentive, she’d toyed with the idea. She’d thought maybe they were a thing. Whatever that was. She had never stayed in one place long enough to find out. But Mick had intrigued her. He had a compelling magnetism that had caught her unawares.


His pickup line had been Nice bike. Bristol rolled her eyes at that now, but at the time she was vulnerable to his flirtations. He was a cyclist who gave pricey bike tours along the coast to rich tourists. It was obvious her secondhand bike was on its last legs, but he’d stormed into her life at a weak moment, just a few weeks after her father died, and she was scared witless, unsure how she would keep it all together for Cat and Harper. Mick had asked questions like he cared, and she soaked up his attention and touch like it might heal everything that hurt so badly inside her. Sal’s storage room after closing time became their meeting place. Unfortunately, Mick’s intense interest only lasted two weeks. After several steamy encounters, he disappeared without so much as a see ya later. Maybe he had to leave on a sudden tour, but everyone in her life seemed to leave without saying goodbye.


“Here’s our order,” Miriam called as she hurried out, waving a piece of paper.


“Order?” Pippa said, turning away from the rack of clothes she was primping. “Sal didn’t call you?”


“My phone’s not working,” Bristol answered. “Why would he call?”


“He’s closed for the day. Electricity is out.”
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The tiny interior of Sal’s Pizza was dark, and the Closed sign was still displayed in the window. There was no scent of baking crusts or simmering sauces. Outside, Sal was in a heated conversation with three hardhats from the power company. Mayor Topz shifted from foot to foot nearby and, when she spotted Bristol, told her what happened. “Apparently, a strange power surge fried the power to his shop.”


“A strange power surge? What does that even mean? Why aren’t they fixing it? How long—”


“Hold on, Bri,” Georgie said, “I can only answer one question at a time.”


But Bristol wanted them all answered at once. All she saw was the prime lunch hour evaporating, her tips disappearing, and the next power outage happening at her house. Between a water line leak and a blown tire on their old van two weeks ago, their small budget was decimated. “But how can—”


“They’re working on it, dear. They said maybe in a few hours—”


Bristol looked up at the sky. Shit.


Sal approached, curbing his cursing when the mayor cleared her throat. Bristol knew the mayor could swear the paint off a wall—but not when the streets were crowded with tourists, especially not on festival days. “Sorry, Bri,” Sal said, his round cheeks slick with perspiration. “Shop’s closed for now. They guessed they might have it fixed by tonight if we’re lucky.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t need luck. I need fucking power.”


The mayor cleared her throat again.


“What caused the surge?” Bristol asked.


“They don’t know yet. They think the transformer’s fine. It’s still powering ten other shops. Only mine was fried. Even they said it makes no sense.” He huffed out a resigned grumble. “You can go home. I’ll call if they get it working before the dinner crowd hits, but it’s not likely.”


Home? She couldn’t go home.


Bristol left, aimlessly riding her bike down Main Street, dodging the crowds. There had to be work somewhere, something she could do. Maybe Miriam—


The letter.


It was a cool whisper, tickling her ear. Remember the offer.


She braked, skidding into a turn, and headed for Second Street.


She wasn’t going home without money for the bills. All the bills.
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The bell on the gallery door tinkled, barely breaking the silence. Bristol closed the door gently behind her. The empty gallery was a stark contrast to the bustle of the festival streets. The first thing Bristol saw was her father’s painting hanging on the back wall like it was center stage in a play. Tempest. Tempest #44 to be exact. This one was by far the largest and darkest, painted in blacks, ultramarines, and tiny smears of crimson riding the crests of thickly applied paint, the heavy swaths creating their own dark shadows. Tempest at Midnight, Bristol called it, but her father only numbered the many versions of the painting he sold more frequently than any other. There was something compelling about every single one. All artists have their obsessions, her mother used to say. This is his. Bristol thought it was her mother’s obsession, too, the way she studied the swirling canvas like she was part of her husband’s strange, dark world. Each painting revealed something slightly different, this one the bare hint of a haunting figure emerging from a swirl of shadow. An apparition that was and wasn’t there.


“It hasn’t sold yet.”


Bristol turned to see Sonja emerge from her office, her long salt-and-pepper hair wound into a crown atop her head. She walked behind the counter and set down an armful of catalogs. “Yet is the key word,” she added, raising her brows. “I have faith it will sell, just like the others. And for more. Don’t worry.” Sonja’s voice was always a sip of cool water. She understood artists, their obsessions, their poverty, and maybe their daughters, too.


