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PART ONE Bruising







1 MERCY WHITAKER


Mercy Whitaker was alone in the washroom.

She quietly scrubbed and soaped and scrubbed and soaped. Her eyes lingered briefly on the two fingers on her right hand. Both were shorter than the others. Stunted. The fingers had died just after her tenth birthday. Over the years, they’d faded to a grim black color. She flexed that hand experimentally, but the two fingers never responded. She had learned to live without them.

After drying her hands off, Mercy reached for a pair of double-thick leather gloves. Most students favored wands or orbs or jewelry of some kind for their vessels. She’d started wearing the gloves after her incident and only realized a year later that she could use them to store magic. They were just as fine a conduit as anything else. Rich with magic, the gloves had grown with her as she aged. Always a perfect fit. It didn’t hurt that they also hid her biggest insecurity.

Ready, Mercy turned and entered the operatory. Dr. Horn was waiting within. She took her position on his left, set her feet in the proper stance, and nodded. The lights of the operating room flickered out a few seconds later.

Mercy stood in that sudden dark. All the nothing. She held her breath. There were rumors of outside contaminants ruining severance procedures in the past. Apparently, Colin Nearchase had sneezed during his own practical. One failed exam had landed him down in the basement of Safe Harbor with all the other castaway doctors. Assigned the worst patients. Given the least resources. Mercy had not risen through the class ranks to fail now. And so even though she was wearing a mask with three layers of sealing enchantments, she continued to hold her breath.

Her eyes slowly adjusted. Their patient took shape. A dark mound on a flattened, steel table. Her mentor—Dr. Horn—hovered on her right. Between them, a square table with dozens of tools. Mercy was starting to grow light-headed when her mentor cleared his throat.

“Begin.”

Mercy exhaled. The first tool in her arsenal was the pair of gloves she was already wearing. She hadn’t chosen them with this career in mind, but once she’d decided to become a doctor, she’d found the gloves perfectly suited to anatomical magic. They gave her meticulous control over smaller spells. A certain finesse. With quiet concentration, she began the required spellwork. It was no secret that Dr. Horn had invented this particular procedure. She could not afford any missteps in front of him. Silver light crept from her fingertips like fog. An eerie circle that expanded in every direction until Mercy used a second spell to ward herself and Dr. Horn from the magic. It cocooned the cloudlike substance into a sphere that now hovered directly over their patient.

“Very good,” she heard her mentor whisper. “Maintain that radius…”

Mercy had a steady hand. She was not the smartest resident. She certainly didn’t have the strongest family connections or the top grades in class—but she was steady. Always in complete control of her technique. An important skill when the slightest slip could slit an artery. She sealed the first layer of the spell before beginning the second, which led to the third, and then the fourth. The sphere around her patient grew thick. If she reached out to run a finger across its surface, she’d scrape away a substance that felt like translucent mud.

“Balance,” Dr. Horn commanded. “Do not forget balance.”

She had not forgotten it. She just wasn’t as skilled at this part as Horn. Even so, she began the process of equilibrium. There had to be the perfect amount of each magic for the layering to actually occur. Otherwise, they would not merge properly and she’d be forced to start over. That wouldn’t ruin the surgery, but wasted magic was wasted time was wasted energy. All the statistics showed that tired surgeons made more mistakes.

After a moment, her spells found their balance. All of the magic merged into a seamless unit. Mercy glanced once at Dr. Horn for confirmation. When her mentor nodded, she placed both hands—attempting to splay all her fingers—on the edges of the sphere. And then she pushed.

The movement was as mental as it was physical. There was a single flash of bright light. Mercy was forced to shield her eyes, and then the darkness stole the room back from them. She waited in anticipatory silence. Long enough to start wondering if she’d failed. There was a flicker. Then another. A subtle glow began to illuminate the operatory. Mercy absolutely adored this part.

Threads appeared.

Every imaginable color. Some were colors she’d never seen in nature. The threads extended outward from the patient in complex patterns. Some were bone-thick, others no more substantial than silk. It was like looking at an entire person’s life—a bright web of every connection they’d ever made in the world. Each thread represented a link their patient had with someone else in the world. Magical representations of naturally formed bonds. Smaller versions of true bond magic, which she’d never had the pleasure of witnessing in the operatory room. The hospital had only performed three procedures to sever such connections in the last two decades, and none since her fellowship began.

Mercy saw seven rust-red threads forking upward from the patient’s abdomen. Those were kin threads. Blood relatives. She could even tell which ones were immediate family—or at least people their patient had spent every day with growing up versus more distant relatives. Near the patient’s head, which was hooded for anonymity, Mercy spotted dozens of silver threads. A fickle color. These were connections to teachers, mentors, confidantes. Anyone who’d shaped the patient’s thoughts. Mercy knew if she reached out and plucked them, they’d feel just like the strings of a violin—taut and resolute.

As she circled, she counted 131. The protocol for this procedure required her to document all of them. She circled back to the table and began taking notes. Her mentor did the same. Both of them followed established patterns and categories. She finished a few minutes before him, and then they traded notebooks. Double- and triple-checking their work. This routine had been established after a doctor—who no longer worked at their hospital—accidentally severed a young boy’s relationship with his twin sister. It had caused quite a stir in Kathor. But medicine could not advance without failure. The two were bedfellows.

Mercy’s numbers matched Dr. Horn’s.

“Confirmed. Here’s your assignment.”

Dr. Horn handed Mercy a small card. The doctor’s handwriting was meticulous and cramped. Her task today was a fairly straightforward kin severance. When she’d first read about such procedures, she’d found the idea unfathomable. Why would anyone want to permanently sever their bond to a brother or a father? Even Mercy, who had a strained relationship with her mother, could not imagine severing herself completely from family. Horn had patiently explained that for some, those relationships were too painful to bear. Especially for those grieving the loss of someone they couldn’t move on from.

After reading the note a fourth time, Mercy selected her favorite chisel scalpel. She maneuvered forward, carefully skirting around threads that were unrelated to her task. She determined her best point of entry, angled her body to match, and then located the third largest of the kin threads.

Mercy wrapped her free hand around the floating thread. That first contact offered a predictable mental flash. She saw a tall man with gray-faded hair. He was handsome, but in a cold way. There were rotating emotions at the sight of him. Love, then fear, then pain. Mercy’s attention blinked back to the operatory. These “visions” were common. After all, she was touching the magical representation of their relationship. Mercy steadied herself and began.

The sharp blade of her scalpel bit into that fleshy thread. She found a groove for the tool and began working it back and forth, back and forth. Deeper with each motion. Every few seconds, she saw another image of the man. Dressed in black, standing at a funeral. Holding out a glass of wine on a balcony, the stars behind him like a cloak. A raised voice. A pinched expression. A threatening gesture. A brief kiss. Dozens of small moments shared between the patient and the man.

All of them on the verge of being swept away.

It was as if the patient realized this reality at the same time Mercy thought of it. There was more resistance now. She’d reached the very center of the thread. Back to the very beginning of their connection. She saw a younger version of the man. A boy at university, bent over his books, blond hair swept away from his forehead. The same boy jogging across the quad, wildflowers in hand. This was always the most difficult part. The part of their connection that wanted to survive and hold on and live forever.

But Mercy kept cutting. The man on the other end of this thread was nothing to her. She’d never seen him before and was unlikely to ever see him in the future. The scalpel slid back and forth until she was through the core. Gliding through the final section. The last images rotated back to the older version of the man. Beckoning the patient from the depths of a cozy library, his eyes slightly unfocused. Seated at a family dinner, though Mercy could not make out all of the other faces around the table. An entire lifetime. Until her scalpel found open air again.

She held tight to the thread with her free hand. She’d read about one operation where the operating doctor had accidentally let go of the severed thread. It had fallen and wrapped itself around another. The patient had woken up with an obsessive devotion to their neighborhood tailor that nearly resulted in legal trouble for the hospital. That would not happen in her operatory. Mercy held the thread tight until it disintegrated, then she carefully made her way back to the table.

Dr. Horn nodded his approval. “Perfect work. You continue to prove Balmerick wrong, Dr. Whitaker. Go ahead and begin the dispelling process.”

