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For Paul—in a world of catfish, you have always been my arapaima. I love you so.
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THE PAINTBRUSH WAS TOO WET.


Pigment concentrated through the boar-hair bristles, sluicing out in irregular blots and smudging the line I’d wanted crisp.


“Hold still,” I murmured, barely moving my lips as I dabbed the brush on a rag, lest I somehow jar the moment before me and lose its magic forever. “Just one minute more.”


The corner of Artie’s lips trembled as if fighting the urge to break into a grin.


“I’m almost finished,” I promised. “Just . . .” I flicked the brush across the canvas, capturing the gleam of impish merriment brightening my nephew’s eyes. “There. It’s perfect.”


“I want to see! I want to see!” Artie exclaimed, falling out of his carefully arranged pose and tumbling over himself as he dashed behind the easel. His eyebrows fell. “That’s not what I look like. Is it?”


I studied the rendering with a critical eye before glancing back to the little boy before me. Thick waves of dark hair like mine, like most Thaumases, but with his father’s button nose. “I think it’s a fine likeness.”


“Very fine,” a voice affirmed from the doorway behind us.


“Mama!” he cried, racing off to give his mother a hug. “Am I done now?”


Camille raised an eyebrow at me, seeking confirmation. I set down my palette and nodded.


“All done.” Camille pressed a swift kiss to the top of his head before he was off, racing down the hall, breathless with pent-up energy.


“How was he?” she asked, entering the Blue Room to study the portrait more closely. Her amber eyes missed nothing. “This arrived for you this morning,” she said, handing me a thick envelope. It was marked with several palace seals.


Mercy.


“A little squirmy but that’s to be expected.” I ran my thumb under the flap, ready to rip open the envelope and dig out my sister’s letter, but I paused, watching Camille take in the painting.


“It’s a lovely painting,” she complimented. “I can’t believe he’s five now. Where have the years gone?” My sister brushed a strand of burnished auburn hair from her face and her fingers fluttered over the corner of one eye, feeling at the nonexistent lines she worried were beginning to creep in.


“My birthday is coming up, you know,” I mentioned, keeping my voice as light and casual as I could.


She frowned as though I’d accused her of something. “I wouldn’t forget that, Verity.”


“I didn’t mean— Only . . . maybe we could talk about what we should do this year?” I turned on my stool, looking up. “I thought perhaps we could go to the mainland? To the capital? Mercy said—”


“It’s not Mercy’s place to say anything,” Camille said, glancing at the envelope in my lap. I could see she wanted to snatch it up and read the missive for herself but instead she stepped forward, squinting at a brushstroke.


“She said that I could still be presented at court, if we wanted to. Eighteen is a little older than most girls, but—”


Her sigh stopped me short. “I would have loved to take you at sixteen. You know that.”


“Only I was at Hesperus, helping Annaleigh with the baby,” I supplied, knowing her excuses by heart. “But last year—”


“Last year we were in the middle of the east wing renovations. It was hardly the time for a long, extravagant trip.”


“I know,” I said, tucking a bit of hair behind my ear. She was bristling for a fight, and if she started snapping, I knew it would be impossible to sway her. “I know, I know, I know. But now . . . the house is all done. The children are old enough to travel. I’m sure they’d all love to see Arcannus.”


Camille shook her head, backing away from the canvas, her eyes drifting around the room as if looking for something to improve. She approached a chaise and plumped a down pillow until it stood on its own like a tuft of meringue. “Oh no. The children would never come with us to court. They’d stay behind with their governess, of course.”


I took a quick breath, hope reaching high into my chest like a man drowning at sea and grasping for a life raft. “But we . . . we could go? Oh, Camille, think of how fun it will be! We haven’t been to the mainland since Mercy moved to court. Annaleigh could come, too, and I’m sure Honor would join us. Foresia isn’t that far from the capital, and perhaps even Lenore . . .” I stumbled to a halt as I always did whenever Lenore came up.


My third oldest sister was a complete mystery to me.


“Lenore is Lenore. I doubt she’d . . .” Camille ran a quick hand over her hair again, as if assuring herself that everything was still in place. “All of that does sound . . . It could be quite agreeable,” she allowed. “But your birthday is next week. There’s no possible way we could have everything ready by then. The travel alone is a full day by our fastest clipper. Perhaps we could arrange something this fall? Before Churning.”


My face fell.


We wouldn’t.


The weather would grow bad.


The twins would get sick.


Camille would have half a dozen excuses by then, none of which I could argue against because she was older and wiser and a duchess and you might be able to lead a spirited debate if it were simply the first two but her title was as formidable as a citadel high atop a hill. Bordered by a barbed stone wall. And a moat.


Camille crossed to the giant windows overlooking the Salten cliffs. She made a beautiful silhouette in front of the dramatic landscape, and my fingers itched to sketch her. I could envision the first long lines, gently curved to indicate the flow of her mauve skirts. It would be the perfect juxtaposition for the thick, short spikes I’d use for the cliffs.


“We should do something festive, though,” she mused. “What about a party?”


I was too surprised to respond. Once Camille fixed her mind on something, trying to budge her from it was like prying a barnacle off the seawall.


“What do you think?” she asked, turning back to me, the weight of her stare cool and steady.


“I think . . . that sounds wonderful! How many people could we invite? Mercy said the princesses have been wanting to visit. Spring would be the perfect time for them to see Highmoor. And if Beatrice comes, you know Phinneas will too, probably. Oh! The Crown Prince! At my birthday!” My heart fluttered as I recalled Mercy’s descriptions. “He’s supposed to be madly in love with dancing. Perhaps we could make it a ball! Not a terribly formal one, of course. I know how much work they take but maybe—”


“Enough!” Camille said, breaking through my haze of ideas like a battering ram. “You’ve overexcited yourself, Verity.”


“I haven’t,” I promised, feeling the heat in my throat even as I protested. My imagination had the tendency to run ahead of me, like a young colt racing after its own legs.


“You’re flushed scarlet,” she pointed out. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to mislead you with thoughts of a large affair. I only meant a family dinner. Something cozy and intimate. Cook has been eager to try out some new recipes with the spring vegetables. It would just be us. And Annaleigh and Cassius, of course.”


“Oh . . . of course,” I said, feeling small.


She wandered over to the shelves of books before pausing at a small portrait of all our sisters.


Well. Most of our sisters.


Back when there were eight of us.


We’d originally been twelve strong but our three oldest— Ava, Octavia, and Elizabeth—passed away in quick succession after our mother died giving birth to me.


Then, years later, Eulalie followed after them, slipping from the same cliffs Camille had just been in front of. The triplets died months after—two of them anyway—another tragic accident. Rosalie and Ligeia. They left Lenore by her lonesome, like a set of silverware missing its fork and knife. Though I was six at the time, I don’t remember their deaths, only the fallout. Lenore retreated deep inside her mind, a living ghost, eyes blank, lips forever drawn into a grim line.


Then . . . Papa and Morella, my stepmother. There had been a fire, a terrible one that nearly consumed the entire manor. I should be able to recall that night—I’m told there was a snowstorm, one of the worst our islands had ever seen—but there’s nothing in my recollection of it.


My very first memory is of a sunny afternoon on Hesperus, a little spit of land farthest west in the chain of Salann islands, where my second oldest sister, Annaleigh, lives, tending the lighthouse. My other sisters, Honor and Mercy, and I lived there for part of our childhood as Highmoor was rebuilt. Camille insisted on using as much of the original structure as safety warranted. The rest she faithfully re-created, keeping everything exactly as it had been. Soft gray walls soaring four stories high and topped with a blue and green gabled roof. Two sprawling wings. A solarium filled with koi ponds and palm fronds. A great hall used for feast days honoring our patron god Pontus, king of the seas. A grand and glittering ballroom, almost never touched. All of it exactly as it had been in my early childhood, though I couldn’t recall a single instance of it on my own.


Camille and Annaleigh say it makes sense I’d not held on to the memories of that dark time of grief. They wished they, too, could discard those thoughts, those reminders of how painful life could sometimes be. But nothing about it feels natural to me.