“I’m not here about my father’s painting. I wanted to ask how much you would give me today if I brought you a rare piece of art.”


She smiled. “I guess that would depend on the art and how rare it is. I’m only a small—”


“A sketch by Leonardo da Vinci.”


Sonja laughed.


Bristol didn’t waver. “I’m serious, Sonja.” A small da Vinci sketch no bigger than her palm was what her father sold to a dealer several big cities away. The money given to him was a fraction of its worth—but it was enough to buy their house, and the dealer offered anonymity. Her father didn’t want a wave of questions or attention. Sometimes when her parents spoke behind closed doors, they didn’t speak quietly enough.


A curious line formed between Sonja’s brows. “That’s impossible.”


“Maybe,” Bristol answered. “But if I did bring something to you—”


Sonja’s gray eyes shone bright against her soft brown lids. “What have you gotten yourself into, Bristol Keats? It’s quite illegal to peddle forgeries, much less stolen art. Besides—”


“I don’t know if it’s stolen. But someone wants to give it to me.”


“Give it to you?” She laughed again. “Undoubtedly fake. They’re preying on your—”


“If I bring it here, what can you give me today? There are recovery fees for stolen art. I’ll split them with you.”


Sonja shook her head. “But—”


“How much?”


“You can’t just—”


“How much?”


Sonja sighed. She stared at the ceiling, wrestling with her common sense and the mad pleadings of a determined young woman she liked very much. “Bring it to me. If it’s safe for you to do so. And if it seems reasonably authentic, I will advance you a thousand dollars while we have it checked out by experts—which might take a while. If this ‘rare art’ doesn’t check out, I will take the advance out of the proceeds of your father’s painting when it sells.”


“I’ll be back in an hour,” Bristol said, heading for the door. “Go to the bank. Get cash.”










CHAPTER 8
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Tyghan studied the loose pieces of art lying on the table, a certain casual desperation in their display, considering their value. They were all preliminary sketches for various works. Famous works. They came from Jasmine’s personal collection archived at the conservatory. He knew how she loved her art. Why would she be willing to give any of it away? Why had Jasmine been brought into this at all? Considering her connection to Kierus, he couldn’t trust her—and there had been words between them—accusations that still smoldered. Besides, there were other valuable enticements that could be offered. That had been offered. Was this girl even worth it?


She ignored my previous incentives.


Art.


It made Tyghan wonder, made him remember things he preferred to forget.


“The counselor’s back,” Ivy said as warning.


Tyghan had told Eris he would stay out of it. He would, to a point.


He nodded to Ivy and stepped out of sight. But Quin’s suggestion to haul her back by her toenails was beginning to appeal to him more. It could certainly be arranged.










CHAPTER 9
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It was only noon—hours too early. Bristol’s pulse raced as she headed out of town. Normally, she loved riding the open highway, but this time her destination robbed her of all pleasure. This was desperate business—and possibly dangerous. She only had a vague recollection of where Skycrest Lane was, but there weren’t many roads that intersected the highway outside Bowskeep.


Her frustration grew as she pedaled. First her worthless phone, then Sal’s fried power. She was tired. Tired of struggling for every damn thing in her life. Maybe this art would change that. Getting there early was a good thing. High noon. Lunch hour. Witnesses. Coming early, she would catch them off guard.


Them.


Who were they? Somehow, they knew about the art her father had acquired, and they had promised her more of it. She would call them on that promise or expose them for the frauds they were. The sheriff was only a phone call away. If her phone worked.


The wind hissed past her ears, and seconds later, a faded street sign humbly offered up Skycrest Lane. Bristol paused at the leaf-littered street. A mouse skittered across the disused road, frightened by her sudden presence. She pressed down on her pedal before she could change her mind, and headed down the narrow, winding lane.


Around a bend in the road, a two-story inn appeared, large and very blue, as if it had just received a fresh coat of paint. The window trim was white, and cheery red geraniums filled window boxes. Only a few cars were parked outside—fewer than Bristol would have liked. The chandeliers inside the inn burned brightly through lace-draped windows.


She balanced her bike against an oak tree near the entrance, then combed stray wisps of hair back into her ponytail. This is it. She squared her shoulders, but as she headed for the steps, all she could think of was how infuriated Cat would be by what she was doing, how her pale cheeks would glow with fire and her eyes would glisten with tears as she yelled how careless Bristol was being—as reckless as their mother was the night she drove across a rain-swollen creek and was swept away in the current.