Mercy couldn’t help flinching a bit at the backward compliment. Horn saw her as someone who’d overcome adversity. He knew that she had a disability that had required extra testing by Safe Harbor. They’d forced her into a special “tryout” before even allowing her in the medical school. She had to prove her fingers would not be an impediment in surgical procedures. Once she’d gotten past that test, though, the overseeing doctors had been biased against her. Never quite believing she could be as talented a doctor as her peers.

After completing her finals, Mercy had not been chosen for the program. Not at first. Her score had somehow fallen just short. Literally. She had missed the qualifying cut by a single percentage point. Fifty other students had beaten her. She was number fifty-one. The first one to be left out of the program. Also, the first alternate.

That had been the single worst week of her life. Practicing medicine, caring for patients. That was the only thing she’d ever felt called to do. And Balmerick was not a school that believed in backup options. You performed well and made a name for yourself—or the school would quietly forget you’d ever graced its halls. Mercy had spent winter break chewing her nails down to stubs, unable to even break the news to her parents.

And then Cora Marrin had died.

That awful story about the six students who’d gotten lost in the wilderness. Four of them had died, and one of them just happened to be the best surgeon in their class. When Balmerick removed the girl’s name from the list, Mercy slid up to number fifty. An invitation arrived a few days later. She was to be a doctor, because some poor girl had been killed. Horn had an unfortunate habit of reminding her of the fact that she hadn’t been chosen.

She dispelled the magic she’d cast over their patient. One layer at a time. Then she followed the protocol for cleaning tools, carefully resetting the room for the next surgeon who would use it. The entire time, she thought about the man in those glimpses. How bright and bold he looked in the patient’s memories—and now the patient would never think about him again. Such permanence.

Horn had finished in the washroom by the time Mercy stepped inside. She washed her hands again and then activated the cleansing spell in the room. She stood in that eerie white light and felt the magic washing over her body. As soon as the door gasped open, she marched out, determined to go home and sleep for as long as the world would let her.

“Whitaker.” Horn was down at the other end of the hallway. “Need to see you in my office.”

Mercy steeled herself as they walked. Had she made an error during the surgery? Maybe there had been someone observing the operation and she would now be weighed and measured for each small detail. The real answer was waiting in Horn’s office, and not at all what she expected.

A young man stood in the corner. He was absurdly handsome. Carved from stone. Broad shoulders. As fine a human being as she’d ever set eyes on. The only problem was that she’d set eyes on him before. Far too many times for her liking.

“Brightsword Legion? What’s the saying? Leave them better than you found them?”

Her ex’s cheeks flushed in response. Dr. Horn plunked into the seat behind his desk, clearly unaware of the pointed nature of her comment. After all, that was the legion’s standard motto.

“Dr. Whitaker, this is Devlin Albright. A paladin that Brightsword sent over to us.”

Devlin extended his hand. Actually extended his hand. As if the two of them had never met. As if they had not dated for three wasted years. As if she had not let him in on secrets that no one else knew about her. Mercy’s eyes drilled into his.

“We’ve met.”

Devlin blushed again. His hand fell back to his side. He lifted his chin—gods, that chin—before settling back into a perfect soldier’s stance. It was only then that she noticed the emblem on his shirt. Not just the markings of Brightsword Legion. According to the crest, he’d already achieved lightbringer status. Rising through their ranks fast. No surprise. Devlin’s main concern had always been his own achievements and reputation. Dr. Horn finally seemed to pick up on the tension between them. He was not the most socially adept person on staff, but this was hard to miss.

“Right,” Dr. Horn said. “As you know, Doctor, we do not typically use paladins within the walls of this hospital. But when the outlying provinces reach out for help—it is protocol for us to hire protection for our doctors. None of you are specifically trained in combat. Paladins are. This way, you can go about your duties without worrying about safety. Understood?”

Devlin was to serve as her protector. Gods knew he’d love that idea. It was enough to make Mercy grind her teeth. She tried to focus on the other half of what Dr. Horn was telling her. The more important detail. “The outlying provinces?”

Horn nodded. “We’ve had word from a town to the north: Running Hills. It’s a farming community. A report just arrived of a disease that their local medic didn’t recognize. Our services are required. It’s my understanding you need one more practical to advance to fellow.”

Mercy nodded. “Yes, sir. That’s correct.”

“Consider this your first chance,” Horn said. “I want you to travel north with Mr. Devlin here. Treat the illness. Assess the population. Perform your assigned duties to the high standard that we expect at Safe Harbor—and I’ll sign off on your papers. You’ll officially be named a practicing fellow at this hospital. One of the first in your year, I think?”

Another nod was all she could manage. She’d been waiting for this moment. It did not come as a surprise. Not to her. She’d tracked all of the other graduates in her year, noting their progress, and she knew she’d put in more hours than anyone. She was ready for this moment, but she also desperately wished that Devlin would not be there to witness her efforts. Briefly, she considered asking for Horn to send for another paladin. It was an obvious conflict. A request for someone else wouldn’t be unreasonable, but Mercy also knew it would be a coin flip. If the timing was urgent, Horn could just as easily assign the case to another understudy, rather than having to coordinate a brand-new paladin with an entirely separate organization. She wanted to move forward. This was her chance. All of the pride she felt was tangling with annoyance, however.

On cue, Devlin cleared his throat. “I’m completing my own practical. It would seem our ships are tied together.”

Mercy threw up a little in her mouth. She could not unleash any of the snide comebacks she wanted to say. Not in front of Dr. Horn. It wasn’t worth risking this opportunity. Better to take the high road. “Thank you for the opportunity, Dr. Horn. When do I need to be ready?”

Horn pushed a small file of notes across the desk. His smile was apologetic.

“You leave tonight.”






2 REN MONROE


Landwin Brood was dead.

And yet, he still managed to annoy Ren with great regularity. After they’d shown his corpse to the other houses—confirming Theo’s ascension as head of house—there’d been a flurry of activity. Documents to sign. Ceremonies to attend. An expensive funeral to arrange. Ren and Theo had initially been focused on the moral task ahead of them. What would it look like to steer an ancient house, built on brutality, toward a brighter future. It was all they had really discussed after the funeral. Their reign—how it would be different. Ren had never imagined it would all be so…

“Tedious,” she spat. “That’s the only word that fits. This is tedious.”

Theo nodded and paced, nodded and paced.

“I mean, what is the point of scheduling a specific time? If that’s not when the meeting is?”

Her bond-mate didn’t respond. Ren could sense him trying to push soothing thoughts across their link—and she swatted them away with a mental backhand. She was in no mood to be placated. They had been waiting outside the viceroy’s residence—Beacon House—for forty-three minutes. They stood on a sprawling verandah that connected the more famous government building with the viceroy’s actual private residence. Guards roamed in and out of sight. All Brightsword paladins. If she walked to the very corner of the porch, she could see most of Kathor—stretched out before her like a dream. It would have been more inspiring if the man in charge of running the city understood the concept of time.

“Seriously, if it was your father standing here—”

The great doors swung open. She expected another guard, but it was the viceroy himself. He wore a simple charcoal suit that drew out the silver in his hair and beard. The only slash of color was a crimson scarf, artfully knotted at his throat. He offered Ren a perfunctory nod before his eyes landed on Theo. Everyone always looked to Theo. Never mind the fact that she’d been the one to bring the former version of House Brood to its knees.

“Am I terribly late?”

Theo said, “Of course not,” just loud enough that Ren’s less charitable answer went unheard. The two of them exchanged a glance. Her bond-mate offered her a quick smirk. That almost-smile calmed her more than anything else could. The viceroy gestured and they entered and Ren supposed a proper apology was simply expecting too much.

Martin Gray was one of the most well-loved viceroys in recent memory. He possessed the unique quality of belonging to the great houses and to the people. Those in power were always quick to hold him up to the rest of the population. See? This is what comes of hard work and brilliant magic. Be like him, and you can accomplish anything. The great houses left out the part where he was the second son of an incredibly wealthy merchant. They also didn’t emphasize the fact that the viceroy possessed little actual power.

He was the official leader of the Brightsword Legion—though there were generals throughout those ranks who, if push came to shove, would swing loyally back to their original houses. He could also veto laws, arrange tribunals, and exercise emergency powers that allowed him access to the resources of any house. But all the research on the subject proved viceroys rarely did any of those things without the direct involvement of the houses themselves. Essentially, he was the stick they occasionally used to rap each other on the knuckles.