Their faces—my father, my mother, so many of my sisters— haunt me, though I’ve no memories of them alive and whole and here. Their portraits remain, scattered throughout the manor, hung on walls, tucked onto shelves, desks, and bureaus. I should not be so familiar with Eulalie’s easy, winning smile or the dazzling russet hue of Rosalie’s curls, but I could sketch them in an instant. I’ve memorized every curve of jaw, arch of eyebrow. I know how Papa tilted his head while deep in thought, how Mama’s eyes sparkled, but I do not remember the sounds of their voices, nor how they took their coffee. Did Papa and I ever while away afternoons on the lawn, staring up at clouds? Did my sisters swim in little eddies of surf down by the north shore, their limbs long and white against the black sands?


This house has always felt full of ghosts to me—not of spirits in white sheets and chains, nothing as cliched as all that—but of memories snatched away. Memories I’ll never be able to claim as mine.


Camille adjusted the framed painting before clasping her hands together, decision reached. “So. A family dinner. What do you think?”


Her hope was palpable, written in the crook of her lips, all the way down to her fingertips dancing lightly over the velvet chaise before her.


I couldn’t find it in myself to let her down.


It’s why at seventeen—almost eighteen—I was still at Highmoor, running after my nieces and nephew, watching them grow, watching Camille’s life proceed on ahead of her while mine seemed to be withering away in the wings. She needed me. She needed me here. And so I tried to tuck away my dreams of travel and adventure, my ambitions and desires. They didn’t go down easily. They were always there, always part of me, asking, begging, beseeching for more. More than this house, more than these islands.


Pontus help me, I wanted more.


“All right,” I agreed, forcing my lips into a smile. For her.
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“HAND ME YOUR BRUSH, WON’T YOU, DEAR HEART?”


Hanna asked.


It was that rare moment of quiet in the house, hours after dinner when the children were mercifully put to bed, their chatter stilled. The days were growing longer and I’d already drawn my curtains closed against the lingering light. The velvet drapes softened the air in my room, shrouding it into a deadened silence.


I sat in front of my vanity, dressed in a long nightgown of ivory batiste and my favorite silk robe, tightened securely around my frame. Hanna, my nursemaid, my friend, and my closest confidante, had been bustling about behind me, tidying the room, turning down the linens. Next would be hair brushing, then tea. We’d had the same evening ritual for years.


Hanna removed the comb holding up my dark tresses and began working her crooked fingers through the waves, seeking out any last remaining hidden pins. Those clinked in the catchall dish at my right, a clamshell Artie had found on the beach last summer. He’d carefully polished the concave surface till it glowed and presented it to me, his round cheeks lifting with unmistakable pride.


“Mercy wrote,” I mentioned, leaning forward to remove the envelope from the drawer I’d cast it in before dinner.


“And how is the young ingénue?” Hanna started brushing out the ends of my hair with practiced strokes, careful not to tug on any knots.


I broke the wax seal and withdrew the contents. There was Mercy’s letter, soft and sinuous curves scrawled across just a single page—short this week—and a second envelope bearing my name in an unfamiliar hand. I flipped it over and studied the seal. Intricate floral vines cascaded over a heart aflame.


“Do you know this crest?” I asked, holding it up for Hanna to inspect.


“That looks like the People of the Petals. In Bloem,” she added.


Bloem was a tiny province near the heart of Arcannia. The people of the region worshipped Arina, goddess of love, beauty, and the arts, and Bloem was known for being the most refined and cosmopolitan area in the country, even putting the capital to shame. Its streets had as many fashion houses as they did theaters and salons.


So I’d read.


I ran a thoughtful finger over the seal. The wax had a deep purple hue, a sign of nobility. “I don’t know anyone from Bloem, do I?”


Hanna frowned. “Not that I can recall. Perhaps Mercy’s letter will explain everything.”


Nodding, I set the envelope aside and picked up my sister’s missive.


“ ‘Dearest Verity,’ ” I began, reading aloud for Hanna’s sake. “ ‘You missed the most marvelous party last night. There were so many guests in attendance. My dance card was never empty but I still managed to take a turn about the room with Princess Beatrice, though of course we pretended it was nothing more than a laugh. Still. Sometimes I think that girl shall drive me mad with her charms.


“ ‘Two of the guests were the Duke and Duchess of Bloem, Gerard and Dauphine Laurent. They have a grand apartment in Arcannus, as well as their family estate in the country— Chauntilalie. Beatrice, Euphemia, and I stopped there on summer progress last year. It’s beautifully decrepit and wistful. Lavender fields and so many little hills and dales, truly a bucolic dream. You would love it.’ ”


I stopped, briefly wondering what it would be like to simply go on a tour of the kingdom. Mercy seemed to spend half her life traveling with the court, a companion to the princesses, and she never made it sound like the awful lot of work Camille claimed it to be.


“ ‘Dauphine surprised me by visiting my suite yesterday afternoon and we caught up over tea. She was quite enamored with a series of your paintings I have on display—the little one of the sunrise over Selkirk, the tide pool with that darling crab, and of course, the portrait you did of me. She wanted to know all about them and was delighted to hear how well I know the artist.’ ”


“Look at that,” Hanna said, the brush now at the crown of my head. “A duchess fancying your work!”


I closed my eyes for a moment against her gentle ministrations before continuing on.


“ ‘I was seated next to the duke at dinner—such a dear old soul—and he asked if I might relay this letter to you, from Dauphine. Apparently, they’d like to offer you a commission, little sister. What fun! You should absolutely accept, of course, and make sure your travels involve a stop in the capital. I miss you and can’t wait to show you off to all my favorite friends. Please come soon. Your dearest, Mercy.’ ”


“A commission,” Hanna echoed. She set down the hairbrush and began dividing up sections of my hair to braid.


“How odd,” I murmured, burning with curiosity. I’d never received a letter from someone who wasn’t a relation, and my fingers traced the lilac seal once more before I broke it.


Thick and creamy and edged with a glint of rose gold, the paper inside was far nicer than Mercy’s usual stationery. The duchess’s hand was a refined copperplate, written in a shocking shade of orchid ink.


“ ‘My dear Miss Thaumas,’ ” I began, bringing the letter closer to me. A cloying bouquet danced in the air. The paper had even been sweetened with perfume! “ ‘First, I wish to introduce myself to you. My name is Lady Dauphine Laurent, Duchess of Bloem. I’m an acquaintance of your sister Mercy and hope to become a friend of yours. Second, I wanted to commend you on your obvious talent as an artist. Your work is exquisite and fresh. I’ve greatly enjoyed your portrait of Mercy and admire the style in which you captured her.


“ ‘My son, Alexander, turns twenty this year and my husband would like to mark the occasion with his first adult portrait, as is the tradition for all Laurent heirs. As you may know, Bloem boasts of several academies and conservatories. In the last month I’ve looked through so many portfolios of work, I feel as though my eyes have crossed and I honestly can’t remember a single piece from them. But there was something in yours that stayed with me.


“ ‘To be short, I want you to be the one to paint my son. We will obviously pay you for your efforts and would be more than pleased to host you at Chauntilalie while you work. Please respond to my request at your earliest convenience. Alexander’s birthday is in just three months, and I know it would please my husband to unveil the portrait on his special day.


“ ‘Yours most earnestly, Dauphine Laurent.’ ”


“They want you to go all the way to Bloem to paint?” Hanna mused, tying off the braid with a ribbon in dark blue. She tapped the top of my head, work done.


All the way to Bloem . . .


My heart quickened. My first real adventure!


I stood up quickly and my knee bumped against the edge of the vanity, jarring the taper candle. I caught it before it could clatter over, spilling its foul wax upon the marble tabletop. Every year, Annaleigh gave me a case of candles for my birthday. She had them made up especially for me, claiming I’d been fond of the scent as a child. It was a horrid mix of sea salt and sage, and as much as I detested it now, Camille made sure the candles were used, claiming them to be too extravagant of a gift to be stored away and forgotten.