Bristol hesitated halfway up the stairs. Their mother’s battered body was found a week later for her father to identify. He was never the same after that. What was so important to her mother on the other side of that creek? What was more important to her than her family? Was Bristol being reckless now, just like her?


She glanced at the front door and the welcome mat laid at the entrance. This was not the same as crossing a rain-swollen creek in the middle of a stormy night far from home. Bristol was doing this for her sisters. It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to make things better for them. She smelled something sweet and glorious baking—and then the earthy whiff of lavender. Her nerves settled, and she walked through the front door.
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Bristol was greeted in the entrance hall by a highly polished table that held an enormous vase overflowing with fresh flowers. She was also greeted by deep silence, as if she had entered a museum that was closed for the day. As if she had walked into an empty inn. No voices, no vacuums, so dishes clattering.


She took a few hesitant steps. “Hello?”


There was a crash, then hushed mumbling. A door at the back of the parlor swung open, and a young woman stumbled through it carrying a tray of tiny colorful cakes. She was dressed in a crisp blue blouse and skirt that matched the fresh paint on the outside of the inn. Willoughby Inn was embroidered over the pocket. She stopped a few feet away, wide-eyed, like no one had come through that door in decades.


“I’m here to meet with a guest of yours?”


“Oh, yes! The Lu—I mean, Miss Jasmine! Of course! They told me you were coming! My name’s—” She hesitated, like she had forgotten her name. “Ivy! But that’s not important.” Her features were angelic, but then they pinched with worry, and she searched for somewhere to set the tray, missing the table that was right beside her.


Bristol took the tray from her and set it down. “First day on the job?”


She nodded, her blond hair shimmering in soft waves over her shoulders. “Yes, that’s it. My first day. Please sit down. I’ll let her know you’re here.”


Ivy’s feet didn’t make a sound as she dashed up the stairs. The inn was strangely mute again, not even a creak or groan. Apparently, every floorboard was sworn to silence.


Bristol sat on the burgundy settee in the parlor, running her fingers over the luxurious nap, surveying the outdated wallpaper and ornate chandeliers that had an odd yellow glow about them. She listened for any noise at all—a sense that someone was coming. The upstairs remained quiet, but then—


A prickle.


Heat. All the way down her spine.


Her fingertips burned.


No, don’t turn around. Don’t. But the feeling she was being watched bore down on her.


She jumped up and spun, her gaze shooting from corner to corner.


Nothing.


But the oppressive feeling was still there, like someone stood within inches, their heat radiating onto her. She swallowed, taking a step backward.


Get out, Bristol. Get out now.


But then out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a brightly lit room at the end of a long hallway. The tall double doors were open, and in the center of the room was a table with several pieces of paper on it. The art.


She eyed the hallways and stairs, and there was no sign of anyone coming. She took a few hesitant steps, then a few more, until she was inside the room.


Bristol circled the table, staring at the yellowed paper. Sanguine chalk. Leonardo da Vinci’s preferred choice for sketching. Not a surprising choice for a forgery, but her pulse still raced. If these were forgeries, they were good ones. Excellent forgeries. This was what she had come for, but now the reality was stealing her resolve. Who were these people? These pieces were going to lead to trouble. Big trouble. They should not be there. Da Vincis, all of them. Or very good fakes, but the burn deep in her gut said they were real. Her parents had dragged her to every gallery and museum across the country.


She picked up a sketch of a dragon and a lion, knowing she should have gloves on in case it wasn’t fake. She tested the small piece of paper between her fingers, careful not to touch the chalk. The paper was rag linen like none she had ever handled before, though not as brittle as she had anticipated, and there was no visible foxing, which would be expected on paper so old.


Still. There was something convincing about it. Was it a preliminary sketch for the reproduction she’d seen in countless galleries? Or the final? This sketch alone could be worth millions if it was the real thing.


The hallway was still empty. She could take it and be gone before anyone returned. A thousand dollars in her pocket within the hour, with much more to come. It wasn’t really stealing since they already offered it to her. She unzipped her hoodie. She had a large interior pocket—


“Miss Keats? Are you Bristol Keats?”


Bristol whirled, sucking in a startled breath. She set the art back on the table like she’d been caught in the middle of a heist.


A tall middle-aged man filled the doorway, his brows raised in expectation.


“Yes,” she answered as she sized him up. Was he the mastermind behind this meeting? What did he want in return?