Gray led them into a room with high ceilings. There were cushioned chairs circling a war table—though the only war the viceroy appeared to be waging was against a stack of unsigned documents. A fire crackled in the background. Most of the room’s light came from a run of copper-plated windows at the far end of the room. Once they were seated, he looked at them like old friends who’d spent far too long apart.

“Theo Brood. From exile to this. You’ve accomplished something that hasn’t been done in over a century. The other houses were all so flustered about it, but I must say, I admire you. It was quite the move on your part. Bravo.”

Ren wished she could roll her eyes. Theo had been incredibly bold, of course, but it never ceased to stun her how quickly they mitigated her role in the story. She could also hear the words just beneath all of the bullshit praise: We could not find a way to deny you, and so with great annoyance, welcome to the club. Theo appeared unbothered by this opening.

“That’s very kind,” he said. “We appreciate you taking this meeting.”

“Of course.” Gray leaned back in his chair. “Consider me at your disposal.”

Theo nodded. “We have several matters to discuss. I know your time is precious. I’ll let Ren take the lead and I’ll chime in as needed.”

Gray’s attention flicked to her. His smile appeared more forced now.

“Of course. Ms. Monroe. Where would you like to begin?”

Ren set a folder down on the table between them. “First, there’s the matter of the Betraskan farms,” she began. “We’d like the original tenants restored to their positions. It seems that, in the past week, the Shiverians replaced them with some of their own house members. You and I both know that’s an overstepping of the original accord that governs the southern provinces. I’ve highlighted the language in that contract here… and here.”

Tedious. That was the right word for all of this. Ren and Theo had spent the last few months drowning in bureaucracy. They had not visited any local shelters to hand out food. There were no grand moments of justice or restoration. None of the past had been put right. Instead, they had discovered that Landwin Brood—for all his faults—was a damned busy man.

His responsibilities were so expansive that Ren was starting to think that he had existed outside the boundaries of time itself. Thugar had been running the Brood estate, but it appeared that Landwin had secretly been steering the ship for his wayward son. Landwin’s wife—Marquette Brood—had no interest in day-to-day operations. She’d spent most of her time reading about obscure pieces of history or attending luncheons. At one point, Tessa Brood had been appointed to manage some of the Brood’s minor houses—but she’d ceded those duties back to her father after securing a role at the opera house. Ren couldn’t fathom how Landwin had managed everything. Ren thought about that often. What secrets had died with the family’s patriarch? What small pieces of history had she killed when she’d cast that final spell?

Theo and Ren had divided his father’s responsibilities right down the middle—and yet both of them felt stretched beyond capacity. She was sleeping less than ever. The two of them would sometimes work in the same room, but had enjoyed little time together beyond that. This meeting was a perfect representation of why everything took so long. A combination of archaic contracts that could be misconstrued, and a painfully slow process for lawful clarification.

It took nearly twenty minutes to resolve the tenancy issue of the farm that was co-owned by the Shiverians and the Broods. Another fifteen minutes discussing a tax on canal goods that had stopped benefitting their house, and instead penalized them for not “operating using their own privately owned crafts.” Ren ended her part in the proceedings by successfully reminding the viceroy that ten trained legionnaires from Brightsword should have been enlisted to their house on the first day of the month. He agreed to send those soldiers without delay. When Ren closed her folder, the viceroy clapped his hands together.

“How efficient,” he said. “If that’s all, I’ll see you out.”

“Not quite.” Theo reached into the folds of his jacket. He slid a new folder onto the table between them. Ren’s stomach turned slightly. She buried the feeling quickly. Better to not let her fears flow across their bond at all. The folder he’d just set on the table looked identical to the one Landwin Brood had shown Ren before his death. The same color. The same style. But when Theo opened this one, it did not contain the only secret she’d kept from him. None of the private research that had been conducted into what happened that fateful day in the portal room.

Theo’s folder held just one document. “This is the city’s official defense contract. We need to renew it. This should have been signed weeks ago.”

Gray leaned forward, drumming his fingers on the tabletop, as he read through the contract. It felt like a delay tactic to Ren. This document had to be known to him. He’d signed it nearly a decade ago, though he’d been sitting across from Landwin Brood then.

“The contract, as I understand it, is a formality,” Theo added. “The original agreement was made in perpetuity. We sign it every ten years for show, but I’ve learned that some of our contracted workers have reportedly been locked out of the buildings covered in this contract. There’s really no reason it would need to be enforced that way.”

Gray nodded, eyes still scanning the page. “What are you asking exactly?”

“Why is it being enforced that way?”

“Locked doors and all that?”

Theo nodded.

“Well, the contract is in perpetuity on our end,” Gray explained. He tapped one of the first paragraphs. “As you can see, there’s a loophole here that allows your family out of the binding agreement. If you so desire. When you didn’t arrive to sign the contract, I simply assumed you might not be interested in continuing in that role for the city.”

“That’s quite an assumption,” Ren interjected.

Gray shrugged. “I would have had to make an assumption either way.”

“Oh, come on,” Ren said. Theo cut her off with a calming gesture. She knew she was reacting heatedly, but the viceroy was clearly playing the fool. Theo’s reply was more gracious.

“There would be no benefit in letting those contracts lapse,” he said. “We would lose access to any number of benefits to our house if we allowed those positions to return to the Kathorian government. Not to mention those are citywide defenses. You’re endangering people by leaving those buildings unoccupied.”

Gray snorted in response. “You and I both know there aren’t actual threats to Kathor these days. Not like the ones that existed when those documents were first created. This contract once existed to secure the city. Now it exists to pad the coffers of House Brood. There’s no need for you to pretend otherwise. It’s just us here. No one’s going to put you on trial for your family’s history.” He shook his head. “Trust me, Theo, there was a great deal of discussion about this particular matter. The rumor was that you—and Ms. Monroe here—intended to run your house in your own way. You claimed you didn’t want to be the Broods of old.”

Theo offered a begrudging nod. “That remains true.”

“Well, that’s why I didn’t push the contract on you,” Gray explained. “I thought it was possible that you might not want to continue with it. Every single role in this document is technically an inherited title. Do you know what would happen if you decided to hand them back to Kathor?”

Theo frowned. “The other houses would eventually claim them.”

“Wrong,” Gray replied. “They would become government entities. Sure, the other houses might nudge me for appointments. Ask me for favors. But you’d be returning a number of wealth-creating industries to the benefit of the people. Not to one of the great houses.”

Theo leaned back in his chair. His eyes swung to Ren. She’d combed through the document, as well as a few adjacent resources. Everything in that contract was functionally acting as passive income for House Brood. It represented money that she’d always imagined was better in their capable hands than in the pockets of the other houses. More funding for their future efforts—though she hated to admit that if their present results were any indication, most of what they would do in the future would only benefit House Brood. There had been precious little time for active altruism so far.

“I could sign this,” Gray said. “Here and now. Or… you could go home and think about what you’d like to do. All of your workers are contractually covered for two more weeks. They’ll receive their wages as if they’re all performing their normal duties. If you decide all of this should stay in the hands of House Brood, I’ll sign the contract. But if you’d prefer these entities revert to the people?”

He shrugged his shoulders as if he didn’t care at all. As if he was not playing a song that he knew both Theo and Ren liked. While the viceroy had treated her like an afterthought at the start of the conversation, curiously he now fixed his attention on her. Almost like he knew that she was the one who could push something truly revolutionary into motion between the two of them.

“I want to see it in writing,” Ren said. “Stipulations on how each property would actually function, who would benefit, all of that.”

The viceroy nodded. “I’ll have my people create a draft. I obviously can’t make guarantees, but there’s not a lot of mystery about what would happen. It’s as I said.”

Theo looked unsettled. Instead of voicing any further concern, however, he tucked the folder back into his coat and nodded. “Put a meeting on the schedule. Exactly one week from now. And it’d be nice if you were punctual next time.”