“I should write her back at once,” I decided, turning to the little desk near the fireplace. I sat down, pulling out a sheet of parchment and my inkwell. A silver octopus, the Thaumas sigil, wrapped its arms around the container. My stationery was nowhere near as fine as either of the letters I’d received. Camille bought my supply from a shopkeeper in Astrea, made from the pulp of harvested kelp. It was grainy, with irregular blots of fibers, and had a slight tinge of green. It had always been more than suitable for my purposes—letters to my sisters, silly doodles for the twins or Artie—but I paused now, tracing the bumpy surface and wondering if I ought to find something nicer for my reply.


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Hanna asked, busying herself with the tea cart. “You know your sister is going to have an opinion about that. About all of that.”


“I’m sure she’ll have many,” I said, setting pen to paper with a decisive flourish. The paper wasn’t important. The message was. “She usually does.”


Hanna brought a cup of cinnamon tea and leaned against the back of my chair, reading over my shoulder. I could feel her eyes on my neck like a physical weight. “Well?” she prompted.


“Well . . .” As I signed my name, the nib of my pen scratched the page, sounding deeply important. “I’m eighteen next week. An adult. Camille doesn’t get to decide absolutely everything in my life for me anymore. If these people—these kind and respectable people—want to invite me to their home, if they want to pay me to paint, then I’m all for it. I can’t live at my sister’s house forever.”


“It’s your home too,” Hanna reminded me. “It always has been.”


“Not exactly. Not since it became Camille’s. I don’t even recall what it was like before it was hers,” I admitted, though Hanna knew all that.


Most nights she’d tell me about my childhood, from the time before I could remember. We’d sit on the love seat, drinking tea, while she spun another story. I was her only charge at Highmoor—Marina, Elodie, and Artie had their own nursemaid, a much younger woman named Callabeth. Camille had confided to me once, after the twins were born, that she didn’t want them growing fond of Hanna, already so old and frail, and marring their childhood having to mourn her.


Looking back at our youth, it made sense, wanting to shield your children from the pain that had marked you. I was also more than happy to keep Hanna all to myself.


“Just think of how nice it will be without me here for a while,” I said with a false brightness. What would she do to occupy her time? Camille had kept her on because of loyalty. Since my return to Highmoor, Hanna had only ever looked after me. Mercy and Honor had declared themselves too grown to need fussing over. I wondered if Hanna was hurt I’d leapt into this commission without talking it through with her. “You can kick up your feet and finally get around to that sampler you’ve been talking about.”


Hanna loved to sew, and her needlework had always been a source of pride for her, though I often kept her too busy to ever work on it.


“I’ll be back in no time,” I promised. “It’s not like it will be goodbye forever.”


She sniffed and turned back to the cart. “I suppose not. Now that your letter is all done, shall I tell you about the time Annaleigh snuck an army of sea turtles into the bathtub downstairs?”


“Sea turtles in the bathtub?” I echoed, following her over to my sitting area. I’d heard this story a dozen times before but always pretended as though it were the first. “Why on earth would she do a thing like that?”
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“I THINK THAT’S EVERYTHING, MRS. BENNETT,” CAmille said, scanning her long list of supplies. Her fingers ticked over the last items, satisfied. My sister treated every rare shopping trip off Salten as if we were going on a yearlong expedition through jungles unknown.


“Oh, actually,” I said, looking over my small stack of items. “If you have any more of the large sketchbooks”—I pantomimed the size I was after—“I’d love to get another of those. And a pack of charcoal pencils, too, please.”


Camille nodded toward the shopkeeper. “Once you’ve tallied it all, Mr. Stammish will arrange for everything to be taken to our boat.”


With a quick bob of her head, Mrs. Bennett began a list of her own, writing up my sister’s invoice. Roland Stammish, Camille’s valet, stepped forward and soon they were deep in discussion about how to best pack all the boxes for transport to the marina.


“I’m famished,” I said, turning to Camille hopefully.


She studied a display of wooden toys in the shop window. When she picked up a little sailboat, I knew she was thinking of Artie. She hated leaving the children at home, but the twins had bickered all through breakfast. Elodie finally sought to end the argument by hurling a scone at her sister, but she’d missed the mark, striking a silver pitcher and splattering cream all across the table. Camille’s fury had been sudden and swift.


“Camille?” I prompted. “Lunch?”


“What?” she asked, drawing her attention away from the toy boat. “No, not today, I think. We ought to be heading back. Roland will be wanting to—”


“Please?” I begged, spinning a colorful disk. Small dolphin figurines leapt out of painted waves. “It’s been ages since we’ve had a meal together, just the two of us. We never do anything together.”


“We’re together here. Right now,” she pointed out. She replaced the boat back into the display and brushed her fingers.


My lips twisted, on the verge of pouting. I’d planned out exactly how to do this and she wasn’t going along as I’d envisioned. “There’s that tavern down the road. William says you always go there when you come to Astrea.”


“Well, yes,” she allowed. “They have a very good chowder.”


“That sounds wonderful. All this shopping has left me so hungry. Aren’t you?”


She glanced at the sparkling silver watch encircling her wrist. William had given it to her for an engagement gift before they were married, promising to always honor and respect the time she needed to run her domain. I suspected the only reason she’d wed him was that he was the only suitor to never challenge her authority. Her sigh wafted out like a slow leak. “I suppose we do have the time. Mr. Stammish,” she said, raising her voice. “My sister and I will be at lunch. You’ll let us know when you’re ready to leave.”


It wasn’t a question. Few things ever were with her.


I fought the urge to clap my exuberance. I’d been aching to tell Camille about Dauphine Laurent’s letter all day but hadn’t managed to find the opportunity.


Hanna was right. Camille was unlikely to immediately accept. She would have to be convinced, coaxed. And if that didn’t work, coerced. I’d sealed my fate earlier that day, dropping my acceptance letter into the post when my sister wasn’t looking. I had no reason to suspect that Camille riffled through my correspondence, but I didn’t want to leave a single thing to chance.


I was getting away from these islands.
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We were seated in a booth far larger than a party of just two required. It was at the back of the tavern, in a secluded corner far from the rest of the open floor, and as Camille carefully tucked herself into the farthest side of the table, hidden away behind a wooden screen, I understood that this was her table, where she always sat. As the duchess.


We rarely went out in public together on the islands—she usually brought her children or husband along with her on visits to Vasa’s shipyards or to bless the beginning of the fishing season with a grand ceremony at Selkirk. She left Hesperus to Annaleigh, certain she could manage the lighthouse all on her own. Our family all attended the Churning festival on Astrea—


a weeklong celebration thanking Pontus for his benevolence— and as I pondered over the past year, I realized that was the only time I’d been off Salten with her.


“Why did you want me to come shopping with you today?” I asked after a barmaid brought us great sloshing mugs of cider, leaving them unwiped to create a galaxy of sticky spheres and rings across the thick oaken table.


“Hmm?” she asked distractedly. She’d been watching the room beyond our booth, studying the faces of the townspeople present.


“We never go shopping together. It’s always you and Roland for supplies for the manor or you and the children when it’s time to order new clothing. The last time I went out with you . . .”


I wracked my memories. There must be one instance . . .


But I came up short and shrugged.


She dragged her gaze from the bar, glancing down at the table between us. “I hadn’t thought attending fittings or pricing out new shingles would be something of interest for you.”


“I mean, probably not but . . . it was a surprise when you asked me to come with you this morning. A nice surprise,” I allowed.


Her lips rose in an approximation of a smile and she took a small sip of the cider. I had the distinct feeling she was trying to come up with some bland course of small talk to fill the time and knew I needed to act now if I wanted to say my piece.


I took a breath, the words I’d been preparing all morning heavy on my tongue, but as I opened my mouth, something else entirely fell out.


“Is it me?” I asked, and then was unable to take back the question because her eyes were upon me, finally meeting mine.


“You?”