He smiled, his face not unpleasant, a certain ease about it. His long white hair was combed back into a ponytail, and he wore a sharply tailored black suit and a white silk tie. He smacked of polish and money. She wondered what he could possibly want from someone like her.


“Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


“Startle? Not at all. I heard you coming,” Bristol replied, trying to regain her footing, even though she hadn’t heard him and wondered if everyone in this inn had the footsteps of a damn cat.


He held his hand out. “Eris Dukinnon. I sent you the letter.”


“Multiple letters,” Bristol corrected, as she shook his hand. “Letters you wrote for my aunt. Where is she?”


“I’m afraid we weren’t expecting you so early. She’s napping, but her nurse is trying to rouse her now, so she can come down. It may take a few minutes for her to get dressed. I think I explained her health is fragile, and this was a difficult trip for her. I hope you don’t mind waiting?”


A nurse? The concern on his face rang true. Was she making a frail old woman jump through her hoops? “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come early. I had a break from work—”


“It’s not a problem. While we’re waiting, why don’t you peruse the art? You can choose before your aunt comes down.”


“I already looked them over. These are reproductions?”


“Oh no. All originals.”


“Original Leonardo da Vinci?” she said, not trying to hide her skepticism.


“That’s right,” he answered, his tone and demeanor remaining buttery smooth.


“Stolen?” she prodded.


He laughed. “Dear heavens, no. Your aunt has had them in her private collection for a very long time. Go ahead, choose one.”


She eyed the drawings. People didn’t just give away da Vincis. “What’s the catch?”


“No catch. Just a gift from your aunt to you. Take your time.”


Just a gift. There was a catch, all right—even if she didn’t know what it was yet.


Mr. Dukinnon’s attention was drawn away to notes he held in his hand. “I have information on each piece. Here, let me find . . .”


While he ruffled through his notes, Bristol circled the table, pretending she was looking at the art. The overbearing heat pressed down on her again, touching her skin, her throat, sliding down her arm to her fingers, like every move she made was being evaluated. Her fingertip grazed the ragged edge of the dragon sketch. She already knew this was the one she wanted.


Ivy rushed into the dining room, and Bristol pulled her hand away.


“Your aunt will be down presently,” Ivy announced. “She wants you to go ahead and choose the art while you wait.”


Again, the eagerness. Like they were trying to close a deal. Something about it wasn’t right. Bristol leaned over, pretending she was studying one of the sketches, pursing her lips studiously, but she could barely focus. This all had to be illegal in some grand way. What have you gotten yourself into, Bristol Keats?


“Hmm, I see the resemblance.”


She turned to see a woman standing in the doorway. Her gaze rested on Bristol like she was the prize at the end of a long quest. The woman was tall, slender, with a long gray braid trailing over her shoulder, all the way to her knees. Her face was an intricate map of elegant wrinkles, each one carefully drawn, a face rich with story. Her skin was as white as a flower petal, her nose straight and sharp, her eyes deep set and shimmering with the color of a pale summer sky.


Bristol couldn’t look away. It was a face that belonged in a painting, a museum, a face that had history, depth, something intangible that Bristol couldn’t name. She was quite possibly the most beautiful woman Bristol had ever seen—but the one thing she didn’t see in this woman was any family resemblance. She looked absolutely nothing like her father. And if this woman had ever seen her father, she would know that Bristol didn’t resemble him, either. This was not her father’s aunt.


“I really don’t look much like my father,” Bristol ventured in a gentle challenge.


The woman’s head angled to the side, taking a closer look. “You’re like him more than you may know.”


Bristol had to hand it to her—it was a good evasive reply. But she said it with perplexing sincerity. “You’re my father’s Aunt Jasmine?”


The woman nodded, then eased herself onto a chair set against the wall. “Let me get my breath for a minute and then we’ll talk. But please, while you wait, choose the piece you prefer.”


They all stared at Bristol, waiting.


She swiped at the moisture sprouting at her hairline. They were too eager. “I need to think it over for a few minutes. Maybe in the lobby? It’s so warm in here.”


“Of course,” Mr. Dukinnon replied. He started to follow Bristol, but she waved him off, saying she needed to be alone to think. Bristol didn’t know if she needed to think or to run, maybe both. But could she really walk away from a da Vinci—even a stolen one—when it could change everything for herself and her sisters? She sensed Mr. Dukinnon’s eyes glued to her back as she walked down the hallway, and it wasn’t until she sat on the settee that she heard the click of the dining room doors closing.


Low murmurs rolled from the room, and her shoulder muscles relaxed a bit. At least the inn was no longer deadly quiet. None of these people seemed dangerous, but of course, appearances could be deceiving.