That earned a surprised look from the viceroy, but Theo was already standing. Ren followed suit. She was learning a lot from watching him in these spaces. The difference between common defiance and polished authority. How power looked if you just changed the angle slightly, setting it just so in the light. Theo’s political ability had always felt natural to her. Something he’d been born with. But it was a skill, and skills could be taught. There was a lesson dangling over this moment. It was this: no matter what the viceroy pretended to be the case, Ren and Theo were the ones in this room who possessed true power.

House Brood was still very wealthy. Reduced by their attack last year, but still a massive influence that demanded attention. Out on the verandah, Ren started to speak. Theo silenced her with a quick hand motion. Of course, she thought. Eyes and ears. This was another lesson he’d been teaching her. On anyone else’s property, there was always a chance of being overheard. People who were hired specifically because they had a magical talent for eavesdropping. Overhead, she spied movement. A livestone monkey was scrambling across the nearest roofline. Definitely within earshot. A glance back showed the viceroy was still watching them through the window as well, in between glances down at the papers on his desk. Better to wait.

When they’d cleared the grounds, Theo nodded to her.

“What do you think?”

“I feel like he’s overpromising.”

“It’s possible. I can’t remember historical examples of the major houses losing control of an asset—and then that asset being handed back to the commoners.”

“Gods,” Ren said. “I’m pretty sure that term has fallen out of fashion, Theo.”

He winced. “Sorry. That was my father’s word. My grandfather used to call them peasants.”

Such a grim ancestry. She’d been learning this, too. Theo’s past had a natural way of bubbling into the present. Not his own sins, but the men who’d walked this world before him. Their cruelties had not died with them. Every time they reached into the past to undo the knots, they found themselves untying some vital part of the present House Brood. This issue was no exception.

“Is it bad that I want to say no?” Ren said. “The idea of losing all of those resources…”

“It would weaken us,” Theo agreed. “Substantially. And that would obviously limit what we can do against the other houses. They’re already standing against us. Even if it’s been subtle. All of these random issues are creeping forward. I feel like it’s intentional. They’re testing the boundaries. Poking at this contract or holding up this treaty to the light. It’s taking up so much of our time. You know, that was actually one of my father’s favorite strategies. Force your enemy to react. He’d always say, ‘Keep a man backpedaling, and he’ll never be able to hit you with all of his strength.’ ”

“What a charming thing to teach a child.”

Theo snorted. “Now that you mention it, I was about six. Anyways. I’m not sure what the right answer is. The point of all that we’re doing is to return power to the proper hands. We want to reduce the influence of the great houses. Create more equal footing for all. What does it say about us, though, if when we finally have the chance to do that… we keep the power for ourselves?”

He shook his head. Clearly, this central question was bothering him. Ren realized it was bothering him more than her. She’d leaned so quickly into keeping the wealth in their hands. It made her insides squirm to think about how little she’d questioned her own thought.

“Are we just pretending to be different?” Theo asked, voicing Ren’s exact concerns. “Pretending that we’re benevolent, when really we’re the same as them? Or is keeping that much power a necessity for long-term success? I’m worried that if we let too much slip through our fingers, we might be too weak to make a difference.”

Ren said nothing. It didn’t make her feel good, but she knew what her decision would be. Keep the power. She didn’t trust the viceroy to keep his word. What person, with that much power and position, had ever made the right choice? All that influence would really return to the people of Kathor? She had her doubts. Still, the decision weighed heavily on her shoulders. This felt like an unmarked crossroads for the two of them.

“We don’t have to decide yet,” Ren pointed out. “You have a few days.”

“True,” Theo replied. “Come on. We have one more appointment.”

His words proved how exhausted she was; she couldn’t even remember what the final appointment was. Dutifully, she followed Theo through the Safe Harbor district. Past the library with the beautiful stained glass windows. Around the polite little market. Theo led her down a flight of stairs and into what looked like a back alley. Ren was surprised when Theo led her to an unmarked doorway.

“Here we are,” he announced.

The interior was delightfully nondescript. There was another door leading deeper within the building—but no other features at all. “Is this where you brought all your girlfriends over the years?”

He snorted. “I didn’t have any girlfriends. And there’s not actually an appointment. I’ve arranged this just for you.” He turned with a smile, looking painfully sincere. “I know we’ve been busy. None of this is how we imagined it would be. You’ve taken so much on your shoulders and without a single complaint. I just… I wanted you to know that I’ve noticed. I couldn’t do any of this without you.”

Ren smiled in return. She did not point out that Theo’s father would still be alive—and thus he wouldn’t have to do any of this—if it were not for her. Instead, she watched as Theo shoved the interior door open. There was a rush of cool air. A narrow passage led deeper underground.

“I’ve booked you an archive room.”

That passage into the dark waited for her. Ren knew if she walked forward the tendrils of magic would appear in the air. A practice session. Theo had arranged a practice session for her.

“Only if you want to, of co—”

She cut his nervous backpedaling off with a hug. As a rule, Ren was not a hugger. This felt like a worthy exception. Theo had been so steady. All this time. And now he was throwing in a moment of pure thoughtfulness?

“Careful, Theo Brood. I might just fall in love with you.”

The most violent blush she’d ever seen flooded his cheeks. So intense that Ren felt embarrassed herself. The only way to silence the sudden hammering of her heart was to plunge into that waiting darkness. She felt the magic stir in the air around her. The way the tendrils whispered to life. Theo did not call after her. He made no embarrassing declarations of love. Instead, he closed the door and left her in peace.

A man who knows to leave me alone with my magic? Yes, please.






3 MERCY WHITAKER


Her travel bag consisted of a few outfits and a select arsenal of the medical tools that she’d been quietly adding enchantments to over the years. She also hastily packed a copy of Strolle’s The Common Plagues for quick reference. Mercy was hoping to beat Devlin to the hospital’s waxway room, but unfortunately, she found him already seated in the glinting light of candles that had been lit hours before. He looked like the smuggest statue in the world. His eyes were closed in concentration, but she saw his lips quirk slightly at the sound of her approaching footsteps. She wanted to reach out and smack him square in the forehead. Tell him to vanish from the room the same way he’d vanished five years ago.

Instead, Mercy took the seat across from him. She stared at the nearest candle, watching as the flame danced from side to side. Next, she studied the provided painting. It was a barn. The fixtures were all rusted. A broken fence flanked its left side. Her designated landing zone was an overgrown field with small, half-faded flowers. Mercy memorized the details before allowing her eyes to drift back to the flame once more.

Now for meditation. The candle needed to burn down a little more to cover their intended teleportation distance. Mercy tried to think about anything besides the person seated across from her: Devlin Albright. The two of them had dated for three years. Long enough that she’d met his family and he’d met hers. Long enough to make mistakes and say words they couldn’t take back. Devlin had told her that he wanted to marry her. He’d spoken those words, whispered them in quiet moments. Countless times. All before breaking up with her during their first year at Balmerick.

The image of her destination had slipped away. Sighing, she opened her eyes and began studying the painting again. The wheat-thin blades of grass. The picket fence…

“I’m sorry it worked out this way. I didn’t know I was being assigned to you.”

Devlin’s eyes were open. She looked past the candles at him—and a part of her wished she could undergo her own severance procedure. Perhaps Dr. Horn could cut through whatever cord was still connecting her to this creature.

“Mercy, it’s not—”

Anger burned hot in her chest. “Dr. Whitaker. You will call me Dr. Whitaker. I am your unwilling associate on this excursion. As far as you’re concerned, there’s no one named Mercy here.”

“Fine. Dr. Whitaker. I’m just here to do my job. That’s all.”

Of course. Devlin Albright. Duty above all else.

Mercy realized she was too annoyed to keep speaking with him. She centered that image again in her mind, and then reached out and snuffed the flame between two fingers. Her travel spell activated. She vaulted through space and time. Away, briefly, from Devlin Albright. Her chest thrummed unpleasantly. As always, she felt a particular sharpness in her two dead fingers. Like some invisible hand had clamped down on them and was squeezing. She also felt an aching in her lower stomach. Where she’d had surgery during her time at Balmerick. Ghost pains that were at their worst, for some reason, when traveling through the waxways.

And then she stumbled back into the real world.

Her feet set down in the same field she’d been picturing. It took a moment to get her bearings. The farm had a single road leading away from it. There was a small town glowing in the distance. It had to be Running Hills.

Mercy began to walk. She heard the vague sounds of someone else porting behind her. There was a sharp gasp, muttered curses, and then Devlin was jogging to catch up with her.