“You seem distracted or uncomfortable or . . . something. I just . . . I get the sense that you would rather be anyplace else in the world than here with me, right now, and I just wondered—”


“Is it you,” she said, supplying my next words.


I nodded, waiting for her denial.


She traced a ring of spilled cider with her middle finger.


“It’s not . . . you,” she finally said, but there was little assurance in her tone. “You know I love you very much, Verity, and you know how much I treasure having you at Highmoor with us, with me. All of us do. William thinks of you as his little sister. The children adore you.”


“Then what is it?”


Camille winced silently as the barmaid returned, carrying a large tray. She set down bowls of chowder and a basket of crackers before us. Cutlery clattered to the table.


“Anything else, milady?” she asked.


“Thank you, Wynda. I believe we’re quite all right.”


With a nod, Wynda bustled away to check on another table before making her way back to a stool at the bar.


“We’re fourteen years apart, you and I,” Camille said briskly, dropping little rounds of crackers into the chowder. “I’d like to spend more time together, just the two of us, but . . . we’re at very different stages in our lives. We always have been. I’m a wife, a mother. I have an estate to run and affairs at court. There are so many obligations that you’ll never need to know or worry over. And you . . .”


“And me,” I echoed, knowing there was nothing in my life that could ever match the mantle of importance placed on Camille’s shoulders.


She reached out and squeezed my hand. “I am so, so wonderfully glad you’re here, that you live with us. Highmoor will always be your home, you know that. Perhaps I’ve not shown you how much I appreciate you being there. I need to do better. I . . . I will try to be a better sister.”


“Camille, I didn’t mean to insinuate that you—”


“I will be better,” she promised.


“Well . . . actually . . . there’s something else I’d hoped we could talk about,” I said, slipping the duchess’s letter from my pocket. There was something horrible in the way Camille had said Highmoor would always be my home. The words themselves sounded lovely but their implication made me bristle. Staying at home meant I never went anywhere. I never learned anything new. I wouldn’t find a suitor, a calling, myself, if I never left. Camille was bound to Highmoor, she was called to protect it and the islands, but I . . . what purpose did I serve behind its stony walls? “I . . . got that letter from Mercy yesterday.”


She took a small spoonful of the broth, rolling it around her mouth while she contemplated what I wasn’t saying. “Oh?”


“She’s made friends with a duchess, from Bloem—”


“Dauphine Laurent,” Camille cut in, nodding.


My head bobbed in time with hers. “Yes, well. The Laurents have a son—”


“Alexander,” she interrupted again, taking more crackers and crushing them into her soup.


“Alexander,” I agreed. Each time she broke my train of thought, my nerves mounted, growing from my middle like a bramble of tangled vines, reaching up to strangle me.


“He’s a lovely young man,” she said, glancing out across the room again. “I can’t imagine being in the duke’s position.”


“Position?”


“He’s an invalid, you know. Alexander. Some nasty fall or childhood malady, I can’t remember which . . .” She shook her head as if it wasn’t of importance. “He hasn’t the slightest bit of movement in his legs, has to go everywhere in a wheeled chair.”


“How awful,” I murmured, picturing how it would look in painted form, a small, forlorn figure seated before a looming old manor, the grounds chock-full of overgrown greenery, threatening to swallow the boy whole.


Camille took another bite. “Do you not like it?” she asked, gesturing to my own bowl. I still hadn’t touched it.


“I was just . . . letting it cool for a moment.”


“So, let me guess. Dauphine is after Mercy to visit Chauntilalie, isn’t she? She’s obviously trying to set up some sort of arrangement with the pair of them behind my back. And Mercy wrote to you to . . . what? Get her out of it?” She rubbed at her temples with a sigh. “I swear, she’s such a baby sometimes.”


“What? No.”


But Camille was already playing out her imagined scenario, too intent upon it to hear me. “Mercy,” she snorted. “Dauphine must be scraping the bottom of the barrel. Anyone with one eye can see that that girl has already pinned her heart to—” She cut herself off abruptly, glancing sharply toward a couple who’d passed by closer than she liked. She swallowed. “Well. You know.”


I did.


“That isn’t why she was writing,” I said, carefully bringing out the duchess’s letter and setting it down on the table between us, now a sodden mess.


After giving it a wary look of disdain, she opened the wrinkled pages. I watched her eyes dart back and forth, scanning the bright ink. She read it once, twice, a third time, then put the letter back down. “No,” she said without preamble.


“What do you mean no?”


“No, you won’t be going.” She downed a long swallow of the cider as if seeking fortitude.


Normally I would have nodded and followed her wishes but her earlier words still echoed uneasily in my mind.


Highmoor will always be your home.


Always.


It will always be my home.


My home will always be here.


But why should it?


Had she ever once asked me what I wanted out of my life?


No.


She just assumed she knew best and went around making sweeping pronouncements like that. Like she always did. Like a duchess always would.


I took a sip of the cider myself, then another. “I don’t recall asking permission.”


Camille’s eyebrow arched sharply. She seemed too stunned to reply.


“I’ll be turning eighteen next week. I’m more than old enough to be making my own decisions.”


“Eighteen is hardly—”


“You let Mercy go to court at sixteen.”


“The king requested it. What was I to do?”


“Honor left at seventeen,” I continued, keeping my voice level.


It had been a double blow, both my closest sisters leaving within just months of one another. I’d felt abandoned but tried to stay hopeful, knowing that only in a few years’ time, I too would be old enough to join in their adventures.


Only that had never happened.


They were out there. I was still here.


Always.


“Honor became a governess. She had a job.”


“So do I,” I said, glancing at the letter.


“That’s not . . .” She trailed off and closed her eyes. “That’s not the same.”


“I already sent her my acceptance.”


There was a quick flash of amber as her eyes opened, narrowing at me. “You what?”


“I wrote back, saying I’d be delighted to accept the post. I mailed it off this morning.”


She took a deep breath. Her cheeks burned brightly and I noticed her hands trembled with rage. “Then you will write her back and say it was a mistake. You’ll have to apologize, of course, but—”


“There’s nothing to apologize for. I am going.”


“You’re not.” Her voice was terrifyingly calm. She’d not raised it once, keeping every word crisp and deliberate.


“I don’t understand. Everyone else has left. Annaleigh, Honor, Mercy, even Lenore! You let all of them go without a fuss. I only want what they did. It’s time for me to find out who I am, who I’m supposed to—”


There was a crack in the veneer of her face, just a small glimpse of the thoughts swirling in her mind that she desperately tried to hide, but as I spoke, it grew bigger, splitting the mask into tatters. “Dammit, Verity,” she snapped, striking at the table with the palm of her hand.


It was as shocking as a slap. My breath caught in the hollow of my throat, unable to understand her reluctance, why there was such fury in her eyes.


“You’re not them. You’re not like any of them!”


She struck the table again, and the bowls and mugs trembled at the force of it. Before I could say anything, Camille swooped off the bench and was out the door. It swung shut behind her, striking against the frame with a resolute finality.


I sat frozen in place, staring at the food before me. I didn’t have to look around the tavern to feel the eyes of everyone in the establishment staring at me, wondering what had occurred. Camille always presented such a calm, dignified façade in public. She must be mortified at the scene she’d caused. I was certain she would quickly return, making up excuses for her out-of-character antics.


A minute passed.


Then another.


And another.


And still she did not come.


I sat in the booth, unable to leave, unable to stop my short grasping gasps for air.


What had I done?


I’d wanted her to see me as I truly was now. Her sister, grown up and ready for the responsibilities of adulthood. Ready to fly from the nest. Ready to make decisions for myself. I wasn’t a little girl any longer.


I hadn’t guessed she’d react like that.


Against all odds, my stomach let out a loud gurgle. I dared to look over at the customers. A few people quickly glanced away— they had been staring—but some offered sympathetic smiles.


Another barmaid, different from the woman who had served us, came over, her steps tentative as if she wasn’t sure her presence would be welcomed. Her skin was a dark copper and her black hair was cut short beneath her mob cap.


“Are you unwell, Miss Thaumas?”