She took a tiny pink cake from the tray Ivy had brought in and popped it whole into her mouth—and then another. They melted on her tongue like little pieces of heaven, and she was certain they were the best cakes she had ever eaten. She popped a third. It helped settle her stomach. Just take the art, Bristol. Take it and get out of here. It’s not that big of a deal. You’re making too much of it.


She stood, surprised at the turnabout in her confidence. It was obvious now. Take it and go.


She headed back to the dining room, her decision made, but as she did, the low murmurs inside grew louder. There were more than a few voices now. She didn’t remember another door leading into the dining room. So where did the others come from? She paused, listening just outside the door. She was certain they were arguing, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying. They were speaking another language. She leaned forward and pressed her eye to the narrow crack. It took her a moment to focus, and then—


She blinked, pulled away, and looked again. She squinted to be sure. Her blood drained to her feet.


What was she seeing? How?


It wasn’t just a room of people anymore.


Creatures were inside. No, worse, they were monsters. A grotesque menagerie of them. Some had wings, some had fur like they were part animal, others had features molded from a nightmare. One had tusks protruding over its upper lip like a wild boar and yet it stood upright and wore clothes. In the corner a hulking creature hovering over them all had on a policeman’s uniform, and when he moved, she got a clear view of a badge pinned to his chest: Sheriff Tom Orley. Her stomach lurched.


Was it the cakes she had eaten? Costumes? There had to be a reasonable explanation.


She rubbed her eyes, but her gaping stare became obsessive. She desperately wanted to run away but at the same time, she was too horrified to leave. She was frozen to the crack in the door like she was witnessing a train wreck.


Standing beside the sheriff was a woman with the face of Freda the librarian, but small horns jutted from her forehead. Eris and the few humans who stood among the beasts didn’t seem disturbed by their presence. Ivy was there, too, but now veined black wings drooped from her back to the floor and iridescent scales covered part of her face. It wasn’t makeup.


In the middle of it all was a tall man with midnight hair who held their attention. He was human as far as she could tell—an angry human. He leaned across the table, still speaking low to Eris. A black cloak that matched his hair waved from his wide shoulders as if wind swept through the room. His bright blue eyes were an icy shade of winter, and a blizzard stormed in them. His words stung the air.


But then, midsentence, he went still and stopped speaking, his head turning slightly. His attention jumped to the crack in the door, his eyes now fixed on Bristol, like there was no door between them at all. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Terror pounded in her chest. Run! Get away! It was a chilling scream in her head, but before she could make her body obey, the doors flew open, and she stumbled forward.


The room instantly quieted. She was surrounded by beasts and their hideous eyes were on her.


How are you going to play this one, Bristol? Fear shot through her, then giddiness. Like she might start laughing hysterically. Why not? She was going to die. She was certain. What did she have to lose? But she began backing up an inch at a time, her survival instinct kicking in, preparing to flee.


“Choose,” the man with midnight hair ordered, now in a tongue she understood. His gaze held every inch of her like cold iron.


Choose? They were still fixated on the art? What was the matter with them? Were they all mad? Or was she?


“Don’t push, Tyghan,” Eris whispered to the man. “The choice must be hers.”


She glanced back at the art, only an arm’s reach away. Her hand trembled, and she snatched the dragon drawing from the table.


The one called Tyghan nodded. “Good. Now you’re in service to the king.”


Bristol lifted her chin, battling a line between terror and restraint. She had to gain control of this situation—fast. Act like the creatures didn’t rattle her. As if she saw rooms full of strange beasts every day. She eyed the mouthy one like he was a disruptive patron at Sal’s, staring him down, hoping to pin him in place.


“A gift is a gift, in case you haven’t heard,” she told him. “I’m not in service to anyone—especially not some king I’ve never met.”


The beasts surrounding her sucked in furious breaths. Rumbled. Smoke came from one of the creatures’ nostrils. The blood pooling in her feet turned to ice. Yes, she was going to die. She tucked the art into her hoodie and took another step backward.


Tyghan moved around the table toward her, like an animal closing in on prey. “A gift is not just a gift in my world. It’s an obligation.”


His world?


She met his searing stare. “Then too bad you’re in Bowskeep.” Her voice didn’t sound half as tough as she intended, so she doubled down. “My world, my rules.”