“Dr. Whitaker,” he called. And then more intensely, “Dr. Whitaker, seriously? You can’t break protocol. You know I’m supposed to port first. What if there had been a trap? What if there was something wrong with our destination? The guarding paladin always ports first.”

Mercy made a show of patting herself down. “All my parts are still attached. The portal destination seems to be operating just fine. If you’re experiencing any negative effects, do feel free to head back to Kathor. I’d be fine if Brightsword wanted to send a replacement.”

He made an annoyed noise that pleased Mercy to no end. She also took joy in pushing the pace—forcing him to match her strides for once. Gods knew that never happened in their actual relationship. In the distance, Running Hills appeared to be a departure from Kathor in every way. Back in the city, everything was built tight and tall. The goal was to fit as many people as possible into limited space. Here, the buildings spread out. It was as if someone had taken them all in the palm of their hand and rolled them over the hills like dice, watching as they scattered randomly. What she’d assumed was the town center turned out to be a circle of just five stoic buildings. There was a man sitting on the front steps of one. Everything else was quiet. Not another soul in sight.

Mercy hesitated before glancing at Devlin.

“Do you remember the description of our contact?”

“Midforties,” Devlin answered. “Light brown skin. Shaved head. That has to be him.”

Their approach drew his attention. The man stumbled down the steps to meet them. Notably, he wore a mask covering his mouth and nose. It was a quiet reminder of why they’d been summoned in the first place. There was disease running through this town.

“You came!” the man said. “I didn’t think anyone would actually come! Well, this is so exciting. I mean—the situation is obviously quite bleak—but to have a pair of Kathorian-trained doctors! Here in Running Hills. It’s all just so unexpected! I’m Nance Forester.”

He extended his hand. Devlin started to reached out, but Mercy pulled him back.

“Apologies,” she said. “But infections spread in a variety of ways. Your mask is an excellent precaution. Limited physical contact is another. I’m Dr. Mercy Whitaker. This is my assigned paladin—Devlin Albright. Could you give us any more information on what’s happening? All we were told is that your medic encountered a disease they didn’t recognize.”

Nance hastily withdrew his hand. “Right. Of course. My apologies. Let’s talk and walk. Two wyverns with one stone as they say.”

He turned to lead them through the heart of the town. The path diverged there, running in four different directions. Nance led them due east. Mercy kept a healthy distance between them for the sake of protocol. Devlin trailed them both like an unwelcome spirit. It was quiet. She could not remember the last time she’d left Kathor, but she’d drastically underestimated the noise of a proper city. Out here there was just the breeze and their footsteps crunching along the packed dirt.

“The first one to get sick was a boy,” Nance said. “His name is Wells. One of the farmhands over at Mariner’s place. Good kid. He went to bed looking as healthy as a fresh-picked apple. The next morning, he wakes up and —you’ll see what I’m talking about—it looked like the other boys at the place had beat him in his sleep. All of them swore up and down that they didn’t touch the kid. When he starts complaining about his ‘insides burning,’ they finally decided to call the local medic.

“So naturally she heads that way. Not a proper doctor, mind you, but she knew her business. She did some triage during the War of Neighbors. Not to mention she’s delivered every baby born in Running Hills over the last two decades. Anyways, she assesses the kid. Treats him. The next day? He’s worse, and she gets sick. Goes down with the exact same ailments. Everyone was hoping it would pass, but then all the other farmhands at Mariner’s contracted the illness. We officially reported the disease to Safe Harbor when it spread to one of the other farms.”

Mercy frowned. “Was there direct contact between the two locations?”

“That’s a good question to ask the fieldhands,” Nance said. “I didn’t have time to conduct more interviews. I’m the chair of the farming union across this whole district. Which means I haven’t slept a wink, between monitoring the disease and trying to organize getting extra workers out this way. We’re smack in the middle of harvest season. None of our farms can afford to be short-staffed right now.”

“You’re bringing more people here?” Mercy asked. “From other towns?”

That wasn’t exactly the best protocol when an unknown disease was spreading.

Nance shrugged. “What other choice do we have? The work happening this month amounts to about eighty percent of the town’s yearly profit.”

Mercy knew, if necessary, she had the authority to issue a lockdown. Safe Harbor’s doctors could serve as temporary governmental authorities. She wasn’t exactly sure what she could do to enforce such a command—other than having Devlin act intimidating—but her field guide made it clear she could do what was necessary to preserve the health and wellness of the wider civilization.

“So, two farms are involved. Your medic is sick. How many total patients?”

“It’s actually four farms now,” Nance corrected. “Last count was twenty-three, but I haven’t been able to check in since earlier this afternoon. It could be higher.”

Mercy was so shocked that she glanced back at Devlin. He looked surprised too. She hated that he was her only confidante here, but the reality was that those were shocking numbers. That was quite a wide spread compared to most diseases she’d spent time studying.

“Any social events recently? Dances or festivals?”

Nance shook his head. “Not really. I mean, it’s a small town. There are only so many folks to socialize with. The tavern stays busy, I suppose. People coming in and out. But no event that the whole town would have attended at the same time.”

Mercy was deep in thought when the farm finally appeared. The main building was surprisingly large. Sprawled out in the heart of a small valley, surrounded by endless rows of a crop she could not quite make out in the dark. Nance didn’t lead them toward the main house in the distance. Instead, he directed them to a series of smaller cabins. Residences for the farm’s hired hands, she guessed. Mercy signaled to their host before he knocked on any doors.

“Would you give me a moment? I want to discuss the proper spellwork with my associate. Just to make sure we’re on the same page about how to proceed.”

Nance nodded. “Yes, of course.”

He stood there for a moment before realizing Mercy desired a private conversation. There was movement on the opposite end of the cabins. A man appeared, hauling two massive buckets of water. He was barrel-chested and towering. His eyes fixed uncomfortably on Mercy until Nance trotted off in that direction. They exchanged a few words she couldn’t hear, and Nance helped him with the buckets. When they were out of earshot, Devlin nodded to her.

“You want to discuss spellwork?”

“Of course not,” she answered. “I’m almost a fellow at Safe Harbor. I know what spells to use. I just wanted to get your take of the situation.”

Primarily because she had no one else she could ask, but still, Devlin looked pleased to be included in the discussion. “Twenty-three seems like a high number in such a short time.”

“It is,” she agreed. “But I’m more concerned by the fact that it’s spread to so many other locations. It’s one thing for a dozen men sharing bunks to all get sick. That’s common enough. The leaps from farm to farm suggest a rapid-spreading contagion. Which is bad… but only if it’s bad.”

Devlin frowned. “You lost me.”

“The nature of the disease,” she said, thinking out loud. “If the disease results in an intense head cold, no big deal. That happens every winter. But if a truly deadly disease can spread this rapidly, you’re looking at something far more dangerous. Let’s put on masks. Triple-layered sealing enchantments over everything. We’ll refresh the spells every fifteen minutes.”

She looked over expectantly, and realized she was waiting for Devlin to add his two cents. It was muscle memory from their time together. She’d always been so uncertain of herself back then. Lacking in proper confidence. She’d looked to Devlin for the final word on every topic they discussed. His opinions had quietly stolen in and replaced her own. But now, they were standing squarely in the heart of her expertise. She didn’t need any notes from him. Really, she’d just needed to talk through it out loud to someone—a method for sorting her thoughts out.

“Let’s begin.”

She offered Devlin one of her own surgical masks before setting to work on casting every protective enchantment she thought would be useful. Nance and the other man were still delivering buckets of water, and Mercy couldn’t help noticing how the other man’s eyes slid back to her again and again. His attention crawled uncomfortably over her skin.

“He keeps staring,” Mercy whispered.

Devlin replied quietly, “I suspect you’re one of the only women to visit the farm in a while. I also suspect you’re one of the prettier ones to ever step foot in Running Hills.”

“Doesn’t make it any less creepy.”

Ready to get on with the work, she signaled for Nance. Their host set down a final bucket and hustled back to their side. “All sorted out?” he asked.

“What’s with the buckets?”