“Oh, no, I’m fine. Just fine,” I said, trying to believe it was true. Every minute that passed without Camille’s return increased the dread building in my chest.


“You’re crying,” she observed, and pushed Camille’s unused napkin toward me.


I snatched it up, patting at my eyes. “I hadn’t even noticed.”


“Sisters can be difficult, can’t they?” she guessed, her eyes darting toward the door as though Camille had suddenly stormed back in.


She hadn’t.


“They can be,” I agreed.


“I have three,” she said, ducking into the booth, sitting in Camille’s spot. “All older. It’s hard being the baby of the family.”


“It really is.” Despite my misery, I smiled at her. “I’m Verity.”


She took my extended hand, shaking it with her cold, calloused ones. “Miriam.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Miriam. Thank you for coming over. I . . . I’m not exactly sure what I ought to be doing and everyone was staring so.”


“Not everyone,” she said, tucking a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “There’s that gentleman over there, seated with the lady in green. She’s been giving him an earful about some new hat she saw in the shops and I don’t think he even heard your sister leave.”


A bit of laughter burst from me. “Well, that’s very good to know. And here I was, worried we’d caused a scandal.”


“Oh no, miss,” she said, her face drawn with mock gravity. “If you want to know a true scandal, look at that couple sitting over there—the man who has the big gold ring . . . and the lady whose fingers are decidedly bare.”


I studied the pair she spoke of. They were leaning in toward each other, whispering and looking as if they were the only two people left in the world. “What’s so shocking about that?”


Miriam’s blue eyes twinkled; her smile was sly. “See that woman over near the bar, in the purple dress?”


I spotted her, studying the couple with barely concealed wrath. I ate more of the chowder, expecting something to happen.


“That’s the gentleman’s sister-in-law. He’s not yet spotted her, but it’s obvious she has him.”


“Scandal indeed.”


“Feeling better?” she asked, gesturing to the half-empty bowl.


“I am,” I admitted. “I still don’t know what to do, but—”


“Verity.”


I jumped, startled by Camille’s voice. I hadn’t noticed her return or approach, and judging from the color leaving Miriam’s face, neither had she.


“You’re back,” I said.


“Yes, well . . . Roland has the boat loaded. We ought to be getting home.”


“Don’t you want to finish lunch? Perhaps we could talk about—”


“We need to leave.”


“Camille, this is Miriam,” I said, feeling terrible my sister had not even bothered to acknowledge the girl in front of us. “We were just talking.”


Camille’s gaze drifted over her, never settling upon her face. An angry red crept out of the ruffles of her collar, staining her neck like a bloody handprint. “The tide waits for no one,” she said, her eyes fixed above Miriam’s head. Without a goodbye, she turned on her heel and was out the door, never once looking back to see if I followed her.
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LATER THAT NIGHT, I TAPPED ON THE DOOR OF CA mille’s parlor.


“Come in,” she bid, her voice light and welcoming. I feared she thought me William or one of the children.


Entering, I spotted her seated before her vanity, removing the day’s finery. I watched her face sour in the mirror’s reflection and knew I’d been right.


I turned, glancing out the windows at the setting sun as it painted the world crimson. Camille and William’s suite of rooms took up nearly all the fourth floor of the west wing and offered the most spectacular views. I could even see the flash of light from Old Maude tonight and wished I could somehow will myself back to those golden childhood days on Hesperus.


“Dinner was lovely,” I started, trying to mend this horribly broken fence with the empty compliments Camille usually drank up like water.


“You didn’t take a bite of it.”


I knew she’d been watching me over the rim of her goblet, assessing my every action.


She tilted her head and plucked off a fat teardrop pearl earring, then placed it in a silver dish.


“Camille . . . can we talk about this afternoon? Please?”


She removed the other pearl and rubbed her earlobes, massaging them. “I don’t see the point, but you do seem determined to have your way in all things today, so fine. Let’s talk about it. Let’s talk well into the night, till we’re both hoarse and exhausted. I have a council meeting at seven on Vasa tomorrow, but I’m certain the men will understand if I’m not at my best. I’ll just tell them Verity wanted to talk.”


“Camille . . .”


She spun around on the little tufted stool, her eyes sharp and fierce. “What?”


Faced with her wall of fury, my resolve crumbled away. I felt as though I were standing on the cliffs outside Highmoor. One wrong step and I would fall over the edge, careening toward my end.


Eulalie’s painted smile flashed in my mind and I winced.


“I didn’t . . . I didn’t mean for it to go the way it did.”


“A small reassurance,” she said, turning back to the mirror. She took off her necklace, laying it out on a dazzling midnightblue cloth. As she folded up the little square of velvet, I noticed her cuticles had been picked raw.


“I’m sorry,” I said, wanting to take a step toward her, wanting to kneel next to her like I would have when I was younger, pressing my forehead against her side. She would have reached out to comfort me then. She’d have rubbed small circles between my shoulder blades, placed a kiss on the top of my head.


“For what?”


Her words stung like acid and I pushed away the thoughts of what she used to do. There would be no such comfort today.


“I didn’t mean to upset you. I don’t want you angry.”


She sniffed. “Well, you’ve failed spectacularly at that.”


I swayed back and forth, uncertain of what to do. It was clear she wasn’t in the mood to talk—this conversation would go nowhere—but I also knew if I were to turn tail and retreat, the incident would fester between us, growing and spreading like the black rot of a gangrenous limb.


“I just . . . I just don’t understand.” Her admission was soft, a stark contrast from the earlier barbed assault, and I almost didn’t hear it. “I’ve given you so much over the years.”


I glanced about the room, not understanding the dramatic shift between us. “I know.”


She took a deep breath, looking at her reflection, her stare vague and unfocused. “I was nineteen when Papa died. In the course of one evening, I inherited his title, a smoldering estate, and the sudden care of my five younger sisters.” When her eyes rose to meet mine, they were watery with bright tears. “I’ve made sure you were clothed and fed. Educated. That you felt loved and cared for. I wanted—always—only the best for you. I’ve made this home as comfortable as I could. . . . Why are you so hell-bent on leaving it? On leaving me?”


I hazarded another step closer to her. “Camille, it’s not you I want to leave. . . . It’s not even Highmoor.”


Her sigh quavered. She looked on the verge of sobbing. “Go on and do it. Everyone else has. It was a delusion to think you’d be different.”


In an instant, I was at her feet, throwing my arms around her legs. The expression on her face had wounded me. I’d never seen Camille so vulnerable. So alone. “The others didn’t leave you either. They just . . . they have their own lives to start.”


“I always thought our lives were meant to be here, the Thaumas sisters, sisters of the Salt.” She swallowed. “They’ve all gone so far away. . . .”


“I won’t,” I hastily promised. I pushed back every notion of my grand adventure. Pushed and stamped and trampled it into the dust beneath my feet. Anything to remove that dreadful look from my sister’s face. “I . . . I’ll write to Lady Laurent tonight. It will go out with the post first thing in the morning. I’ll make whatever excuse you want me to. I’ll stay, Camille, I will.”


There was a long moment of silence. I couldn’t see her face, couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but hoped, hoped, hoped that somehow I’d made the situation better. I hoped my sacrifice had reassured her, had stopped her tears. It was terrifying to watch my sister—any of my sisters—cry.


“Thank you, Verity,” she said, running her fingers over my hair, tickling the back of my neck like she used to. I closed my eyes and tried to sink myself into that act of forgiveness.


I didn’t know how long we stayed that way, each trying to comfort the other from an impossibly uncomfortable position, neither of us seeing the other’s face, just trying to make our earnestness felt. Finally, Camille broke away and picked up a small cloth from the vanity.


I straightened, sitting on the back of my legs, and watched her remove the stain from her lips, slipping back into her duchess mode, always self-possessed, never inefficient.


“Now that that’s settled, you should be off to bed. You’ll want to write that letter tonight and we could all use a good sleep. Hmm?” She tweaked my nose, but the motion felt off, a shell of affection.