The room was instantly hot, her skin on fire, like a furnace door had been opened, but then Eris stepped between them, pressing his hand to Tyghan’s chest as he spoke to her. “Please, let me explain. In return for the gift, we only want your services for a short period, a few months at most. Something you—”


She shook her head, her lip curling with disgust. “I do not provide services.”


“No, no, you misunderstand. Not anything untoward or illegal. You have some skills. That’s all. We’ve noticed your ability to maneuver through town on your bike. You appear to have special instincts. We’d like to utilize them if possible.”


She gaped at him, stunned for a moment. I deliver pizzas, you bonehead. It’s not rocket science. What kind of scam were they running? But as she edged backward, she said more gently, “Delivering pizzas doesn’t take skill.”


“It’s your directional instincts that we’re interested in. We only want to recruit you for a small task.” Eris motioned to the art. “This gift today, and another when your task is completed.”


“What’s the task?”


“Finding a door for us. That’s all. We assure you, we’ll make it worth your time.”


That’s all? Not likely.


“Sorry,” she said, “not interested.”


She turned and ran.


A commotion exploded behind her. The quiet inn was instantly deafening. The door. Just make it to the door.


Everything slammed around her, doors, windows, all moving on their own, like the inn was a living thing trying to stop her. Paintings flew from walls, crashing to the floor, tables slid in front of her, forcing her to change her path, jump, look for a clean way out. What sort of madhouse was she in? She kept moving, dodging obstacles that flew of their own accord. When the front door wouldn’t open, she turned down another hallway, still ducking from flying objects, until she came to a side door. She flung it open, stumbled down the steps, and sprinted toward her bike. Branches and leaves batted her like they were flocks of furious birds swooping through the sky—it was impossible to dodge them.


This was the catch, but it was only a fleeting thought, because all she could concentrate on was getting away. She grabbed her bike and raced down the driveway, struggling to see the path through the whirl of dust, moving forward on trust and memory. Her eyes stung, and the barrage continued to hit her, shingles from the roof flying past, something hitting her face. Her lip exploded with pain, but she kept going. She made it to the main road, leaving the roaring pandemonium behind, but her pedaling didn’t slow. She rode like monsters still snapped at her back.
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Tyghan’s elbows rested on the front porch rail. The old wooden porch creaked under the weight of so many crowding outside to watch their prospect run away, analyzing her, wondering if she held potential. Behind him Eris sighed with deliberate drama.


“You have something to say?” Tyghan asked.


“You promised me you wouldn’t come.”


“I don’t recall promising,” Tyghan answered. “I said I’d let you handle it. And I did, for the most part. If I’m practiced at twisting the letter of the law, I learned it from you.”


Eris’s lips smacked like he was sucking a lemon. “Well?” he asked. “Impressed?”


Tyghan stared after the young woman racing down the drive, maneuvering her bike like it was a weapon. Mortals made deliveries on such flimsy contraptions? But Eris was right, she wasn’t a child by any means. He hadn’t been prepared to actually see her, to look directly into her eyes. Her gaze unsettled him. She was astonishingly like Kierus—and Maire. Not in her features, but in other ways. Her mannerisms. The way her lips pressed together in a tight line like Kierus’s when she was thinking, and the dangerous glint in her eyes when she was angry. Kierus had always been slow to anger, preferring a smile or turn of phrase to control a situation, but when that spark flared in his eyes, everyone knew to step wide.


And her voice. He had only heard Maire speak once, but the smooth lilt, the cadence, it was there.


“So she maneuvered past a few objects,” Tyghan finally answered. “I’d hardly call that a reason to celebrate.”


“But she found the only open door. What else do we have?”


Nothing. But Tyghan wouldn’t admit it.


“And surely you noticed that her eyes are hazel,” Eris added.


Tyghan noticed. He shrugged. “Which usually means nothing.”


“But sometimes it means a lot. They have a greater potential for change.”


“Should we go after her?” Quin asked.


“No,” Eris said, waving him back. “She’ll return of her own accord by tonight.”


Melizan grumbled. “She has the art. Why would she come back?”


“Your brother told me to squeeze her,” Eris answered. “I’m far from done.”










CHAPTER 10
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Trees, the town, honking cars, they all raced past Bristol in a horrible gray blur. She barely saw the road. Her throbbing lip was the only proof she hadn’t imagined the room full of creatures, because it was all too impossible. Who—what—were they? And what were they doing here, in Bowskeep? Some of them had scowled at her with blood in their eyes. The sketch was safely tucked in her hoodie pocket, but she didn’t stop at Sonja’s gallery. She’d get the money later.