“All of them are thirsty. An almost unquenchable thirst. Holt’s been delivering water to them all afternoon. He’s a hand-for-hire in town,” Nance explained. “Works odd jobs for me every now and again. Mostly maintenance, but right now, there’s no one else left to help with this. All the farmhands are sick.”

Another disconcerting symptom. Almost as disconcerting as the way Holt kept glancing at her between deliveries. When the silence stretched, Devlin cleared his throat.

“I’ll make sure it’s safe to go inside.”

Before Mercy could nod her approval, there was a bright flash—like a miniature sun. Out of that brightness, a hound emerged. She could not tell if he was fully corporeal or made of light, but the creature briefly cocked its head back toward Devlin. An unspoken command traveled between them. The hound trotted forward—and blurred straight through the still-closed door. Nance actually clapped in delight at the summoning. Mercy glanced at Devlin.

“That’s new.”

“My divinity shield,” he replied, clearly proud. “Just one of the forms it can take.”

She restrained herself from calling the hound cute. Inside, they heard a brief yelp that was entirely human. She supposed that a dog made of golden light would be a shocking thing to wake up to. Hopefully, the young man didn’t think he was hallucinating. A few more seconds passed, and then the hound returned. Mercy thought it was rather convenient to have a creature who could walk through walls at your disposal.

“All clear,” Devlin announced. “It’s just the boy inside.”

A single touch from him had the hound vanishing like a puff of golden mist. The substance soaked back into his skin. Absorbing like sunlight. A shiver ran down Devlin’s body. Mercy saw his neck muscles straining. His chest rising and falling.

No, no, no, she thought. Don’t look at that. Don’t notice that. Not today. Not ever again.

“Let’s get started,” Mercy said, flustered by the distraction.

Nance rapped on the door. “We’re coming in, Wells. Make sure you’re decent.”

Their host shouldered inside. It was a decent-sized space. Far nicer than what her expectations had been. Three bunks with six total beds. A candle burned at the center of the room and she suspected it was enhanced by a small cantrip, because its glow curled through every nook and cranny. More than bright enough to read a book or journal by. Mercy’s eyes found the only occupied bunk. A boy sat there, shirtless but otherwise covered. That first glimpse drew a shocked gasp from her. His entire body—from head to hip—was covered in bruises. The colors were fading, but that did not make the painful constellations any less terrible. She’d never seen so many contusions on one body—and she’d once treated a wyvern flier who’d slipped from his mount and plummeted hundreds of feet, his body rag-dolling through the branches of the forest below. This was worse. As if the patient had been subjected to thousands of miniature stun spells. Mercy carefully schooled her expression as Nance made introductions.

“Wells. A doctor has come from Kathor. She’d like to talk with you.”

Devlin took up his post in the corner of the room. Mercy knew that the mask likely made her appear more frightening. She did her best to smile with her eyes.

“Hello, Wells. I’m Dr. Whitaker.”

He smiled at her and the sight was nearly enough to break her heart. It was a lovely, boyish smile. A reminder that he couldn’t be a day older than fifteen. The bruises had made him seem more mature somehow. As if pain like that could only knock on the door of someone old enough to face it. She removed a journal and a pen from her pocket.

“I’m just going to take some notes while we talk. Would you mind telling me about your symptoms? How you’re feeling?”

The smile retreated some. “Better. A little better. It hurt like hell at the start. The first thing was the bruises. I’m still sore, but when it started, it felt worse. Like I was burning inside.”

“No pain on the exterior of your body?”

The boy shook his head.

“So, no one hit you? There were no physical altercations?”

“No. Nothing like that. I get along fine with everyone here.”

“Not even with magic? No one struck you with a spell?”

Again, he shook his head. “Nothing I can remember. Besides, none of the boys here know much magic. A few spells to make our work easier. Weight reversal charms or sunshade spells maybe. You learn the spells that’ll help you survive harvest week, you know? Are there really spells that can do this?” He gestured to the bruises covering his body. “Are there?”

He looked afraid. Mercy was quick to shake her head.

“No, you’re right. I haven’t ever seen a spell do this. What else? Besides the bruises?”

She hated to ask that question. Weren’t the bruises enough? It looked unbelievably painful to hold that much damage inside a single body. The boy scratched at his collarbone before answering.

“I’m thirsty. My tongue just feels so dry. And I’m exhausted. More than just tired. It’s like I’m just… empty inside.”

“That’s common when you’re sick,” Mercy offered. “To not feel like yourself.”

He nodded. “And sometimes… I wake up and I’m not sure where I am. You know, kind of like a fog. It’s like… I think I’m back at my mom’s place. Even though I’ve been here for a couple of years. Longer than a lot of the other boys. I forgot some of their names too. Even this morning, I was trying to do a little spell just to heat my tea back up—and I couldn’t remember any of the steps. I don’t know. It’s like my brain is all turned over.”

Mercy scribbled down everything he was saying. It was a strange set of symptoms. Not what you’d typically see with a communicable disease. “Any fever?”

“Maybe on the first day?” Wells shrugged. “But like I said, it was more like… I was burning inside. Not just heat. It was pain. I’ve had fevers before. Been every kind of sick. Working on farms like these, you catch a little of everything. But this didn’t feel like that.”

She nodded. “Any tightness in your chest at all?”

“Not that I’ve noticed.”

“All right. I’d like to listen to your heart and your lungs. Do you mind?”

She held up her stethoscope, the same way she might to a small child, so that he could see it fully in the light and know it wasn’t anything that would hurt him. Wells nodded in return. When she gestured for him to come a bit closer, he obeyed, swinging his legs over the side of the bunk. He wore leggings that ran down to his midcalf. She noted small bruises on the skin there as well. He sat up nice and straight, shivering only slightly when she set the tool against his wiry, birdlike chest.

Mercy followed the standard protocol. Listening to the boy’s heart, his lungs, his intestines. Trying to hear any murmurs or oddities. His heartbeat was almost normal. So very close to the normal thump, thump, thump of a healthy patient. If she had not been so thoroughly trained, she wouldn’t have heard the difference. But it was there. Right there.

An echo.

The sound was unlike anything she’d ever heard. Back during her training, students were given a series of enchanted stethoscopes. According to their overseeing doctors, every known abnormality could be studied by listening to the sounds in that room. She’d trained through all of them, learning each rhythm, understanding what was an abnormality and what was not.

This was something else.

An absence. Like something is missing.

“Everything sound all right?” Wells asked. His voice was so earnest.

“Yes,” she answered automatically. “Yes, you sound normal.”

No point in breathing out the unknown at this point. It would only make him more afraid. Mercy smiled reassuringly, earning one more of those boyish smiles in return, and then she stood. Her eyes swung over to Nance, who had been watching the exchange closely.

“I’ll need to see the others. And I’ll need to visit the other farms. Tonight.”






4 NEVELYN TIN’VORI


Nevelyn Tin’Vori felt most at home in a library.

When she was little, she used to sneak into her father’s study. His collection had been extensive. She would hoist herself onto the ledge above the lower cabinets and walk from end to end, her fingertips tracing the spines. They’d had their childhood home publicly returned to them—but all the books had been stolen. Every cabinet was emptied. The scavengers had come and gone over the years, picking the entire house clean. Down to the bone.

Lacking an alternative, Nevelyn walked to the nearest library every morning. It was in the opposite direction of the playhouse. Away from any trace of Garth. She visited the Safe Harbor district instead. Access to the library there was restricted, but Theo Brood had happily petitioned on her behalf. A kind gesture, even if it bordered on negligence.

After all, Nevelyn spent every hour in that library researching the Broods. She read through archaic business contracts. Squinted at the minutes of historical legislatures, hoping to see how they’d voted on various issues. Land purchases, leasing agreements, execution notices. It wasn’t dissimilar to the work they’d done in Ravinia. Their apartment closet had been papered from top to bottom. Even a whisper of the Brood name would have found its way onto that wall. They’d been so hungry for news that any scrap tasted good.

Now she had the opposite problem. An abundance. The meal that was on the table now felt so large that if she started eating it from the wrong direction, she’d never get to the best parts. That was her current task. Figuring out which books or essays possessed information of true value. Her task was made difficult by how public the Broods’ lives were. Society knew so many of the family’s sins. Not just whispers in back alleys. Documented atrocities. Most of them overlooked because for generations the Brood name had been synonymous with the city’s survival.