“Of course,” I said, fumbling to my feet. She’d won this battle and was already eager to move to the next task on her list. All of us were little ever more than an empty box in need of a check. Already I regretted my impulsive oath. “I could have Hanna bring you up a cup of tea, if you want. It always helps me sleep well.”


Her lips settled into an unreadable line. “You can take one of my candles if you want,” she volunteered, ignoring my offer and gesturing to the tapers flanking either side of the vanity. Even she was using Annaleigh’s stinky gifts.


“That’s all right,” I said, and gave her a swift kiss on the cheek. “I’ve never been afraid of the dark.”
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I waited until I was on the back staircase, heading for the second floor, before I broke apart, giant gasping gulps of breath bringing me to my knees. I flushed hot, my cheeks scalding even as my fingers quaked with cold trembles.


“It’s only for a little while,” I cried, making promises to myself that were beyond my powers to keep. “She can’t expect you to stay here forever. She can’t.”


I shuddered, wanting to let loose a torrent of tears but I was wrung out, a sail without wind, a fish on dry dock, screaming to breathe in its airy surroundings. I stifled back floundering sobs. They wracked through me, curling my spine inward as I drew my knees to my chest, trying to hold myself together however I could.


“Look at that,” someone whispered on the landing a floor above me. Their voice carried down the stairwell, echoing and repeating over itself.


“Who’s there?” I called out. My fingers clawed at my sides, panic spiking through me like an ice pick.


Someone had overheard my distress. Someone had witnessed my breakdown, and rather than come to my aide, come to comfort, they’d watched, cruelly judging me, mocking my angst.


“So many tears.”


Who was that?


Who were they speaking to?


I leaned out over the railing, straining to find the figures in the darkness above me. Oh, why hadn’t I taken Camille’s light?


“So much sorrow,” murmured the companion.


Uncurling myself, I sped up the stairs as silently as I could, intent on surprising the voices. Was it a pair of idle maids? Camille and William traipsing after me to make sure I’d really gone to bed? Who?


But the landing was as empty as it had been when I first passed it. I peered down the third-floor corridor, certain the voices had fled when they heard my approach, but it, too, was still and dark.


Then . . . a flash of red.


A ways away, near the other end of the hall. There one moment, then gone the next, slipping around the corner.


“Lenore?” I asked incredulously.


It looked just like her hair, worn loose and long, a sparkling curtain of russet against the low glow of the gaslights. The children’s rooms were on this floor, and the lamps were kept burning through the night to stave off bad dreams.


I followed after her, confusion swirling within me. “Lenore?”


Had she come home? For my birthday?


We’d wanted her there, of course. I would have sent her an invitation myself, but I’d not known where to address it. The last time she’d contacted any of us had been months ago, penning a short note to Camille.


“I’m fine,” she’d promised at the end of the missive. “Everything is fine.”


She’d tucked a small flower into the envelope, pressing its strange red petals between a bit of wax paper to preserve its beauty.


And now she was here.


I hurried after her. It had been years since she’d left Salann. Years since I’d seen her face.


“Lenore,” I tried again. “Wait for me.”


Why wouldn’t she turn and greet me?


“Tears,” she whispered, and her voice carried strangely down the hall. For a moment, I could have sworn it came from behind me, familiar lips pressed directly to my ear.


“Sorrow,” her unseen companion agreed.


“Tears.”


“Sorrow.”


They repeated the words over and over, their whispers rising to hisses, like steam released from a kettle too hot and ricocheting through the corridor to form a horrible melee of noise so loud I was surprised the children could sleep through it.


“Lenore!” I cried out, racing around another corner to watch her descend the main staircase. “What are you saying?”


“Tears,” she repeated, pausing on her tread to look up at me.


I could clearly see the second figure now, standing beside her, their hand gripped tightly around my sister’s.


I blinked hard.


I wasn’t seeing clearly.


In fact, I was seeing double.


But neither of the figures was Lenore.


They stared up at me, concern marring their pale and lusterless faces.


“Sorrow,” my dead sister whispered, and then I began to scream.
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WHEN I CAME TO, I WAS IN MY BEDROOM, STARING AT the canopy above my bed.


Beside me, the mattress was dented in. Someone was sitting on it and for one terrible moment, I couldn’t see who it was. Another scream tore from my throat as I envisioned Rosalie and Ligeia flanking me in sleep, their long dead limbs reaching in to cover me like a shroud.


“Stop that. Stop it this instant.”


That hiss of command, of seething disappointment. It wasn’t my not-so-recently departed sisters.


Only Camille.


“Drink this,” she said, pushing a small glass of amber liquid into my hand.


I sat up, swaying as my head dipped, listing back toward the pillows. Back to the bed and unconscious sleep where I could pretend I’d never seen my two lifeless sisters walking through the corridors of our home.


But Camille’s insistence kept me in check.


The brandy was strong, biting and sharp. My eyes watered as I swallowed the fiery spirits, but oddly it helped. My mind focused on the present, the now. On Camille, sitting at the edge of my bed, a rose-colored robe cinched around her waist.


Rose like Rosalie . . .


No.


I kept my eyes on Camille as I finished the wretched drink and tried not to notice how the angle of her cheekbones, the curve of her eyes, even the way she held her head now, tilted with unchecked curiosity, were exactly the same as Rosalie’s. As Ligeia’s.


Why did we all have to look so agonizingly similar?


“Who did you see?”


I licked my lips, considering the careful phrasing she used. She’d asked who, not what. “What were they?”


“The triplets, then,” Camille said thoughtfully.


I imagined Lenore joining their ill-fated duo and shuddered. “Sort of.”


“Sort of,” she agreed unhappily.


“Camille . . .”


Her eyes met mine, dark as the rosin Elodie used on her violin bow. She looked so lost. “I . . . I’d always hoped that somehow, Pontus willing, we’d never need to have this conversation.”


I waited for her to go on, but she didn’t seem to know how, so I went ahead and said it, said the one word that was guaranteed to crack her silence wide open. “Ghosts.”


She nodded.


“Our house is haunted,” I continued. “With ghosts.”


She shook her head. “Not the house . . . just you.”


She grabbed my empty tumbler and made a beeline for the little cart of spirits someone had brought in. Hanna, most certainly. I wondered if she’d helped Camille take me downstairs or if it had been Roland who’d carried my listless form down the long halls.


She poured herself a glass, then added another finger into mine. “If we’re going to do this, we should at least be comfortable,” she said, dropping onto the wingback chair and leaving the chaise for me. “Verity?” she prompted, holding out the tumbler.


With reluctance, I left the bed, took the brandy, and sat down, facing her. My stomach heaved as she gestured for me to begin. “I thought it was Lenore at first. I saw her down the hall and went after her. But . . . but it wasn’t her.”


“I know.”


I straightened with interest. “You’ve seen them then? You’ve seen them too?”


“No.” She sighed. “I guess it would be best to start at the beginning of everything. It’s just . . .” She pressed her lips together, reluctance clouding her face. “Ever since you were little, you’ve seen them.”


“Rosalie and Ligeia?”


“Not just them. All sorts of them. Of . . . ghosts.” She visibly shivered and took a large swallow of the brandy. “Annaleigh noticed it first. . . . You had sketchbooks full of our older sisters. Ava and Octavia. Elizabeth. You were too young to remember them but they were drawn with such detail, such painstakingly accurate features. . . .”


“I don’t remember,” I said, pushing against that gray fog of lost memories. “Where are the sketchbooks now?”


“They burned in the fire. There’s so much about that time that you don’t know. It would take more than one night to explain it all but for now, please trust me when I say it’s better that you don’t remember. After the fire, after . . . everything . . . you went to Hesperus. Annaleigh said she thought you were better, that everything you’d seen before had just been part of those . . . nightmares. But then you started telling her about Silas. . . .”


I squinted, dredging up the memories from my time at the lighthouse. There’d been an older man there, with craggy features and soft tufts of hair. “The Keeper of the Light,” I said, remembering. He’d shown me the best ways to polish the curved glass windows of Old Maude. He’d taught me how to tie knots, spot constellations I’d never heard of, and ways to predict the weather. I frowned, my words echoing in my mind. “Only . . . that can’t be right. Annaleigh is the Keeper. . . .”