She was in the last stretch before home, the world finally quieting. Knee-high grass alongside the road rustled in the breeze, but then up ahead, she spotted the roadside memorial. Rebuilt. And someone stood beside it.


Her heart went back into overdrive. As she drew near, she recognized the familiar battered hat. Willow. She watched Bristol approach like she was waiting for her. Was Willow the one who kept rebuilding the memorial?


Even though she knew Willow, Bristol was suddenly wary. She stopped several yards away. “Willow, what are you doing way out here?”


Willow pulled off her hat, and long hair tangled with grass and leaves tumbled out past her ankles to the ground, more hair than Bristol thought could fit beneath one hat.


“I saw your father with trows just before he disappeared,” she answered.


Bristol swallowed. “Trows?”


Willow took a few steps closer. “Mountain trows, vicious little creatures they are. Most of them no bigger than yay high.” She brushed her fingers across the middle of her thigh. “But size? That don’t mean nothing. They’re dangerous little devils. Teeth like knives.”


Bristol wondered at the dark circles under Willow’s eyes, how gaunt she had become, and the strange raspy tone of her voice. “My father didn’t disappear, Willow. He’s dead.”


“Hmm . . . that so?” Her bloodshot eyes widened. “You ever see a body?”


Bristol’s stomach rolled over, woozy. The question churned up memories she was trying to forget. No, she didn’t see the body, but the sheriff—


The sheriff saw him. The sheriff who was also a monster.


She eyed Willow with new dread.


Willow laughed. “Ah, the sheriff.” Her head bobbed like she knew what he really was. “But those trows, they’re a wily bunch. They can trick just about anyone. Even a sheriff. Can’t trust anything about them.” She began walking away.


“Willow! Wait!” Bristol called. “What are you trying to tell me?”


But then she was gone. Gone, like she was never there. She became a fading bit of light that twinkled out of existence.


Bristol struggled to breathe, still staring at the spot where Willow had vanished. Her eyes stung, hot and dry.


And then she heard a trailing whisper: “The trows got him.”










CHAPTER 11
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Angus scurried up the couch, nosing the curtain aside to look out the window. Harper joined him, but saw it was only Cat pulling into the driveway. What was she doing home so early? Cat slammed the van door and marched through the high weeds that were once a lawn.


When she burst through the door, her eyes were red and swollen.


“What’s wrong?” Harper asked.


Cat’s nose wrinkled. She shook her head and tried to push past Harper. “Nothing. It will be all right.”


“Cat,” Harper said, grabbing her sister’s arm.


Cat’s lip trembled, and then it burst out of her. “I was fired. No notice, no severance. They might press charges. Money was missing from the safe, and I was the only one working last night who knew the combination. I didn’t take it, Harper! I would never steal from them.”


She began ripping off her uniform right there in the living room, throwing it piece by piece in whatever direction she was facing at the time until she was down to her bra and panties. “Burn them while I’m gone, will you?” She stomped upstairs, saying she was going to change and go look for a new job, but halfway up, she spun. “It makes no sense. Even the security cameras couldn’t help me. A power surge fried them.”










CHAPTER 12
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Trows. What were they? What did Willow mean? Got him. That trows killed him? Or they took him? Was it possible her father was still alive?


In a matter of minutes, Bowskeep had turned inside out into a place Bristol didn’t recognize, a coat with seams and dark hidden pockets she didn’t know existed. First Freda and the sheriff—and now Willow. Was anyone in this town who they claimed to be?


You ever see a body?


Her stomach twisted again, and the cakes she had eaten bobbed in her throat. No, she hadn’t seen the body. Did that mean the sheriff was in on it? Or had he been tricked the way Willow implied? Could Bristol even believe Willow? What was Willow?


Bristol’s bike was still moving when she jumped off, letting it clatter to the ground. She ran up the front steps and slammed the front door behind her, her chest burning from her crazed ride home. Her mind was a blur of images—Willow, the room full of monsters, the man ordering her to choose. Eris called him Tie-gun. What kind of name was that? Not a name from around there. His world? What was that world?


Harper rushed out of the kitchen. “What happened to your lip?”


“I—There—” Bristol’s mind still raced, one thought colliding with another. “I went to the Willoughby Inn.”


“You what?”


Bristol touched her swollen lip. The metallic taste of blood swam in her mouth. “A shingle hit me. I think. There was no real aunt there, but there were—”


“What? Who was there?”


She couldn’t say it out loud. It was impossible. But she was still too stunned to offer something more plausible. Her careful filters were shredded.