Nevelyn was not pursuing skeletons. No, she needed flaws in the machine that the Broods had built. Surely, they must exist. No family could grow that powerful—span that wide an empire—without unintentionally creating weaknesses. Nevelyn wanted to nestle into those cracks. Dig around. Maybe help them grow a bit wider. Week after week, she returned to the same library. Researching until she could barely keep her eyes open.

It took a month to find the first worthy curiosity.

She was at her favorite table. Documents sprawled the length of it. The title of the book that had her attention was In Defense of a City. The introduction was written like a story. It followed a specific point of view that Nevelyn eventually realized was Theo Brood’s grandfather. The account had been quite gripping, but now she saw it was a foreword. An introduction. One that invited her into the reading of yet another tiresome city contract.

She was on the verge of tossing the book aside when she saw the final pages. Every ten years, two separate parties signed this document. One was always a member of House Brood. She saw Theo’s grandfather, then his father. On and on through the decades. The other signee was a rotating list of Kathor’s viceroys. What truly caught Nevelyn’s eye, however, was the last entry. It was unfinished. The word “EXPIRED” had been etched across that entire section in someone else’s handwriting.

“What the hell…”

According to the record, the ten-year mark should have been two weeks ago. The contract had lapsed. Even though the Broods had signed it a dozen times over the course of more than a century—always on the exact same day—this time it had lapsed? That realization begged an absolutely crucial question. “What is this even for?”

Nevelyn scanned back through the contents of the contract. Words like “civilian” and “domain” and “sovereign” threatened to drag her thoughts down into the mud. Nevelyn read the entire thing three times. It took that long to understand what she was reading. This was the city’s primary defense contract. The document that committed Kathor in good faith to their ongoing relationship with the Brood family. More specifically, it was the contract that gave the Broods permission to occupy, control, and profit from a number of publicly owned facilities.

Nevelyn had already found evidence of this strategy during her research. For the other great houses—the Shiverians, the Proctors, the Winters, and the Graylantians—private wealth was the heart of their endeavors. The Broods were not like them. They had been too busy protecting the city to accumulate piles of wealth. They were warriors and guardians, rather than builders or doctors. But they had wisely extracted promises from the wealthier houses they protected. A share of profits here. Free access to this canal or that theater. All in perpetuity.

Which meant this document was unique.

“Why didn’t you re-sign the contract?”

Her question was for an imagined version of Theo Brood. Or maybe even for Ren Monroe—who Nevelyn knew far better. She was not the sort of person to miss a detail. Especially not one as pivotal as this. From what Nevelyn could see, the unsigned contract would leave loyal Brood workers without access to some of the most functionally important facilities in the city. That alone made it feel like something that would bubble quickly to the surface of Brood’s attention. If his guards were being kept out of their normal workspaces, wouldn’t they report back to him?

There was one potential flaw in her discovery. The text she was reading was a bound manuscript. A copy that was magically linked to the original text, which was located elsewhere. Nevelyn knew the translating spells took time. And the older the documents got, the larger the gap between the original and the copy. She had no idea if the missing signature was still accurate.

This concern led her to the librarian.

During her visits, she’d never seen the man away from his desk. He looked as if he’d been nailed down in that chair a decade ago, and someone simply came to change out his wardrobe every few days. Today he wore one of his less frumpish cardigans. When Nevelyn cleared her throat and held out the book in question, he looked at her like she was offering him a plague.

“Yes?”

“This book. It’s bound to the original. I wanted to make sure it’s current.”

He stared at her. “Current?”

She nodded before setting the book on the desk in front of him. “Current, yes. There are contracts within the text that appear to be incomplete. I wanted to know if there might be a delay in the magic. Between the original and this one.”

“A delay?”

“Yes, a delay. Are you going to start using your own words, or are you planning on repeating mine for the remainder of the conversation?”

The man leaned back in his chair, incredulous. She was about to apologize when his face split into a grin. “You don’t have to make such a big fuss about it. Look, I maintain the magic here. If there’s a delay, it would be a reflection on my spells. It would mean I’m not taking time each week to update the charms that currently link my collection to the others around the city. Do I strike you as a man who does not maintain order?”

She squinted at him. “You have three different stains on that shirt.”

He glanced slowly down, and then belted out a laugh.

“Damn it. This is my favorite shirt, too.” He rubbed at the most glaring stain before looking up at her. “I visited the food stand for lunch. Just one of my many sins. Anyways. Everything in the library is current. I can show you how to check for yourself. That way next time, you don’t have to come here and be a brat about it.”

Nevelyn couldn’t help grinning. Were they becoming friends? With practiced care, the librarian flipped to the front of the book. There was a section with very small writing. She saw it had details about the book’s publication—and she also saw that there were details about the book’s physical location, first printing date, and more. His finger traced down to the very bottom line in that thicket of text.

“The magic was refreshed two hours ago. It’s current, dear.”

She accepted the book back from him. “Thank you. And I’m not your dear.”

The two of them exchanged smirks before Nevelyn retreated back to her section of the library. A small thrill filled her steps. This was something. It might be something. At least until Theo Brood realized his error and amended it. Now she just needed to know which buildings around the city were currently unoccupied. The next hour saw her feverishly turning the pages of various reference books. She managed to identify seven books that would have the information she needed. Rather than spend the evening hunting them down, she took the list back to her new friend.

“You never mentioned your name,” Nevelyn noted.

“A good librarian never would. We are neutral arbiters of information. Faceless servants of the masses. It is not our duty to be known….”

Nevelyn rolled her eyes.

“Oh fine. My name is Robert.”

“Suits you.”

He smiled before adjusting his reading glasses and eyeing her list. She watched as he flipped through a massive reference book. It served as a catalogue of all the texts in the library’s possession—as well as a detailed account of patron activity.

“The first one isn’t here,” Robert said, already turning the pages. He hummed a small tune to himself. “And the second one…”

Already claimed. So was the third, and the fourth. Nevelyn found herself nodding along as Robert quietly confirmed that every single book on her list was in someone else’s possession.

“All by the same person, too,” Robert said. “You must be studying the same subject.”

Nevelyn craned her neck. “Who has them?”

Robert smiled as if her question was a joke. When Nevelyn did not laugh, he shook his head like a man who’d just stepped through cobwebs. “I can’t share that information. There are privacy laws that protect the patrons here. I could lose my position.”

“Perhaps you could take a bathroom break,” Nevelyn suggested. “For just a moment.”

That was all it took to ruin their friendship. Robert’s playful expression shut down.

“It isn’t permitted. Do not ask it of me again.”

He turned away from her, looking forlorn. Like the opportunity to make a new friend had slipped through his fingers. She watched him close the reference book before resuming his own work. Nevelyn retreated back to her corner of the library. It would not do. She had to know the name of the person who’d borrowed the exact set of books she wanted.

After the briefest of hesitations, Nevelyn reached for the heart-shaped charm dangling against her collarbone. She turned it so the dark side was facing out—then went right back to the librarian’s desk. Before Robert could look up, she pushed her magic in his direction. Do not see me. Look elsewhere. Behold me not. The older man’s head jerked unnaturally to the left. His eyes fixed on the window that overlooked a courtyard outside. She knew he would sit there transfixed for another thirty seconds. More than enough time. Nevelyn flipped back to one of the pages she’d seen him inspect. Her finger traced down the page until it landed on a familiar title. On that same line, the patron who’d checked out the book.

Ren Monroe.

That had to be wrong. Was she imagining the name? Even though she could feel the tension of her maintained spell starting to grow fraught—Nevelyn turned to another page. Searching. She had to confirm the truth. Sure enough, the next entry matched the first.

Ren Monroe.

A moment’s hesitation—and then Nevelyn ripped the page out. The sound nearly dragged Robert’s attention back to her. She could see the way his body wanted to resist the magic. It was time for her to leave. Before this all went awry. Nevelyn shoved the page into her pocket, closed the reference book, and glided toward the exit. Only when she was safely in the outer alcove did she release the spell—gasping as the tension in her shoulders began to unknot. Both of her hands shook, but she didn’t have time to recover. There was one more detail she needed to check.