Camille nodded. “Silas died the night of the fire . . . or sometime before. I don’t know exactly how it happened. But he was dead.”


“A ghost.”


Her stare confirmed it.


“But he didn’t . . . he didn’t look dead.”


“They never do,” she said, fidgeting with the ties of her robe. “Not to you.”


I looked down into the tumbler, studying the way the lines of cut crystal refracted shards of light through the brandy. I could feel Camille staring at me, on the edge of her seat with concern.


When I dared to meet her gaze, I kept myself as still and small as I could, bracing myself for the storm to come. “I don’t believe you.”


Her mouth fell open. She’d not expected that. “Why would I lie about something as grave as this?”


I ignored her poor choice of words. “Because you want to keep me here. Because you’d say anything— do anything—to keep me at Highmoor.” I frowned, trying to remember the pair of girls on the stairs, trying to recall every detail as it had been, not as my tired mind had guessed at in the dark. “Those weren’t ghosts. Those were maids, dressed to look alike, dressed to look like our sisters.” A bitter laugh bubbled up inside me, bursting free like a boil popped. “No. Not maids. I bet you brought them here, hired them just for this. Actresses. To fool me. Oh, Camille.”


Her eyebrows drew together into a single worried line. “You think me capable of something so twisted?”


Slowly, I nodded.


Camille was the oldest.


Camille was the duchess.


And a duchess always got her way.


I’d been challenging her authority for months, slipping off on unsanctioned visits to the other islands, sending away for applications to Arcannia’s best art conservatories, begging to visit Mercy at court. She knew I wanted to leave and had concocted a plan to keep me here.


Yes. She’d do that. She’d do that and more to keep me from undermining her.


“You want me to stay here forever, a scared little girl jumping at shadows, because you need someone to take care of,” I said, triumph coursing through me as I began to see the threads of her motives woven throughout this entire mess. “You need to feel big and important, to hear people fawn over you for your benevolence.”


She snorted. “You don’t get it. You don’t get it at all.”


“But I finally do. This was never about me. It has always, always been about you. Your need for control. Your need to be admired. And look at the lengths you’ll go to get it.”


Camille set her tumbler down on a side table, staring off into the distance as if she couldn’t bear to look in my direction. “Everything I’ve done has been for you. Do you know what would happen if you ever left the islands by yourself? If you did go to court, go to school, go wherever? You . . . you . . .” She trailed off in a groan, balling her hands into claws of frustration. They trembled with pent-up kinetic energy, wanting to lash out and strike something. The table, the glass, maybe me. “You see them everywhere. Everywhere,” she repeated darkly. “When I came back for you at the tavern today, there you were. Introducing me to a serving girl who wasn’t there. I shudder to imagine what had happened before my return. What people thought. What people said. What they’re saying now.”


I remembered her strange avoidance of the girl, of Miriam, acting as if it was beneath her to acknowledge the server’s presence. I thought Camille had just been overplaying her role as duchess. But what if . . .


“Do you know how strange you look, speaking to them, carrying on entire conversations overheard as one-sided? You look mad, Verity, as though you’ve entirely lost your mind. If I wasn’t there, if you weren’t here, under my protection . . . you’d be taken away, thrown into an asylum. No one is going to believe a girl who talks to thin air.”


An icy line of worry trickled down my spine. For a moment, I could see it happening, could picture my hands gripping filthy iron bars, hear my cries for release. “You’d get me out, though . . . wouldn’t you?”


“To what end?” she spat, her anger rising. “News of your confinement would spread across the kingdom. Think very hard on how you’ll go on after that. No one is going to want a mad little fiancée, for a mad little wife, issuing out mad little children. You’d be ruined forever.”


I tried the brandy again but my throat felt too thick, too sick to swallow. It lingered in my mouth, burning.


“And then . . . it would all come back on the rest of us. People would talk. People would wonder. What do the rest of the Thaumas girls see? Do you want that on Mercy? Honor? Marina and Elodie? Everything we do always comes back round to those who love us. Think about them, Verity. Think about their futures. Please.”


I felt myself begin to nod, begin to acquiesce as I always did, but caught myself. “You’re the one who’s mad,” I whispered. “This whole scheme is insane. Those weren’t ghosts. They weren’t spirits come to warn me of impending doom. Things like that don’t exist.”


Camille watched me warily, as if facing down a wild animal capable of destroying her. “But they do.”


“How would you know? You say you can’t see them. If I’m the only one who can and I can’t tell they’re ghosts—” I started to laugh again. The absurdity of the conversation had gone too far. It sounded as though we were actors in a badly written play, our dialogue too outlandish to bear. “You’ll have to do better than two girls in red wigs running about in Lenore’s old nightgowns. If someone was truly being visited by ghosts, they would know it. There would be no question of it.”


Her body bristled and her stare had turned cold. “You’re so very sure of that?”


I nodded.


“Roland?” Camille called out, raising her voice.


Her valet entered my chamber, still wearing his suit despite the late hour. “Madam?”


“I wondered if you could go and fetch Hanna for me, please?” He cocked his head, squinting. “Madam?”


“Hanna Whitten? Our old nursemaid?”


“I . . . I remember who she was, madam.” Roland made no motion to leave and find her.


His words struck me like a bolt of fire from the sky. Was . . .


Camille was not to be stopped. “Could you go get her, please? For Verity?”


Roland glanced uneasily between us. “I don’t understand, milady. Hanna Whitten has been dead and gone these last twelve years.”
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DRIP. DRIP.


Drip, drip, drip.


Water plinked into the tub, sending ripples across the surface to lap against my bare skin.


I wasn’t sure how long I’d sat in the bath, naked and shivering. The water was cold now, beading against my skin like icy diamonds, the bubbles long gone.


As I sat in the water, hunched over my bony knees, the drip echoed against the glazed jade tiles and lulled me into a dissociative trance.


Far from Roland and his ludicrous pronouncements.


Far from Camille.


Far from ghosts I wasn’t fully sure I believed in.


Far from Highmoor.


Far away to a place where it was just me.


Me.


Me and the water.


Me and the leaky faucet.


Drip. Drip.


Drip, drip, drop.


Drip. Drip.


Drip, drip—


Creeeeeeeeeeeeeeak.


I froze, my muscles tensing into a painful rictus of dread as the sound ripped me back into the present. Back where it was too cold and too dark and anything could have been hiding away in the shadowy depths of the bathroom. Watching. Waiting.


Waves of pebbled gooseflesh rose and every bit of me stood at attention as I noticed the burnished seahorse doorknob turn, listing to the left as someone on the other side fumbled with it.


Was it my long-dead sisters, come for a late-night visit? What would they look like up close? I imagined ghoulish faces and fanged grins, tendrils of red hair running down their bodies like rivulets of blood, clouded eyes as white as milk.


The seahorse dipped all the way around and the latch clicked, releasing the catch. I sucked in one sharp breath, cringing as the door slowly drifted open.


For a moment, it seemed no one was there.


“Ro . . . Rosalie?” I dared to whisper, fear staking my throat too thin. I could feel my heartbeat ricocheting through the veins in my ears, its pulse drowning out any answer from the other side.


The Other Side.


But then Hanna bustled in, carrying a tray of hair soaps and oils, a fresh bath sheet hanging over her arm.


“Did you say something, dear heart?” she asked, her voice clear, her figure unmistakably present and solid.


Echoes of Roland’s absurd statement lingered in the back of my mind and I wanted to laugh. How foolish did he and Camille think me? They probably planned to let Hanna go first thing in the morning, taking away my one solace as they plotted how to best carry out this ridiculous claim.


“I thought I’d find you in here,” Hanna said, setting down the tray and arranging the items along the marbled countertop. “I heard about the . . . argument . . . and went to your rooms to see how you were coping. When you weren’t there, I knew you’d either be down at the shore or in here.”