“Monsters,” she answered, and once she said it, her words poured out in a continuous stream. “A whole menagerie of monsters, ones with horns and wings and hideous faces, and some had hooves like deer, and Freda was there. She was one of them. And so was the sheriff, but they didn’t look like themselves anymore. They were creatures. Willow is one, too. She vanished into thin air right in front of me. Even the ones who looked human—there was something different about them. They were big and powerful and wore strange clothes and weapons, and one had eyes that seemed to glow when he was angry and then—”


Harper’s brows pulled down. “Bri? You okay? Have you been drinking?”


“And some others have Daddy. Willow told me. They took him.”


“You’re talking crazy, Bri.” Harper cautiously stepped closer, sniffing the air near her sister. “Who took Daddy?”


“Vicious creatures. That’s what Willow said. She saw him with them just before he disappeared. She said trows got him.”


Harper blinked. “Trows?” she repeated.


Hearing Harper say the word like it was familiar made the chaos in Bristol’s head vanish in a swift gust. “You’ve heard of them?”


“You’re sure she said trows?”


Bristol nodded. “What is it? Tell me.”


Harper eased down on the end of the coffee table. She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes, staring at the floor like she was trying to see something through her blurred vision. “I heard Daddy making fun of Mother just after we moved in. They were out in his studio, and I was about to go in to ask a question, but I heard them arguing—at least Mother was—saying trows were animals that couldn’t be trusted. But Daddy was laughing, telling her to relax. He told her we were safe—and then they started kissing, and it seemed like it was all a big joke. I never asked them what trows were. Even once I found out, I still thought it was only a joke.”


“You know what they are?”


“I read it in a book I got from the library last month. They’re fae. Willow and all those creatures you described?” She put her glasses back on. “I think they might be fae, too.”


“Fae?”


“Another name for fairies. Do you think—”


Bristol shook her head. “No, Harper. What I saw were strange beings. Grotesque monsters. Not cute little things with wings—”


“But there’s all kinds of fae, Bri. Some are good, some are bad. Trows are wicked.”


“Fairies aren’t real, Harper. They’re imaginary.”


“Then what you saw wasn’t real?”


Bristol touched her throbbing lip. Real. The creatures she saw, real. Willow, vanishing before her eyes, real. But fairies?


She crossed the room and sat on the couch, wedging her hands between her thighs to keep them from shaking. Harper plopped down beside her. “Tell me exactly what you saw.”


Bristol hesitated, but it was too late to dismiss it now. She described the creatures in detail, from their claws to their horns and wings, as well as she could remember. It all happened so fast. And then how they insisted she take art from the table, but they wanted something in return.


Harper’s eyes went wide. “You didn’t take the gift, did you?”


“The art they promised was valuable—”


“No! No, no, no!” Harper jumped up and ran from the room. In seconds she returned with an old worn book, a crossed-out library label on the spine. Bristol recognized it as one of the many books Harper brought home from the twenty-five-cent bin at the library. She called them the weeded books, and she had a whole shelf full of them because Harper couldn’t resist any book, especially one that was a bargain. The title of this one was Anastasia Wiggins’s Encyclopedia of Faerieland. She sat at the kitchen counter and splayed it wide, its pages mottled and musty.


“How old is that thing?”


“First edition, 1940,” she replied. “Fae have rules, Bri. Lots of them. Strange secret codes they live by.”


Bristol’s brows rose. Strange secret codes? That was something she understood. They had always been a family of nods, short smiles, plain clothes, blending in with crowds, a family passing through, unconnected, meant to go unnoticed. Even at swap meets, there was a certain invisibility about them, no phone number, no address, no website. Her parents took a perceived weakness and made it work for them. Buy now because there was no later.


Harper ran her fingers down the pages of the book, expertly flipping them, searching for information. “Here’s her top twelve don’ts in Faerie,” she said, pointing to a passage. “Anastasia says accepting a gift from anyone in Faerie puts you in their debt. You can’t get out of that debt.”


Bristol stared at the words on the yellowed page.




8. Never accept a gift from fae because then you owe one in return—and faeries never forget debts.





It was only a myth from an old book with torn pages that even the library had tossed out.


Impossible. This couldn’t be happening.


Was that why they wanted her to take the art so badly? In my world, a gift is an obligation. He said that like it was written in blood. The room floated around her like she wasn’t fully anchored to the kitchen floor. Were they really discussing fairies? A dangerous hidden world?
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