Nevelyn skipped her favorite market stalls on the way home. She did not dally by her favorite storefronts. Instead, she bustled through the front door of their home and started immediately up the steps. Ava called from the kitchen. Nevelyn ignored her. There was a lonely-looking dresser in the corner of her bedroom. She opened the top drawer and fished through the various trinkets until she found what she was looking for.

It was the note Ren Monroe had written her last year. She unfolded the ripped entry from the reference book and held them both up to the light. The handwriting didn’t match.

Someone else had the books.

“… lose your hearing?!”

Nevelyn whipped around. “What?”

“I’ve been shouting for you,” Ava said. “There’s a visitor.”

There was a brief slash of a second where Nevelyn thought it might be Garth. But of course it wasn’t Garth. He was dead. Buried just outside her window. If she looked, she could see the small mound of his grave—but she never looked. Her eyes cut back to Ava instead.

“Why would there be a visitor? You’re not supposed to let anyone in.”

“I didn’t let him in,” Ava said. “I found him lurking in the gardens.”

Nevelyn frowned. “Spying?”

“Maybe,” Ava replied. “It’s hard to say. He’s kind of… small for a spy.”

“Small how?”

“What do you mean small how? Physically small. He’s a child, Nevelyn.”

It was hard to process that response. One part of her had been hoping for Garth. The other part had been dreading the thought that Ren Monroe might show up. Their former partner had a knack for appearing whenever her name was mentioned. Like a spirit who’d been summoned. For some reason, the idea of a child waiting for her was the only more disturbing possibility.

“I don’t like children,” she muttered as she passed Ava.

The two of them took the stairs together. Her sister’s hair was slowly growing back. She’d kept it trimmed short during her time in Nostra. It was not quite shoulder length yet—which meant it still wasn’t quite long enough for her to walk the streets of Kathor without being recognized. Nevelyn knew her sister was growing restless, but the decision to remain hidden had been Ava’s idea. It would only be a few more weeks before she could roam more freely.

“You know, I wouldn’t just let someone in,” Ava said, clearly annoyed. “I did manage to survive for two whole years without you pecking me up and down like some sort of mother hen.”

Nevelyn nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Old habits.”

It was so good to have Ava back, but they couldn’t let anyone else know she’d returned safely. After the dust had settled with the Broods, Dahvid had made an official inquiry. What had happened to Theo’s castellan? Dahvid had revealed that the girl was in fact their sister. They’d offered Brood a carefully rehearsed story. Why had they chosen to hide her existence? Well, if the two of them died during the attack, they’d wanted one Tin’Vori to survive. Theo had put on quite a show in return. His claim was that Dahl Winters—as he had known her—vanished right after the army passed through Nostra. He claimed that he had not seen the girl since.

It would have been a perfectly reasonable lie if Ava wasn’t alive to counter it. She had ported directly to the Tin’Vori estate and told them the entire story. How close she’d been to killing Brood. How Ren Monroe had appeared out of nowhere to save him. They’d walked back through the details a hundred times, all of them confused by Ren’s ability to be in two places at once, but in the end, all that mattered was that they’d agreed to keep Ava hidden. If Theo and Ren believed their sister was dead, it was like having a piece on the game board that no one knew about. Now it was simply a matter of making the right moves.

The two of them reached the landing. Nevelyn glanced around the room.

“Is the child also invisible?”

Ava rolled her eyes. “He’s still out back.”

Frowning, Nevelyn followed her sister. The sun was bleeding toward the horizon. She could see the clay-red light pressing through the great run of windows along the back of their house. And she could also see the boy in question. He was very small. Nevelyn had been expecting, or perhaps hoping, for someone over the age of twelve. Someone that age could at least be spoken to and dealt with in a reasonable manner. But as they stepped outside, she saw that he was no older than eight or nine.

“Why didn’t you just tell him to leave?” Nevelyn whispered.

The sound of her voice must have carried. Just enough to be heard. The boy turned—and Nevelyn saw why Ava had not asked him to leave. The shape of his face. The thick limbs and the wide shoulders. He even had Garth’s deep-set eyes. But when he turned, his face didn’t frame itself in that lovely smile she remembered. Instead, his eyebrows knitted together in suspicion.

“You’re Nan,” he said.

Nevelyn could barely breathe. She felt Ava hovering beside her.

“Nevelyn. My real name is Nevelyn.”

The boy studied her. His dark hair tossed slightly in the wind. He reached a small hand up to swipe it away from his eyes. “My brother liked you.”

Those words struck her square in the chest. An unintentional reminder that Garth was gone. He had liked her. Once. Before. Never again. But the word that eventually drifted to the surface of her mind was “brother.” She hadn’t been certain at first glance. Garth had always felt like he was the same age as her, but she’d never bothered to ask. It had been possible that this was his son. Now she had an answer. The two were siblings.

“Where are your parents?”

The boy’s eyes fell to his feet. “Mum’s no good. Dad was worse. Garth took me in as soon as he found a place of his own.”

“He lived in an apartment. Near the theater. Is that where you live?”

The boy’s chin dipped even farther. “They told me I couldn’t stay.”

“They who?”

“Paladins,” the boy said. “Garth wasn’t paying the rent. Our landlord reported me. The paladins came and said I have to leave. I told them it wasn’t fair, because Garth was dead. That’s when they took me away. To one of those places with all the other kids.”

Nevelyn exchanged a glance with Ava.

“An orphanage?”

He nodded, but still wouldn’t make eye contact. She did not need to ask him how he liked it there. She could guess. The three of them had passed through plenty of orphanages after leaving Kathor. Nearly every time problems would find them. An abusive nurse. A gang of boys who wanted to put Dahvid’s strength to the test. One place had been infested with tiny, flesh-eating bugs. Their skin had itched for weeks afterward. Nevelyn knew those places were rarely full of light. At least not enough light for a quiet boy like this.

“What’s your name?”

“Josey.”

Nevelyn nodded. “How’d you find me, Josey?”

The boy fished through the pockets of his coat. There was a thick-cut paper, folded many times over, with small rips and a number of stains. He unfolded it with such tender care. As if it were a map that might lead to treasure. But when he showed her its contents, she saw it was not of a place—but a person.

“Whoa,” Ava said. “Is that you?!”

Nevelyn saw herself in the delicate brushstrokes too, but it was like seeing herself as Garth had seen her. Her hair was not the unruly nest she’d always imagined, but a waterfall of dark curls. He’d captured her shape, too. He had not imagined her any differently than she was. The fullness of her was there on the page, something cherished and lovely. In the image, she was bending slightly. Reaching for something. Nevelyn’s heart caught in her chest. It was the mail wall from the opera house. A stolen glimpse from their past. A past that had no possibility of a future.

“Gods,” she muttered. “I didn’t even know he could draw.”

Josey cleared his throat. “I looked for you. In the markets. Every day. One day, you walked past the theater. I wasn’t sure it was you, but I… I followed you. Here.”

She stared at him, unable to say anything at all.

“I thought if you liked him, maybe you’d like me, too.”

There was enough sincerity in his voice to shatter Nevelyn’s heart all over again. She imagined him searching for her each day. Imagined him folding up that portrait, sneaking through their backyard, and knocking on their back door—hoping someone in this world might care for him. She was not one for physical touch, but she held out her hand. He took it without hesitation.

“Are you hungry?” she whispered.

Her touch seemed to unlock him. Almost like he’d been guarding himself until he was certain what her answer would be. He started rattling off his favorite and least favorite foods. His hand was so small and warm. She couldn’t help thinking of the way Garth’s hand had swallowed hers. How safe it made her feel. Now it was her turn to be that for someone.

“Take a seat over there. We’ll get you fed.”

She gave his hand a quick squeeze before releasing him. Nevelyn started pulling out ingredients. Ava rustled through the other drawers helpfully. Outside, the sun was setting over the harbor. The boy threw his elbows on the table and then lowered his chin into the crook of his crossed arms. Like he was too tired to sit up straight for even a second longer. Nevelyn’s and Ava’s eyes met. They spoke without speaking. Ava set down the knife she’d been chopping carrots with.

“I’ll go get his room ready.”

Nevelyn nodded once. Darkness was creeping over the yard outside. Shadowing the three graves there. Before she could even finish cutting the rest of the vegetables, the boy was snoring softly. Which was a kindness. It meant no one was there to watch as she began to weep.
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