She turned and dipped her fingers in, tsking at the temperature before turning the faucet handle, coaxing hot water back into the tub. I jumped at the metallic screech, my teeth sharp against one another.


Roland’s words, however preposterous, had set me on edge.


“Whenever something’s troubling you, you always turn to the water.” She ruffled the back of my neck and wet strands of hair clung to her wrist.


My dark curls against her crepe-paper skin unreasonably cheered me. A ghost couldn’t do that. A ghost couldn’t do any of the things she’d done.


“Hanna . . . ,” I started, then stopped. For one strange, horrible moment, she flickered in front of me, like a candle on the verge of sputtering out. Had I blinked, I would have missed it.


“Yes?”


She flickered again.


I scrunched my eyes closed and sank into the bath, letting it muffle the sounds of her chatter. I was struck by the sudden and horrifying notion that when I emerged, she’d be gone.


She’d be gone because Hanna Whitten has been dead and gone these last twelve years.


Roland’s words rang louder now, amplified by the water surrounding me. I stayed under as long as I could, my lungs burning and screaming at me to just come up and breathe. Breathe!


“—don’t you think?” She blinked at me, waiting for my response to a question I’d not heard.


“What?” I managed.


“I said I think the lavender best for tonight, don’t you? Help ease your mind. Help sleep claim you.”


“How . . .” Words failed me.


This was absurd.


Hanna was here before me now.


Hanna was—


Hanna Whitten has been dead and gone these last twelve years.


No!


She was opening doors, carrying trays. Touching me with tangible heft.


She was not a ghost.


“Did . . . did you happen to overhear the argument?” I asked instead.


She shook her head, squeezing out a generous handful of the oil. After pouring a pitcher of water through my hair, she set to work, scrubbing my scalp and combing through the long locks.


Lavender shimmered in the air between us. Her fingers were an insistent pressure on my head.


“Hanna?” I looked up at her and grabbed her wrist, trying to still her movements.


My fingers passed straight through her arm.


She looked down in surprise. Her following sigh was stained with disappointment. “They finally told you.”


“Told me what?” I asked, sick. I needed to hear her say it.


“Told you . . .” She trailed off, turning toward the door as if weighing out a possible retreat.


I tried again to grab her and as my hand inhabited the same space as her wrist, a cold charge crept up my arm, like hoarfrost consuming a field. It wasn’t a simple chill, a flurry of shivers due to the water, due to my nakedness. It was an utter absence of warmth, an absence of anything resembling life.


Death.


Gasping, I pushed myself away, fleeing from her until I struck the back wall of the tub. There was nowhere for me to go, but still I sought to escape, crawling up against the slippery side, willing myself to disappear into its mosaic patterns. Water splashed everywhere, flying from the bathtub and soaking the tiled floor. The spray went through Hanna and she flickered again, absolutely dry.


Despite the horror of the moment, Hanna smiled wistfully, the curve of her cheeks rounding further. The soft light of the gas lamps played across her skin, highlighting the fine lines around her eyes.


This wasn’t right.


There was no special glow around her, no floating aura casting an otherworldly tint. She looked as she always did.


Like she always had.


“You’ve never aged, have you?” I asked, sinking back into the tub, quivering and spent. My voice sounded so small, so far away from here and now where Hanna Whitten was but wasn’t because she was gone, dead and gone these last twelve years. “All my life, you’ve looked exactly as you do now.”


Her smile weakened, listing bittersweet. “A small blessing, I suppose.” She touched her soft white hair.


“No.” My mind refused it. It was not possible. It was not—


“Yes,” she murmured sadly, as if it pained her to refute me.


I drew my knees to my chest, suddenly anxious to be laid so bare before her, before this . . . spirit? Specter. Thing.


She sat back on her heels as if sensing my need for space. A little sigh escaped her. “I don’t suppose . . . perhaps we could just forget all about this?” She held up one flickering hand, staring at it with regretful contemplation.


“Hanna. You’re dead,” I whispered.


“I am,” she admitted.


“How do you . . . How am I to . . .” The look on her face made me want to cry. “How did it happen?” The words tumbled free without me thinking through them, but they were the right ones. The ones that would help us both.


She rubbed the side of her neck. “The night of the fire . . . that awful, awful, terrible night . . .”


“You were caught in it?” I asked, struggling to remember what had happened. Sometimes Cook would let me and the children help her when she made holiday sweets. It felt like that now, wrestling against a length of taffy, sticky and straining.


Hanna shook her head. “No. Not that night, but . . . but just after. I heard . . . I heard a terrible thing. A shocking thing. It was too big for me to handle. Too horrific for my heart to take. But when it came time to go . . . after, you know . . . I couldn’t bring myself to leave this place. I couldn’t leave you, or your sisters. You all looked so small against the snow, small and soot-stained and I just . . . couldn’t go.”


She let out a deep breath— Why was she breathing? Surely she didn’t need to—and stood up. She traced her fingertips along the edge of the sink.


“I told myself it was better to remain here, to watch over you all, even if you didn’t know I was there. It was a comfort to me. More comforting than an afterlife full of unknowns. I could feel the Brine beckoning me. I knew I was meant to go there, to join the Salt, to go to my husband, to go find my . . . son. I felt so torn. But then . . . you wandered over to me as Highmoor burned to the ground. You wandered over and grabbed my hand. You grabbed hold of me and did not let go. And so . . . I stayed.”


I uncurled a little, jostling the water around me into swaying waves as I brought my hands up, flexing them experimentally. They did not look different from other hands. They did not seem capable of touching a departed soul and bending it to my will and yet . . .


Hanna watched me carefully from her perch.


“Is it my fault you’re still here?”


“Oh no, darling,” she said in a warm rush. “Not at all. I had the choice. I chose to stay.”


My eyes filled with a sudden swell of unshed tears. How different would my life be if she hadn’t? Without her gentle affection, her practical advice, her warm shoulder to cry on . . .


“Thank you—” I broke off before the tears could fall. It sounded too short, too small a phrase to impart my gratitude, but it was all I could manage.


She bobbed her head and I hoped she understood everything those two words meant.


“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” I shivered against the chill of the water but made no motion to leave it.


“You left for Hesperus as soon as the funerals were over,” she began, her voice growing distant and dreamy. “I remember how your little frame shook at mine . . . but when you returned, it was as though nothing had happened! You didn’t remember my death, you didn’t remember any of them, and I . . . it had been so many months since anyone had seen me, had talked to me . . .” Her eyes grew bright with tears and— ghosts shouldn’t be able to cry—she wiped them aside with the back of her hand. “It was selfish, I suppose. No. It was selfish. . . . But when you burst into your new rooms for the first time, when you raced up—ignoring your sisters’ worried glances—and hugged me, I was too selfish to say anything to change your view. I know it was wrong. I knew it then too. Every day I tried to hide away, watch over you from the shadows, let your sisters’ wards push me back, be unseen, but you saw me. You always saw me, Verity.”


Tears tracked down my face, salting the water with sorrow. I’d always thought ghosts to be eerie creatures of malice and retribution, haunting the living with their incessant demand to be remembered, to have their wrongs avenged.


But this was Hanna.


She was not a malevolent entity, hell-bent on harming us because we lived and she did not.


She was love. So much love.


It infused everything she’d done, every choice she’d made, every act she’d committed.


“I know you probably want to stay in there and stew on this,” she started cautiously, “but that cold water isn’t going to do you any good and I can see your fingers are wrinkled from here. Can we continue this talk in your room?”


I ran my thumbs over the pads of my fingers and nodded.


Hanna scrambled into motion again, helping me stand and wrapping the soft linen sheet around my quivering frame.


How is she doing this? How is she doing any of this?


She ushered me down the darkened corridor, briskly rubbing life back into my arms as I kept a watchful eye out for any glimpse of movement. It wasn’t just Ligeia and Rosalie I needed to worry about. Six of my sisters had died in this house. My mother. My father. Twenty generations of Thaumases before me. Who knew how many of them roamed the passageways, wanting acknowledgment now that I knew how to see them. How to look.
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